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La Bete de Gevaudan, it explains, was a wolf-like creature with giant teeth and a fearsome tail who prowled southwest France like a serial killer for three years during the mid-18th century, the final years of the Ancien Regime. Lovely. 
She murdered and terrorized the poor peasants in the area. La Bete, "she" because the word "bete" is feminine, killed 68 children, 25 women and six men in the rural Cevennes and Margeride mountains. 
That’s about six or seven hours from here. 
Back to the book. It gets worse. 
La Bete tore big chunks out of her prey, eating what she wanted and leaving them to die, other times carrying the bodies. She often decapitated them and left their mangled heads behind. 
Her victims were often shepherdesses or young children alone in the fields. They died slowly, some still conscious as they bled to death. The majority of victims died all alone out in the open, no one there to lend comfort or support. Others died at home in a state of dismemberment, with their eyes gouged out or their faces and scalps ripped off. The beast often took a large chunk out of the sides of the victims so many were left with badly damaged kidneys. 

Because of “le proces verbal,” the old, Inspector Maigret-style, French system of collecting evidence from witnesses, the grisly details about La Bete’s killings and her struggles with those who survived her attacks are voluminous. 
“It is the size of a one year old calf,” reads to an extremely long 
sentence in one account from April 11, 1765, “the coat reddish, the head big and darker than the rest of the body, the jaw always gaping, the ears short and straight, a black stripe four fingers wide right down the back, the chest white and very broad, the tail very long and very strong, except for the tip, which is white, the back paws are very big and long, those of the front, shorter and covered with long hair. It has six claws on each paw, which has been noted from the imprints of its paws on snow or soft ground.” 
The illustrations, many drawn by the villagers who witnessed her attacks, are chilling, with unsettling sexual overtones. Some of them show a lascivious wolf poised rapaciously above a young woman before killing her. 
The first murder was on July 3, 1764, when 14-year-old girl was killed at Les Ubas. The last known victim was an unidentified little girl on June 18, 1767 at Desges. 
King Louis XV sent expert marksmen - dragoons they called them - to hunt down La Bete with no luck. Thousands tried to flush her out. A large wolf thought to be La Bete was shot and killed in 1765 but the attacks continued. 
Some people think “she” was a werewolf. Seriously. Or a lost prehistoric beast. A creature from another planet. Or maybe a hybrid, a deadly crossbreed between something like an Italian hunting dog and a wolf. A vicious hyena. Others think a psychopathic man trained one or more wild wolves to kill on purpose. 
A deformed animal who resembled a wolf was shot to death in 1767 and the killings seemed to stop. But respected French historians say the real mystery of what the beast was, or where it came from, has never been 
solved. Yeah, that the’s sticking point. French scholars say the beast was real. Truth. 
She lives on in the simple epitaph still visible on dozens of graves in the Cevennes. "Eaten by La Bete." 















PART I — NEW YORK CITY 

CHAPTER ONE 
If only you knew. That’s what I think when I see the tourists, the parents and grandparents and their wide-eyed offspring who look as if they just arrived from Des Moines or Kansas City, staring at me in awe from behind the plate-glass windows at Sixth Avenue and 48th Street. At least half of them are waving signs with my name. 

It’s Monday and I’m sitting in a freezing television studio in the center of the world getting ready for our morning show. The official address here is Avenue of the Americas better known as Sixth Avenue. I’m perched at an anchor desk just across from the 30 Rockefeller Plaza, home of the Rainbow Room and the famous skating rink and the Christmas tree. Fifth Avenue is a block away. Central Park is a few blocks north. The Magnolia Bakery and the coconut chocolate cupcakes I can’t eat because I have to stay skinny is across the street. 
It’s early March. Light snow drifts down on the muddy, slushy sidewalks and the skies are a mournful gray. Still, the tourists are at the windows no matter what the season or the weather. 
While I leaf through the rundown for the show, I occasionally look up to acknowledge the admiring strangers and their signs. I could have been one of them. I’m from Oklahoma myself. I might never have left there either except, say, to visit New York City in March, take in some shows, eat at the Olive Garden in Times Square, ride the red double- decker bus - and peer into the TV studios during live broadcasts to see the people I know. 
I feel the sudden need to counsel them like a kindly psychologist even if all I can do from here is beam at them with my dazzling anchorsmile. I understand why you think you know me, I don’t blame you. 
You think you know me because I’m in your living room five mornings a week. The second our show starts at 7 a.m., I look into the 
camera lens and that image beams out the the building, bounces to a tower at the tip of Manhattan Island, boomerangs to a satellite in the sky and blows out to houses, apartments, airports, ranches and cottages all over the country. 

I’m fucking my married co- anchor. I know it sounds terrible, the worst cliche ever, but I really fell for him. I thought I loved him and he loved me. I’m a dumbass right out of a 1950s movie starring Susan Hayward. Yes, I thought he’d leave his wife for me. What else? Oh there’s definitely more. 
I use cocaine to stay thin, I drink too much (merlot, vodka depending on my mood) to take the edge off the coke and I need Ambien to help me sleep at night. Go back to Iowa! Hop the next Greyhound back to Nebraska! Save yourself! Take me with you. Save me! 
Wouldn’t it be great if I could say all that aloud? Instead, I said nothing and prayed I’d make it through another three-hour morning on the air with Geoffrey Palmer. The married co-anchor. The incredibly handsome, funny, brilliant, super-alpha married co-anchor who can make you feel as if there is someone - maybe only this one person - on the planet who gets you. 
I’ve barely been able to eat, sleep or focus on anything since he told me early last week that he had decided to stay with his wife for now and “re-dedicate” himself to their marriage. This after nearly two years with me. 
The day he told me, in his office after a particularly good show, he was so matter-of-fact that I thought I either hadn’t heard right or he 
was joking. He’d done a lot of thinking, he said. I think he even used the term “Come to Jesus moment.” He wanted to save his marriage. 
“What do you mean?” I asked him, as if he was speaking a foreign language. “What are you talking about? What about all the plans we’ve been making?” 
I thought men (especially married men) traditionally were nervous about dumping a girlfriend (especially a mistress.) What if she made an embarrassing scene? What if rabbits got boiled in a pot? Geoff didn’t seem to have a care in the world about the grenade he was throwing at my life. He spoke to me with the same assurance and aplomb he brought to interviewing the vice-president or steering his Ferrari through a blizzard in Vermont. (One of my favorite memories of him.) 
“It’s for the best, Tulsa,” he said simply. I didn’t cry. I wouldn’t cry. I never cry. 
The ice-blue eyes I always thought were so mesmerizing now regarded me without blinking, without pity. Not a bead of sweat, not a stammer. It was like the final scene of Invasion of the Body Snatchers. A new and horrible Geoff had just wheeled around to show me his other face. 
“It’s for the best?” I repeated, still in shock. “It’s for the best? Bad Lifetime movie dialogue? That’s all you got?” 
“That’s all I got,” he said quietly, and as if by magic the phone rang at his desk, a producer telling him it was time to pre-tape an interview for tomorrow. 
“I don’t know what more to say, Tulsa,” he said. “I’m very sorry if I hurt you.” He left me there, sitting on his rich brown leather sofa, 
literally without a backwards glance. I stayed there a good half hour, frozen, ready to plead my case when Geoff came back in from his pre- tape. He never did. I finally left his office and his assistant, who was just down the hall, said he’d gone home for the day. 
Geoff dropped this bombshell exactly ten days after we drove to the Berkshires together and looked at houses we were going to buy once he’d asked his wife for a divorce. We found a gorgeous gray-shingled farmhouse set back on 15 acres of land near Jacob’s Pillow that Geoff began calling “Casa Tulsa.” 
We spent hours planning our strategy for telling the network president of our involvement and how we’d spin it in the press. Hours! 
Of course he wanted to marry me. He even chose a natural pink colored, cushion-shaped diamond ring from the Neil Lane catalog online and emailed it a photo of it to me. What guy does that? It was my screensaver at home and at work. Me, who never gave a shit about weddings. I went all girly and stared at it whenever I could, especially in between commercial breaks. Geoff would catch me looking at it occasionally and smile. I was going to say he smiled “proudly” or “warmly” but that sounds pretty ridiculous now. 
Since last week I was barely speaking to Geoff, on or off the set, and worse, he didn’t seem to mind. He never answered my increasingly hysterical texts and emails except for one text early on that said simply: “I’m sorry but this conversation is over. Let’s try to be professional.” 
This morning, I was the first of the talent on the set but that’s nothing new. Geoff is always late. At times he doesn’t even arrive until half an hour before the show starts at 7 a.m. 
But nobody here tells Geoff what to do because he’s the 
network’s new big star, thanks in no small part to me, the co-anchor. Or am I a sidekick? Sometimes I wonder. I was the well-known one when we started out. 
Geoff came to TV news after he was already an icon; a Heisman Trophy winner and two-time Super Bowl MVP and later the CEO of his own firm on Wall Street. He had the kind of respect and clout from the network suits that the rest of us can only dream about. He could tell them all to kiss his ass tomorrow and still have a bank account worth millions. 
Our morning news show, which features the two of us sparring about the hottest topics of the day like, as The New York Observer put it, “Spencer Tracy and Katharine Hepburn on acid,” came out of nowhere to become the most buzzed-about morning show in the country. Every power-broker in Washington D.C. and New York, every Hollywood starlet and every bestselling author from Bangor, Maine, vies to come on as a guest or contributor. 
Everyone thinks we’re having an affair. Just google “Tulsa Kelly Geoffrey Palmer” and the word “affair” will come up right away. But no one says it to our face and no one can prove anything. I’m sure the suits love it because it boosts the ratings. Are they or aren’t they? 
“Where do you actually do it?” my best friend Lauren asked me point blank one day over Eggs Benedict at Sarabeth’s Kitchen. (I actually eat on Sundays.) “And does his wife know? How can she not know?” 
Where didn’t we do it was more the question. Yes we did it in Geoff’s office at work when we were supposedly “working on scripts.” Geoff was never more hot for me than when we did it at work. He loved the challenge of doing it quietly. 
Geoff kept an apartment, a pied a terre, in SoHo that was designed 
so perfectly for a clandestine affair that now of course I wonder if he had many before me. I don’t even know if his wife ever came there or if she had any inkling of us. I wanted to forget she existed so I didn’t ask questions (a first for me.) 
I didn’t know much about her except she was some Boston preppy who had gone to boarding school and Vassar and stayed at their home in Darien hanging out with other women, Geoff said, with “grosgrain ribbons in their hair and boiled wool jackets.” She and Geoff met at what Geoff actually called a “mixer” when he was at Phillips Exeter Academy and she was at Milton. Prep school sweethearts. 
All I had to do was drive into the parking garage with a card key Geoff gave me and use another card key to take the elevator directly to his apartment from the garage. No nosy concierge to deal with. It was brilliant, efficient and dirty. 
We fucked most frequently, though, when we were on location for the show, in Washington, LA or even Miami. We always got hotel rooms on separate floors, but only one or two floors above or below. Whenever we were back at the hotel, one of us would take the stairs to the other’s room, peeking out, secret agent-style, to make sure nobody was in the corridor. 
“Wow,” said Lauren, harried mother of three children under the age of five. “I think you’re making a big mistake. But I kinda want your life.” 
Doing the actual show, as you can imagine, is pretty mundane compared to what goes on after-hours. 
When I get to work at 4:30 a.m., my hair is a tangle of wet, unruly curls and my brain a mass of cobwebs - especially if I took too 
much Ambien the night before. My hairdresser, Tracy, and makeup artist, Michelle, take a good hour to turn me into blonde eye candy. My hair is so sleek and sprayed that no one would ever guess it wasn’t stick straight naturally. 
One of the show’s producers, usually Patrick, then sits down with me for at least a half hour, going over the big foreign and domestic news and the lineup for the show. 
Geoff, in contrast, ambles into Hair and Makeup as alert and energetic as if he’d been up for hours. He’s 43 but looks my age or younger, no matter how early it is. 
He’s tall and lean, almost 6’3”, with a superhero-square jaw and dark blond hair that I think he touches up but won’t admit to. His teeth are bleached and he maintains them with Crest White Strips that I once found in his office. 
His only flaw is that he’s blind in one eye, the result of a skiing accident at Ajax Mountain in Aspen the year after he retired from the ski team. But I never noticed before he told me and even now I can’t tell. 
He gets away with coming in later because even though he professes not to like to read newspapers or books, he’s somehow able to absorb information instantly, like a sponge. 
This morning, he’s later than usual. I went out on the set extra- early to avoid him even though it means sitting out here in this chilly fishbowl alone. 
My anchor desk tablet beeped, indicating I had a new email. It was an interoffice memo from Henry Stiles, the network president. I clicked on it and a message lit up the screen: 
This is just a quick note of congratulations to the guy with the Midas Touch, our own Geoffrey Palmer, who will be getting a fourth hour on the air everyday as “Live from New York” expands to the 10:00-11:00 hour. Geoff will be flying solo at 10 a.m. as we experiment with a rotating panel of contributors. I’ll have more when we issue the official press statement but wanted to let you all know of this exciting new opportunity for Geoff and the network. Best to all, Henry 
My stomach lurched and I reread the note, sure that I had missed my name in there and that I had misread the part about Geoff “flying solo.” 
“Morning, Tulsa, have a good weekend?” 
Tommy, our floor manager was the first of the crew onto the set, followed by the camera guys. Michelle and Tracy came out to quickly touch up my hair and makeup. 
It was 3 minutes to air and there was no sign of Geoff. 
“Mr. Fashionably Late is just about to be unfashionably late,” Tommy said. 
A minute later Geoff strode onto the set, all smiles, in one of his custom-made Caraceni suits. 
“Morning everyone!” he said, reserving his warmest, sunniest smile for me. “Let’s go have a great show!” 
I glared with such force that he looked a bit startled. Not rattled, though. Geoffrey Palmer does not get rattled. He sat down next to me in his chair and whispered, with a faux-pitying look, “Is it that time of the month?” 
“Is it WHAT?” I hissed, but quietly enough so the crew wouldn’t hear. “What a bitchy thing to say! What is wrong with you? And why didn’t you tell me about the new hour you’re getting?” 
Geoff seemed as if he hadn’t heard me as he flipped through the first pages of the script and checked his face in the mirror he kept just under the desk. Then he pulled out a pen, tore off a piece of the script and wrote something. 
It was 20 seconds to air.
Geoff pushed the scrap of white paper across the desk. 
Tommy gave us the high sign the way he does at the start of every show. “Vaya con dios,” he said. 
Ten seconds to air. 
I turned the paper over and saw six words scrawled in black ink. 
I’M SO SORRY....MY WIFE’S PREGNANT, it read. Geoff stared ahead and adjusted his tie. 
Five seconds. 
I pushed the paper back to Geoff’s side of the desk. He quickly took it and crumpled it into a ball. 
“Three,” Tommy said, his arm slicing down alongside Camera 2 like a windmill. 
“Two,” I saw his arm slash down again. 
“One,” he said, and this time he ended with his hand pointing right at me. 
Go! 
That millisecond when the red light flashes always gets me. I instinctively lean forward, as if I really don’t belong there. 
Lean back, my grandfather told me from the time I was very little. Let people come to you. I try, God knows I try. But every time I lean forward. 
But this time, I didn’t. I was too numb to do anything but sit motionless and read off the Prompter. 
Nobody seemed to notice anything wrong but I felt so raw and exposed it was as if I was sitting there topless. 
Geoff and I took turns reading the headlines and interviewing a few guests. Since everything had gone south, we managed to speak normally together on-camera but retreated into a stony silence during commercials. The crew wasn’t used to it. Tommy filed his nails. One of the camera guys slipped me part of a Hershey bar. 
“Thirty seconds until we come out of the break!” Tommy hollered. 
I pulled out my pocket mirror and checked my teeth for signs of chocolate or lipstick. All clear. 
8 a.m. One hour done. The minutes were moving like molasses. Geoff excused himself for a quick bathroom break during the long commercial block. He whistled as he went down the hall. I felt like 
throwing up. 
One of first guests in the 8:00 block was Shawn Huntley, one of Geoff’s former NFL teammates who was now a U.S. Congressman from Arizona and a semi-regular guest. 
Huntley shook Geoff’s hand after we introduced him on-air. 
“Congratulations, man!” Huntley said. “They told me in the green room you’re getting another hour show. Another touchdown!” 
Geoff smiled and thanked him as Huntley turned in my direction. He wasn’t really going to continue this topic with me, was he? Nobody’d be that stupid or insensitive. 
“So they’re giving you a break from Mister Palmer for an hour, right?” Huntley said. “Well, that’ll give you more time for a life, right? You’re still single, aren’t you? Hard to believe.” 
“Did you just ask me if I’m still single?” I said. “I’m sorry. Have we just time-traveled back to the era of Dave Garroway and his chimp? With Barbara Walters as weathergirl? Or we filming an episode of Mad Men? I’m Peggy, right?” 
This witty riposte (which is what the Washington Post once said I excelled at) sailed right over Huntley’s head and he tossed it back over to Geoff. 
“She is still single even though I don’t know why,” Geoff said, looking at me with what the I’m sure viewers took to be a fond expression. “Tell her to go out on dates more and not be so picky, Huntley. “ 
Huntley was almost convulsed in laughter. “We don’t want 
spinsters on this network, do we Geoff?” 
“Sure don’t,” said Geoff with a hearty grin. 
 I felt the words rise up like bile in my throat. It was as if the studio would swallow me whole if I didn’t let them come out. 
“Spinsters?” I said, looking straight at Geoff. “Is that what you call the women like me you fuck on the side?” 
You could hear a pin drop in the studio. I thought I even heard Tommy’s breathing from across the set. Geoff’s face went white. 
I looked over at Huntley, whose mouth was hanging open. 
“You knew Geoff’s been having a long affair with me, right Congressman Huntley? I wonder if his wife knows, especially now that she’s pregnant.” 
I looked straight into the center camera. “Sorry Mrs. Palmer,” I said. “Shit happens.” 
Before the last words were out of my mouth, I heard a strangled yelp from the producer in my ear. 
Someone in the control room yelled “Cut to a commercial!” 
I focused on the blond hardwood floors but they swirled around me. The big bulky cameras positioned across from the anchor desk melded together like three large, angry soldiers ready to attack. 
“Start running some of the taped pieces from the 9:00!” I heard someone yell from the control room. 
The tourists from the Midwest still had their noses pressed to the glass. We didn’t have audio on the street so they were still smiling and holding up their signs. 
Becky, our senior producer, must have broken land speed records to get from the control room on the lower level to the studio. She burst through the heavy studio doors and stopped in her tracks when she saw me. I was still sitting at the anchor desk with Geoff and Shawn Huntley. 
Geoff’s face was a deeper shade of ashen and Huntley appeared to be in shock. 
“Tulsa,” she said. “Henry wants to see you. In his office. Now.” 
CHAPTER TWO 
Becky and I rode in silence to the seventh floor, both of us staring at our blurred reflections in the elevator doors – until they slid open onto the familiar, beige-rose carpeted corridor of corporate. 
She glanced sideways at me just once. Becky, who’d produced our show for three years. We walked down the hall in the direction of the chrome and glass L-shaped reception area outside Henry’s office where his two assistants sat bent over big Mac computers. Julie nodded to Becky and then turned to me. 
“Henry will see you right away,” Julie said. 
I flashed back to the first time I stood outside Henry’s office. My agent was so impressed because Henry had asked me to come in just on the basis of seeing me on the air in Phoenix during an airport layover. I didn’t even have to send a tape. 
Henry Stiles was a legend in network news, the ultimate maverick who built a little startup into a ratings powerhouse in less than five years. 
He put up huge banners reading “THE BIGGEST NAME IN NEWS” in the newsroom when hardly anyone was watching. He was fond of quoting U2, saying “It has to be believed to be seen.” And voila, his network began pulling in more viewers than long-established networks that were actually losing them. 
Henry didn’t get up when I walked into his office. He sat back on his black, custom-designed leather armchair with his back to Sixth Avenue.
“Come in, Tulsa,” he said, in a bored tone, gesturing toward the sofa across from him without glancing at me. 
The longest minute of my life passed in total silence. I fingered the gold cross around my neck.
I didn’t dare look over at Henry. Instead my eyes wandered across his big office and down onto the traffic and pedestrians in the distance. I concentrated on a bus heading up Sixth Avenue to Central Park. I could make out some of the trees and greenery in the park and began thinking of my daily runs around the six-mile perimeter. Six-point-two to be exact. 
Henry’s low, booming voice broke my panicked reverie.
“Tulsa,” he said, still not looking up. “I’ve got a question for you.” I paused.
“Sure,” I said, as steadily as I could manage. 
“Do you know that studies have shown that the majority of men have a knot high up in their back, just over their right shoulder?” 
Henry abruptly set aside his papers and trained his gaze on me. 
“Do you know why?” he asked. 
I shook my head. 
“It’s because they get angry with women – and want to hit them,” said Henry. “But they don’t. Hence the knot.” 
For a minute I forgot I was in trouble, that I’d just deep-sixed a career I spent years trying to build. 
“But Henry,” I said. “Look at the domestic violence statistics. That means plenty of men must not have that knot since so many are they’re hitting women.” 
Henry studied me for a moment. 
“There’s a security guard waiting outside my door,” he said. “He’s going to escort you out of the building. Don’t worry about your stuff. We have someone in your office right now packing up everything into boxes. They should be delivered to your apartment tomorrow.” 
I stayed silent. What could I say? Begging and groveling doesn’t work with Henry. I pulled myself up off the sofa and started for the door. Henry was occupied with a new sheaf of papers. 
I didn’t even have it in me to say goodbye or to apologize.
I had my hand on the doorknob and started to pull the door open. 
“Tulsa,” Henry called to me, still not looking up.
I turned around.
“Yes?” I said.
Henry coughed, and underlined something he was reading. “Do you still think I’m sexy?” 
I shut the door behind me. 
CHAPTER THREE 
I heard the voice in my head as the security guard waiting near Henry’s office led me down the hall and into the elevator and politely took away my network ID card. 
You’re not going to be able to sleep tonight. 
The voice got louder when another guard appeared as we got out of the elevator and handed me my dark brown DKNY winter coat. 
That guard helped me into my coat awkwardly – as if I was leaving a party abruptly and he was an unusually taciturn butler. 
You’re definitely not going to sleep tonight. You may never sleep again. 
I thanked him, turned and headed down the wide hallway and out the revolving glass doors on to Sixth Avenue. The snow hit me sharply in the face, stinging me, and I reached into my bag for my umbrella. 
A sign blared WINTER SALE! in the window of ZARA across the street next to Rockefeller Center. A mannequin draped in a cream-and wintergreen-striped sweater called to me. That would be perfect for on-air. 
Wait, I was just fired! 
I headed north toward Central Park. Workmen stood on ladders outside Radio City Music Hall, changing the letters on the marquee from ZACH BRYAN to CIRQUE DE SOLEIL. I visualized my bottle of Ambien in my bedroom and hoped there was enough for the week. 
I reached for my phone. The last time I called Mom, I was awaiting a biopsy for what my doctor thought could be ovarian cancer and she got irritated with what she called “extraneous details.” 
“Tulsa,” she said, “will you just get to the point? I’m sure it’s not as serious as you think. And I’ve got to get to the pool.” 
Click. I disconnected the call just as I turned west on 49th Street and heard my mother’s phone starting to ring in Colorado. 
I headed to St. Malachy’s, the Actor’s Chapel. It was just two blocks away across Broadway and I always liked ducking into the cool, dark interior and 
I picked up a Bible and opened it to a page, hoping for a sign. My eyes fell on this passage from the Ephesians: 
Put on the whole armor of God that you may be able to stand against the wiles of the devil...Therefore take the whole armor of God, that you may be able to withstand in the evil day, and having done all, to stand. Stand therefore. 
Stand therefore. Well, that I could do. I put the Bible back into the pew pocket and got up. 
I had a sudden desire for some cocaine. The snow was coming down even harder as I walked down the steps to 49th Street and turned west. 
What a night to try to score some coke. 
I put my hand up to hail a cab and a yellow taxi zoomed at a diagonal across 8th Avenue, screeching to a halt in front of me. 
“273 West 72nd Street,” I told the driver. “Or you can just let me off at the corner of Broadway and 72nd.” 
The driver dropped me at the corner and I walked down to the luxury high-rise where I’ve lived for six years. 
I said hello to Tony at the door, Tony who knows too much like every doorman in New York. Then I took the elevator to my apartment on the 32nd floor. 
I dialed my dealer, a number I know by heart even though I don’t call that much – really I don’t! I left my number and went over to the window to survey my island spread out below. 
Miniature cars streaked soundlessly east and west on 57th Street and north and south on Broadway. Tiny tugboats meandered up and down the Hudson River and the block-long white cruise ships docked by 55th Street looked like bathtub toys. 
The phone rang and it was a relief to hear Big Bill, the nicest of the three coke dealers on the other end of the number. 
Little Bill makes me come down to Greenwich Village and wait for him at the Food Emporium near Bank Street. I worry thinking someone will recognize me or I’ll get caught. But Big Bill comes to me. 
“Hey you,” Big Bill says. “How’s my favorite uptown girl?” 
“Good, good,” I say. He knows what I want: One gram of coke - and two Valium to take the edge off. 
He’ll be up in a hour. It’s time to purify. My clothes fall on the floor as I step into the hot shower for a quick baptism. My mask floats off into the cascading water, the curls spring back out and my pretty face goes down the drain. 
Afterward I sit in my sweats on my bed like a yogi. Master Teddy and Julio, the stuffed bear and elephant Dad gave me when I was three, are relaxing on the pillows. I never see them move but it doesn’t mean they don’t. 
I leaned back and stared at the ceiling in the darkness. Finally I turned my head and met Master Teddy’s clear, amber eyes. 
“I got fired today,” I said, patting his paw. “I kind of lost it, in a big way.” 
Master Teddy said nothing. Of course he never does. But I feel his support. 
The buzzer interrupted my reverie. 
I jumped up. I looked down at T and Julio, this time avoiding their eyes. Speaking soothingly, I picked them up and put them on an empty shelf in my closet. This is where they go when I’m bad. 
I blew them a kiss and slid the door shut. 
CHAPTER FOUR 
“The usual?” 
Big Bill’s on duty before I even get the front door all the way open. He saunters in and he looks down at me as I lock the door behind us. 
Big Bill really is big. I’m 5’8” but he towers over me. Still, standing in my hallway with his backpack and his shock of brown-red hair he looks like a schoolboy coming by with homework. I know he’s at least forty. 
As transactions go, it’s simple. At least when Big Bill comes to my house. I just put six twenty dollar bills in a plain white envelope (it’s one hundred dollars for the coke and twenty for the two Valium) and leave it on my kitchen counter. 
Big Bill picks the envelope up, tears it open, counts the money quickly and sets down a white envelope for me. I never check it until later. You don’t want to offend your dealer. 
“I saw you on the air today,” he said. “I couldn’t believe it but I gotta say it was pretty funny. I wasn’t surprised when you called. Did they fire your ass?” 
I nodded.
“Yeah?” Big Bill acted as if this sort of thing happened every day. He opened the envelope himself, took out the little vial of cocaine and cut me a line on the black granite countertop. 
“No wonder you need a little pick-me-up right about now.” 

But staring into the lens as my image cannonballed all over the Coachella Valley was magic and the words tumbled out of me as if I’d been doing it all my life. 
“I’m Tulsa Kelly, live from the Bob Hope Desert Classic,” I said, ending my very first live shot. 
And I felt it. The sensation of being seen. At last. 
It was like shooting out of the rabbit hole and soaring into space where the air was rarer and thinner. It was a rush that was better than cocaine. It lasts longer. A line of coke leaves you flat after 20 minutes. 
“So you saw me, huh?” I asked Big Bill. “Well, I hope my hair looked good.” 
“Sure, I saw you,” said Big Bill, as he zipped up his backpack and gave me a kiss on the cheek. “Your hair looked amazing. Hang in there darling. The ride is just beginning. ” 
He always remembers how to unlock my door. “Gotta go, baby doll,” he says. “Bye. Call me sometime.” 
He disappeared down the hall toward the elevator. 
I triple-locked and dead-bolted the door after he left and brought the cocaine over to my coffee table. As I poured the white powder into a neat pile next to the large book of Diane Arbus photographs, I felt the slight vibration of the phone ringing, again. I could imagine some of the callers and the tone of their messages. 
My agent.
The New York Post. Somehow they’ve gotten my number. 
My mother.
My best friend.


My black American Express card slid out of my wallet smoothly. I started cutting the white powder into small, neat white lines and rolled a five-dollar bill into a makeshift straw. 
I heard the phone vibrate again.
The cocaine went up my right nostril.
My heart twitched, which always scares me. 
A streak of pain flew up my left arm, which makes me worry I’m having a stroke. 
Then I knew what I wanted to do. 
I’d been seen. I had to leave. How? Where? Then I had an idea. 
I cut a line of coke on my desk, right next to a coffee mug full of pens, old Post-its and yellowed magazine clippings on my desk. I pulled out one clipping that I cut out of Vogue three years ago. 
It was an article about a French language school on the Riviera, a place called the Ecole de Francais, where students spend a month learning French, immersion style. The article said it was so popular you had to book months in advance. 
The school had a website and an email contact. I snorted another line of coke and sent off an email asking if I could start the next session, which started in three days. 
I walked over to my bed and lay down, staring at the ceiling in the darkness and feeling the cocaine drain out of my veins. 
Half an hour later, my phone beeped.  It was from the Ecole du Francais. 
“Mademoiselle Kelly,” the email began. “Merci de votre email. On a les bonnes nouvelles. Normalement, les cours sont deja complet, six mois en avance. Mais il y avait un annulation hier. On a une place, c’est a vous....” 
I got out my dictionary. 
Normally, the school was full and you had to book in advance. But they’d just had a cancellation. 
I was in.
School started in the south of France in less than 72 hours. 
CHAPTER FIVE 
My eyes flew open. It was pitch dark. What was that noise? Fuck. 
It was the buzzer from the concierge desk downstairs but I couldn’t imagine what they’d want at such an hour. Some idiotic new guy who pressed the wrong button? My watch read 4:15 a.m. I still had an hour to sleep before I had to go to work. 
Then I remembered. I lost my job. I lost Geoff. I fucked up on national television. I made a fool of myself in front of the world.
 “I always thought you had a lot of your father in you,” I could just hear my mother saying. “It was just a matter of time until it came out.” 
For a moment I lay immobile under my light blue Calvin Klein down comforter. A garbage truck roared down 72nd Street: I heard the yipping of the two dachshunds next door. 
The buzzer – again. I threw my silk bathrobe on over my boxers and T-shirt and stumbled over to the intercom phone. 
“Larry?” I croaked when I heard the overnight guy’s heavy Brooklyn accent. “What’s going on?” 
“Oh, hey Tulsa, sorry to bother you,” said Larry. “But we’re not sure what to do. The place is crawling with reporters. TV guys, everybody. They’re outside and they want to talk to you or at least get a picture.” 
Larry paused for a second. I didn’t know what to say.
“One more thing,” he said. “Do you know you’re on the 
cover of the New York Post this morning?” 
“No I didn’t,” I said. “Let me go open my door and pick up the paper. In the meantime, don’t do anything. I’ll figure something out.” 
I opened my door. The New York Times and The New York Post lay carelessly on the carpet. I saw the Post headline: ANCHOR AWEIGH! The photo took up most of the entire front page. 
It was a screen-grab of me and Geoff at the anchor desk taken probably right when I was addressing Geoff’s wife on camera. I looked as if I was simply delivering the news; it was Geoff’s stricken expression that indicated something was very wrong. The sub-head read: 
Morning queen Tulsa Kelly fired after sensational, obscenity-filled tirade on air in which she alleged that she and co-anchor Geoffrey Palmer were having an affair. 
I placed the paper on my dining room table and stared at the article for a long time, not even reading it, the words swimming in front of my face. 
A serenity settled over me. The kind of calm that comes over you when you decide to kill yourself. Except I’d never be that brave. 

My phone started ringing at 7:30 a.m. I ignored it. Instead I pulled out my forest green Tumi suitcase and started packing. I went online and looked at fares to Nice on Air France. 
I called Lauren. She picked up the phone immediately. 
“Tulsa, my God, where are you?” cried Lauren. “Are you okay? I left you a million messages? I saw what happened. It’s all over the Internet.” 
I didn’t say anything. 
“I never liked that guy,” Lauren said, trying to be supportive. “So I’m glad you’ve made a break.” 
Made a break. I started laughing. 
“Oh, I’ve made a break all right,” I said. “Or, it’s been made for me thanks to my classy on-air remarks.” 
“But you’re sure you’re OK?” Lauren sounded anxious. “I can get a babysitter and be over there in no time if you need me.” 
“Lauren, I’m fine,” I said. “In fact, I’m taking off to the south of France.” 
I heard Lauren’s 2-year-old son crying in the background. She thought I was kidding. 
“I’m worried about you, Tulsa,” she said. “You’re not going anywhere until we talk. I’ll get a sitter. Meet me at Alice’s Teacup for lunch. Promise me that. I think you should call Sean, too. He called here last night saying he couldn’t reach you on your cell or at home.” 
Lauren had already ordered two Caesar salads with sliced chicken and shaved Parmesan, our favorite, when I showed up at the restaurant. Her long red hair was still damp from the shower and she was wearing sweatpants and a black North Face jacket. I loved her for getting a table in the back, almost hidden from view. 
“I was so worried that you might change your mind and not show up that I ran out like this,” she said as she got up to hug me. 
“Good,” I said. “Maybe your wet head will distract attention from me. I don’t even want to be seen in public. Like ever again. But I come out for you.” 
Lauren, ever practical, focused on the matter at hand. 
“Have you talked to anyone at the network since yesterday?” she asked. 
“No,” I said. “It’s all going through Myron. Myron’s so mad at me he almost won’t take my calls. He has to go down there tomorrow and talk to the lawyer to negotiate my exit. I’ll probably get some severance in exchange for signing a document that says I’ll never talk about the place. He said Henry’s lawyers are the worst, they keep dossiers on the talent in case somebody fucks up and they have to fire them.” 
Lauren speared an anchovy in her salad and set it aside. 
“Have you talked to Sean yet?” she said. “I told you he’s been trying to reach you.” 
“No, I can’t face anyone now,” I said. “You and Myron are the only people I’ve spoken to and the only people I want to speak to. Except for Geoff of course.” 
“Geoff?” Lauren’s voice was incredulous. “After what he did to you - and what you did to him? After all this?” 
“We’re even steven now I guess,” I said weakly. “I wonder if his wife is going to throw him out.” 
Lauren put her fork down and stared at me hard. 
“Are you telling me you still think you have a future with Geoff Palmer?” 
“No, I don’t,” I said miserably. “Not really. I know I must sound beyond pathetic.” 
“Tulsa, you always wind up alone,” Lauren said. “I’ve known you 17 years and the guys never change and neither do you. They’re all impossible assholes. What happens when you get older? This free spirit thing isn’t going to be so cute after you hit 45 or 50. This thing that happened is pretty bad, I admit, but it’s going to blow over. So why not do something normal for a change? Why don’t you just stay here, marry Sean and have a baby?” 
Sean was Sean Hildebrand, one of the country’s respected sportswriters. We met when we were kids almost, when Sean was at the Miami Herald and I was the new crime reporter at WTVG. He got to New York before I did, taking a job at Sports IIlustrated and eventually moving to ESPN.com 
He was a good guy, Archie to my Betty, always there for me when I needed him. But marry him? 
“I wish I could,” I said. “But even Sean might not be so forgiving after all this.” 
“Sean loves you, Tulsa,” Lauren said. “He’d probably forgive anything you did. Don’t you know how many women would kill to have a Sean?’ 
“You mean like he’s always there,” Tulsa said grimly. “I’m sorry Lauren but Sean just feels like he’s feeding off me sometimes, or smothering me with his niceness.” 
Lauren sighed. “Does every guy have to be Mount Everest? Can’t you go after someone that doesn’t require you to put on an oxygen mask?” 
I knew Lauren was right, to a degree. But did I want her life? It sounded good on paper. But getting legally joined to a man who will be there all the time, every single night next to you in bed? Bearing witness to you and the weird things you do? Kids you worry about 24 hours a day, 365 days a year for forever? No escape? 

 
Lauren must have been reading my mind because she changed the subject. 
“Okay what’s this about going to the south of France? You were joking, right? 
“I’m leaving tonight on a flight to Nice,” I said. The words had a hollow, dreamlike quality, as if I were an actress reciting lines. “I’m going to a language school. For a month. I think it’s the perfect plan. I get out of Dodge until this thing, as you say, blows over.” 
“This is all moving so fast,” said Lauren. “Yesterday you were a TV anchor and tonight you’re running off to France. I don’t know. Maybe you’re right. Maybe it’ll be good to lie low until everyone moves on to the next scandal. But I’m going to miss you.” 
I was going to miss Lauren, too. I was going to miss everything about my life in New York, especially my job and especially Geoff. But I had to keep moving or else the enormity of what I’d done was bound to hit me. 
After I left Lauren, I went home and wrote a list of what I had to do between now and the time I had to leave for the airport. 
I called the concierge desk and told them I was leaving for awhile. School, yes. In the South of France. Yes, you heard right. No, I wouldn’t be renting my apartment. Not for the time being. Yes, of course I was going to need the money. 
Money? I couldn’t even imagine it not coming in every week. I thought of the big paycheck I got twice a month. 
I sat at the edge of my stripped bed. I shut all the windows so the white noise of the city was just a distant muffle. 
At 7:10 pm, I stuffed Master T and Julio into my backpack next to my laptop and rolled the Tumi into the hallway. 
I looked back at the Manhattan skyline one last time, then turned and walked out the door. 
Jose, the night desk guy, looked almost wistful as I came through the lobby. 
“Is it true, Tulsa?” he said. “Are you really leaving us?” 
I nodded and hugged him goodbye. There were still reporters hanging out in front so Jose ushered me out the back entrance, onto 71st Street. 
I decided to go old-school and take a yellow taxi. 
One stopped within seconds. 
I opened the back passenger door and looked at the driver, who looked back at me expectantly. 
“JFK,” I said.

CHAPTER SIX 
We left the Upper West Side behind in a flash as the driver streaked through the park, peeled down Fifth Avenue to 34th Street and turned left into the Queens tunnel. 
I turned around and saw the illuminated tip of the General Electric building at 30 Rock before we slid into the darkness. 
My Pakistani chauffeur didn’t say a word which increased my sense that I was on the run from the authorities and he was my accomplice. I felt almost cheerful. 
“I feel like I just robbed a bank and I’m on the lam,” I said. “Are you my getaway driver?” 
Muhammad turned to stare at me through the small slit in the glass. 
“Lam?” he asked. “What is lam?” 
I ignored him and we whizzed along the Long Island Expressway as if the world were suddenly out of my hands. 
Relief gave way to fatigue and I may even have been dozing off when the driver leaned on the gas pedal, shot across two lanes and I saw the first signs for John F. Kennedy International Airport. 
 When it came time to board, I checked to make sure I had my passport, and my bottle of Ambien. There were just two in this bottle; the rest of my supply was in my suitcase. I was so tired, though, maybe just one would be enough. 
“Have a good flight,” the gate agent said, and I walked past him down the jetway. 
A blond-haired male flight attendant who looked a lot like the weatherman at my network, my former network, smiled at me and looked down at my ticket. 
“37C,” he said. “Cross over and go down, it’s an aisle seat.” 
With my backpack shoved well under the seat in front of me, I settled back as the plane rolled into position on the runway and the lights turned off. 
I thought of the pilot and his crew steering Air France Flight 8203 eight miles up into the inky darkness, pointing it at Halifax, Nova Scotia, heading due east, aiming for the southern tip of Ireland and then soaring down France to the Mediterranean. 
These strangers, my life in their hands, navigating the crowded aerial freeway six miles above the roiling North Atlantic seas. 
We were still in our ascent with another eight and a half hours and 3,457 nautical miles left to go when I fingered the bottle with my two Ambien tablets in the pocket of my jeans. 
I unscrewed the top and popped a pill in my mouth.
Just give it a few more seconds and you won’t even be thinking anymore, I told myself. I’ll just float, float, float away in this darkness. 

CHAPTER SEVEN 
A piercing shaft of sunlight wrenched me from sleep. I had barely opened my eyes and peered at my watch, suspended in New York time, when a flight attendant pulled down my tray and set down a plastic glass of orange juice, a warm croissant and an empty coffee cup. 
“Un café?” she asked. I nodded, and she poured the hot liquid in my cup. The couple next to me were chattering in French, the language I studied for six years in school. Unfortunately, I could barely understand a word. 
Peering out the window, all I could see was the endless expanse of the Mediterranean. 
As I fished in my backpack for a comb and some lip gloss, I felt the plane lurch abruptly to the left. My coffee slid toward my lap. I caught it in time but I wondered what was going on. 
The woman in the window seat smiled at the man as the plane swung around. She pointed out at something and I saw land come into view. A forested peninsula with enormous estates and a big lighthouse at the tip. “St. Jean Cap Ferrat,” she said.. 
The plane continued its arc and I saw a big hill with a waterfall and what looked like brightly-colored antique dollhouses above a rocky beach. I saw a city surrounded by hills and the snowy Alps in the distance. 
The sea beneath the jet wings split into two colors; greenish, clear and inviting near the shore, dark blue and impenetrable farther out. 
As we soared over the beach, the plane dipped down lower and I saw the lettering on a stately Baroque building that looked as if it had been dipped in expensive, peach face cream. It read: OPERA. 
Then the beach was behind us as we glided down onto the runway and taxied to a stop at Nice International Airport. 
Brilliant sunshine enveloped me as I walked down the jetway, across the asphalt and in the direction of baggage claim where a sign shouted, BIENVENUE A NICE! 
I was in such a daze at the baggage carousel that it took me awhile realize that most passengers had collected their bags and left. I was staring at the same few battered suitcases circling round each time. None of them were mine. 
I walked into a nearby office, which was empty except for a middle-aged clerk behind the counter. I went to speak – and panicked. Nothing came out. But I knew French. I studied it. I wrote essay papers in it. 
“Je.....,” I began. The clerk stared. 
“No, I mean, J’ai....perdre....non...j’ai perdu....Fuck!” 
The clerk looked bored and responded in French. I had no idea what he said. I couldn’t believe it. 
My blank look irritated him and he attempted a few words in English that showed he had only a slightly better grasp of my language than I did of his. 
However, I managed to understand that while he didn’t have any idea where my suitcase was, he was convinced that he could find it and ship it to me. His utter conviction calmed me. 
“Vous restez ou a Nice, madame?” he asked, watching impatiently as I rummaged in my bag for the packet where I kept all the information the school had given to me. 
I handed him a small piece of paper with my address: “Residence Castel Safranet,
2 Chemin Francois Ferry. 
Villefranche-sur-Mer, France.”
He copied down the information down. “No more than two days, 
Madame. Desole, very sorry, but do not worry.” 
For some reason, I took his advice. As I passed through Customs, got some euros out on a bank machine with my New York card, and headed out the airport main doors, I was almost relieved to be traveling light. 
I stopped for a minute on the sidewalk, breathing in the fresh warm air. Palm trees dotted the landscape and stretched high up into the cloudless sky. 
I clutched the fat packet of information the school had given me in my right hand and searched around for the bus stop. I was to take Bus #98 to the centre ville, then transfer to #100 to Villefranche and get off in the center of town. 
As the #98 bus careered down the Promenade des Anglais, the wide boulevard that ran parallel to the beach, I stood up pressed against the window.
Rollerbladers raced down down the wide sidewalk above the bay, careering by the old women with their small dogs, couples holding hands and little kids on scooters and joggers. 
We arrived at the Gare Routiere  and I transferred to Bus #100 heading east out of Nice. 
We drove by the Port, with yachts berthed near a giant yellow-and-white ferry reading CORSICA-SARDINIA. 
The bus headed up a road above the glistening Mediterranean for about two miles until it curved around and rolled into a village. 
Slate gray-cliffs gave way to sloping villa-studded hillsides perched above a vast, horseshoe-shaped harbor. 
Gleaming white yachts bobbed in the bay along with a few kayakers and and one enormous Celebrity Cruise liner. Cobblestoned streets led down to the old town. 
This must be Villefranche. I pressed the red button for an arret demande and stepped off the bus on what looked like the town’s main street. I saw a pharmacie, a little supermarket called Petit Casino, a bank, Banque Populaire and a newsstand, the Tabac Presse. 
I stood there, adjusting my backpack over my shoulders and checking the papers from the school. 
“The keys for your apartment can be picked up at the Chez Betty café,” read the instructions. “Just go in and ask for Charles. He speaks English.” 
I looked up the street and spied Chez Betty, a little café with a few small, green rattan tables out front. I crossed the street and walked into the dim café. At first I didn’t see anyone behind the bar. When a balding man around fifty suddenly popped up, dishrag in hand, I was startled. 
He laughed, “Vous avez peur?” he said, and I looked blank. He looked even more amused. 
“Oh, you must be a new student. Je suis Charles. You want your keys.” 
He walked over to a thick file folder in a corner of the bar and asked my name. I liked the softer, lyrical way “Tulsa” sounded in French. 
Charles produced two keys and walked me outside. He motioned to a winding lane heading up a steep hill. 
“Just take that all the way up until it ends, walk up a flight of stairs and then take a right and you’ll see the building with your flat. But be careful, the cars and the motorcycles go fast!” 
He wasn’t kidding. As I began my slow climb, my heart was in my mouth every 10 seconds when another Citroen or Vespa scooter sped down the narrow, twisty streets as if they were in the Grand Prix. As I looked behind me, the view of the huge harbor grew more spectacular with each step. 
By the time I saw the sign for Chemin Francois Ferry, I was almost out of breath. Number 2 was a structure somewhere between a cottage and a garage that had been added on to a big white villa. 
The key turned easily in the lock but it was so dark inside I couldn’t see. I fumbled over to a sliding glass door and pressed a button next to it. A set of shutters rolled upward, soaking the room in sunlight and revealing a big terrace with a view of the Mediterranean in the distance. 
I was standing in one big room with a queen-sized sleigh bed with a white comforter and four big rose-colored pillows, a small, flatscreen TV bolted to the top of an an oak dresser and a dining room table with two chairs. 
The double closet had a mirrored door. The hardwood floors shone. I walked into the galley kitchen and poured a glass of water. 
I unzipped my backpack and pulled out Master Teddy and Julio. I carried them out past the sliding glass doors to the deck to a couple of chaise lounges. I sat down on one and set them on the other. We were facing the sea. 
“See?” I said to them, gesturing at the view. “Not bad, huh. Maybe I should get fired more often, what do you think?” 

CHAPTER EIGHT

I stepped in the tub and turned the hot water on full blast. A bit more than a trickle came out, and slowly grew into a stream. This was France after all so there was no shower head on the wall. 
I crouched in the tub, positioning the nozzle over my head. The rest of my body froze as the water coursed over my skull. I shut the nozzle off and shampooed my hair, then turned it back on to rinse the suds out.
Wardrobe choices were simpler. Lucky me, I got to wear the same black Banana Republic skinny jeans, white Benetton shirt and red leather Stella McCartney jacket that I wore on the plane. I really hoped that damn suitcase would show up soon. 
As for my hair, that silky, blown-out coif was now just a memory. I didn’t have in me to try to approximate Tracy’s mastery with my own blow-dryer. I towel-dried my hair and used a scrunch gel on my curls.
The sun was so bright when I walked out the front door that I immediately reached for my sunglasses. The sky was a hard blue. Creamy-white villas gleamed in the morning sun. The Mediterranean stretched for miles in the distance. I waited for David Niven to whip around the corner in a Mini Cooper and adjust his ascot. 
Ecole de Francais was only a two-minute walk from my apartment building but a challenging one.Tiny cars kept shooting down the alley-like streets like bobsleds with me dodging them like bullets. I smiled at two older women walking their tiny dogs and brandishing baguettes under their arms. They looked at me without expression. 
The school was housed in a sprawling villa set on the hillside, partially hidden by a cream-colored wall, like a private residence. I pressed the buzzer and waited. 
A rush of static and a slightly annoyed voice speaking in French crackled through the small, worn intercom to the left of the door. I couldn’t understand a word. I touched the button lightly once again and this time I heard a buzz. 
I pushed open the heavy iron gate, walked in and down a few steps as the gate slammed shut behind me. 
I was in a little courtyard. A path to the right led into a pretty garden bursting with brightly-colored flowers. The main door to the school was open and a gust of anxiety blew through me. 
A woman in a short black skirt, black suede boots and white fringed blouse, who identified herself as Martine greeted me in the hallway. She shook my hand, checked her clipboard and found my name. 
She ushered me into a grand salon with enormous French doors. My fellow students, who seemed to range in age from early twenties to late sixties, stood around chatting. A balcony stretched around the salon and a few students were out there, gazing out at the view. 
Alain, the dapper deputy director of the Ecole, burst in about a minute later. He wore a three piece suit and expensive black Italian shoes. 
Alain peered into the salon and looked us over with a slightly contemptuous air. “Venez avec moi!” he called, clapping his hands. We rose from our chairs, practically goose-stepping behind him. 
Alain herded us down another flight of stairs to a big, glass-walled room that apparently doubled as a cafeteria. 
“Mesdames et Messieurs,” he said, gesturing at about eight long tables, each arrayed with pencils and blue test books. I sat down, unable to stop staring at the the harbor and the lighthouse at the end of Cap Ferrat. 
My reverie was interrupted by the pounding of a fist on the desk in front of the room. 
The fist belonged to a stern woman with close-cropped brown hair flecked with gray. She was about 5’4” and looked like an old, slightly sexy nun. 
Everything about her was frumpy. Was this a French woman? She wore a shapeless brown sweater, a gray skirt that ended right below her knees and stubby brown shoes with no heel. Yet she had a strangely earthy aura to her as well as a sense of danger. As soon as we all saw her implacable gaze, our chattering ceased. 
“Enjoy this while you can,” she announced in a booming voice, “because this is the very last time you will hear English spoken in this school for a month. If any of you speak English or your native language between now and the end of the month, you will be fined one euro every time you do.” 
A man about fifty sitting next to me whispered that this was his second time at the school. “That’s Madame Monique,” he said. “She’s the headmistress of the Ecole. Stay on her good side.” 
He started to say something else but was drowned out as Madame Monique strode about the room, eyeballing each student. 
“We want you to open your mouth while you’re here,” she said. “And we want French to come out. This is not about hiding behind writing and grammar. You must speak!” 
At that very moment, I heard a noise at the back of the room and saw a tall, slim, striking woman of about 27 walk in, looking a little embarrassed. She was wearing the skinny black jeans, suede boots with a high stiletto heel that rolled up over her knees and a white mink jacket with a black fur trim. 
She headed for my table and slid in next to me. Her nervous smile showed a mouthful of big, gleaming white teeth, high, broad cheekbones you could cut steak with, big blue eyes and long, silky dark hair that hung down to her waist. She looked like a supermodel who had taken a wrong 
turn here on the way to the catwalk in Milan.

“Ca va?” she whispered to me in what sounded like flawless French. “Je ne suis pas trop tard?”
I just looked at her, wishing I could answer in French that was as good as hers. PMadame Monique stopped what she was saying, pausing dramatically mid-sentence. 
“Yes, in fact you are late!” she said. “May I ask your name, please?” 
My seatmate gave her a dazzling smile and answered her in German-accented French. “Je m’appelle Karla Schuller,” she said. “Je suis tres desolee que je suis en retard.” 
Madame Monique ignored her gracious apology. 
“Karla Schuller thinks because she can respond to me in French that it is all right if she’s late,” Madame Monique said. “It is not all right. Students at the Ecole de Francais are not late!” 
Madame Monique paused for effect and then went back to her lecture. 
“We are not offering you a miracle!” she proclaimed. “This is a school, not a church. You’re going to have to work at it. You’re going to have to practice. Think of this new language you’re learning as a musical instrument. And to learn it correctly you must open your mouth!” 
With that, Madame Monique called for silence and it was very clear nobody would dare cross her on that one. She turned to an ancient-looking recording device and two speakers on a table in the front of the room. This was to be the first part of our test – finding out our ability to understand French aurally. 
“You will hear two sentences each time,” Monique intoned gravely. “One of them is grammatically incorrect.’ 
She paused for effect, then roared. “Do not choose that one!” 
Nervous laughter rippled through the room. To my annoyance, my heart began beating fast and my hands got clammy. Karla leaned next to me. “This will be fun,” she whispered conspiratorially in German- accented English. 
The aural test took about a half hour. I strained to hear the difference between “un” and “une.” Was it “vous” or “nous”? “Moi” or “quoi”? 
The written exam took much longer. Grammar I last used in college emerged unsteadily from the musty crevasses of my brain and made their way onto the paper. 
Two hour later I was exhausted and ready for lunch. But it wasn’t over. 
Madame Monique called out names one by one and we filed out to the garden and into a little, self-contained classroom where a teacher named Laurence sat behind a desk. 
“Bonjour,” said Laurence as I sat opposite him. He pointed to a series of pictures of a French family at home on a laminated sheet. I had two minutes to describe what they were doing in French. 
I started talking. Laurence kept nodding and taking notes. When the time was up, another teacher came in with a file that had my name on it. Laurence studied the test papers in my file and frowned. Then he went back to his notes. 
Finally, he looked up. He wrote something down on an index card and handed it to me. 
“You’ll be one of our intermediates,” he announced. “Your teacher is Michel. You’re lucky. He’s the best there is. He teaches in this classroom. Salle 6. Be here tomorrow at 9 a.m. sharp.” 
I was free at last – or at least for the rest of the day. 
“Before you go,” Lawrence suggested. “Why not check out the library and see if there are any books that interest you.” 
He walked me to the door and pointed in the direction of the school library. I saw Karla rushing down one of the garden walkways and out the front gate. I wondered where she was going and why she was leaving so fast. 
I found myself in front of a door with the words Bibliotheque. “Bonjour,” said the elderly librarian seated behind a small desk. 
“Can I help you find something?” 
I perused the shelves. There were a lot of Les Aventures de Tin Tin comic books, which were about a young reporter and his faithful dog, Milou. I checked out the drawings of Milou – he was not as cute as either Master Teddy or Julio. 
I moved on, rejecting Francoise Sagan’s Bonjour Tristesse, for what seemed to be a large picture book about animals. I was immediately drawn by the fierce wolf on the cover and the title, La Bete de Gevaudan. I had just pulled it out when I felt the librarian standing right behind me. 
“Everyone in France knows the story of La Bete,” she said in French, speaking slowly and deliberately the way I noticed all the school staffers did. 
“Oui,” I said.
The librarian paused and she lowered her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. 
“Watch – French people will laugh if you ask about La Bete,” she said. “But it’s a nervous laugh. They’re still a little afraid. There’s all sorts of proof that La Bete existed. So everyone knows, maybe one day she could come back.” 
I nodded and said “oui.” I decided to check out the book and signed on the little slip of paper she gave me. 
“Au revoir,” I said.
The librarian paused, looked at me, and then glanced at the book 
as I placed it in my purse.
“A demain,” she said. “Et bonne chance.” 
CHAPTER NINE
My eyes flickered open and then shut, like a battery-operated 
doll low on juice. From the bottom of some deep sea, I felt myself rising to the surface. I kept my eyes open a crack, like a cat, and saw that I was 
lying on my side, my legs splayed out like scissors and my left hand curled under the pillow. 
The Riviera sunshine was so strong that it penetrated the infinitesimal slats in the rolling shutters and bathed the room in a low, almost tropical light. The buzz of a Vespa in the distance was almost comforting. 
Bits and pieces of a nightmare about being gnawed by a pack of wolfish looking dogs floated through my head. I saw the book, La Bete de Gevaudan, lying on the floor next to an empty pot of flan and my spoon. I looked at the clock on the nightstand. 
It was 9:30 a.m., and my first class at the Ecole de Francais had started at 9 a.m. I had slept through the alarm. 
“God damn it!” I screamed, and jumped out of bed. I didn’t even really care about this stupid school and I cared even less, if you must know, about learning to speak French – but I didn’t want to show up an hour late like the class dunce. 
I galloped into the bathroom and caught a passing glimpse of my hair in the mirror. It looked straight out of a mug shot. I splashed some cold water on my face, tied my hair in a ponytail and knew I’d never have time for a shower. I threw on some clothes, some Bobbi Brown lip gloss and hunted for my purse and my sunglasses. 
A sharp rap at the door startled me. The knocking became more insistent and I walked over to open the door. 
A tiny, annoyed-looking French woman of about 75 stood there. She peered past me as if she expected to see other people in the room. She had white hair neatly done up in a bun and despite the early morning 
hour, was fully dressed in a skirt, blouse, nylons and high-heeled shoes. She wagged her finger and let out a torrent of what sounded like very angry French. 
“Je ne comprends pas, madame,” I said. “What do you mean?” 
The woman looked exasperated, stamped her foot and called to someone down the dark hallway. A younger man of about 35 wearing a white T-shirt, jeans and work boots appeared. They conferred for a moment while I tried to shut the door. 
“Non!” the French woman yelled, placing one of her high heels in the doorway so I couldn’t close it. 
The man turned to me and said his name was Pierre and he spoke some English. The woman apparently was my next door neighbor. 
“She is mad that you are so loud,” he said haltingly. “She do not like all the yelling and fighting she hear in here. She want you to be quiet.” 
“Yelling and fighting?” I asked. “I’m here all by myself. Plus I just got here two days ago.” 
Pierre and the woman spoke some more. Meanwhile the clock kept ticking. 
Pierre turned to me again. “She say she hear someone yell in here a few minutes ago,” he says. “We must have quiet in this apartment building. It is the rule.” 
I stared at him. Who did they think they were dealing with? 
“Listen, it’s a free country,” I said. “I’ll do what I want.”
Pierre looked puzzled. “Free country?” he said. “What does that 
mean?” 
I shut the door. They talked heatedly for a few minutes more and then I heard their footsteps retreating down the hallway. I slipped into the hallway and walked out of the building. It was 9:50 a.m. 
I raced down the street to the school.
Unlike yesterday, it was eerily quiet inside the school grounds and I didn’t see a soul. I turned to my right and headed down the path that led to Salle 6. 
I remembered to turn right up three little steps to where the little white-and-gray bungalows containing the classrooms were located. The door to Salle 6 was closed. 
I pushed it open. 
The room had been rearranged since yesterday. Nine students sat in little writing desks in a semi-circle. In the middle, facing away from me, was the teacher. Was it my imagination or was he taller than the average French guy? He was wearing dark pants, a black shirt and black shoes. I assumed this was Michel. He was talking and everyone was laughing. Then they saw me. 
In that split second, the universe went silent.
I stood in the doorway as the teacher wheeled around. 
His dark, just slightly graying hair was mussed and his glasses seemed to be held together with a bit of Scotch tape at one side. His eyes were a startling and piercing green hazel, as if they were rebelling against all the black he wore. He could have been anywhere from forty to forty five. 
His shirt was buttoned up to the top of his chest. He was holding a pen and a sheaf of white papers. For some reason I noticed his wedding ring, an unusually thin gold band. 
He stared at me as if there was something very wrong. 
No one said anything. For a second, I thought maybe the zipper to my pants was open, or I had lipstick smeared over my nose. Maybe I had even forgotten to wear pants. The tension in the room was such that for all I knew maybe I had left the house without clothes and was standing there naked. 
I had been in a rush, after all. 
“Bonjour,” I said, in a voice so weak and hollow I did not even recognize it. “Je m’appelle Tulsa Kelly.” 
I extended my hand to the teacher. He did not take it. 
“Je cherche un professeur qui s’appelle Michel,” I said weakly, realizing I must be in the wrong classroom. 
The teacher’s eyes, as dark as his clothing and, apparently, his mood, flashed hard at me. 
“Je suis Michel!” he said, his voice rising. “Et si vous etes Tulsa Kelly, vous etes EN RETARD!” 
I stood there, stunned. Yes, I thought, I’m little late, so what. Did this guy just yell at me? 
As if he was reading my thoughts, Michel gestured at a little stone bench just outside the classroom, said something that sounded rude and turned his back on me. 
I couldn’t understand a word. Just then I felt someone poke me and I looked down. Karla was in the first seat nearest the door. I leaned down and she whispered to me. 
“He’s a little upset that you’re late,” she said. “He just wants you to go sit outside in the garden for a few minutes. They are really strict here.” 
I could not believe my ears. 
“He wants me to do what?” I said in English. “He wants me to go sit in the garden like a four-year-old?” 
Michel whipped back around at the sound of my voice and pointed again at the door. This time I was glad to leave. I spun around hard and stalked out, slamming the door behind me. 
That’s it, I thought, as I marches off to the main villa. I don’t need this place. $3000 a month to be treated like this? What kind of language school hires gangsters to teach French grammar? 
I’ll get a refund, I decided, and head to Ibiza. Find some hotel on the beach, download a bunch of books to my Kindle and read, drink and bake for a few months. 
I walked through the big heavy door into the Ecole’s main office. Martine was at her computer but I did not see Alain at his big desk in the inner suite. 
I started to complain to Martine in English but she put the first two fingers of her right hand to her lips and shook her head. 
“Je ne parle pas anglais,” she said. “Il faut que vous parliez avec Madame Monique.” 
She buzzed a button on her phone and I heard her speaking softly with whom I assumed was Madame Monique. 
She ended the call and said Madame Monique would see me in her office down the hall in five minutes. 
I walked out into the hallway and settled, seething, into a hard- backed chair. I couldn’t wait to start checking online for the next flight to Ibiza. 
Finally, the door to Madame’s office swung open and she walked out wearing a dour expression. Her outfit hadn’t changed much since yesterday. She was wearing a brown pullover, a shapeless gray skirt and what looked like orthopedic shoes. I noticed she had some blond highlights in her otherwise mousy brown hair. 
“Mademoiselle Kelly,” she said, and ushered me into her office. 
I walked in and sat down in a chair facing her big oak desk covered with papers, files and books. The room was narrow and rectangular with an enormous window looking out onto gardens sloping downward in rows. Madame also had a breathtaking view of the harbor in the distance. 
A tree bursting with ripe oranges just outside the window looked close enough to pluck. I fastened my eyes on a large sailboat as Madame took a phone call at her desk. 
When she was done, she turned to me.
I didn’t wait for her to start.
“Listen,” I said. “First of all, I can’t speak French any near well 
enough to explain this so I’m going to talk to you in English.” Madame put up her hand to stop me. 
“Very well,” she said. “And I will make a very rare exception to address you in English as well. There will be a fine of two euros for this that you will need to pay me if you want to continue this conversation.” 
“Are you joking?” I said. “Are you for real?”
Madame Monique met my gaze with a steely one of her own. 
“I assure you,” she said. “I am quite serious. Two euros please.”
I rummaged around in my purse for two euros and handed them to 
her. She placed them in a jar to her left. 
“I thought this place was supposed to be sophisticated,” I said. “I thought ambassadors and diplomats and heads of state and the queen of Sweden came here. I didn’t realize it was a goddamned nursery school.” 
Madame Monique ignored me. She looked out at the garden. 
“I understand you had a problem with Michel this morning,” she said. “Michel is our finest teacher. He’s been here 15 years and is our senior instructor.” 
“He may be your finest teacher,” I said. “But he’s the rudest man I have ever met. I was late this morning because I’m jet-lagged and slept through the alarm. He acted as if I deserved the guillotine. Based on what I’ve seen so far, I’m assuming you have one here.” 
It was as if Madame hadn’t even heard me.
“Do you even know who I am?” I said. “I’m on television in the 
United States. I’m famous. Nobody treats me like that. And I certainly don’t pay to be treated like that. I want my money back.” 
Madame Monique picked up a file of papers that had been stapled 
together and handed them to me. 
“Do you recognize these?” she asked. “This is the contract you signed with us yesterday. If you read the fifth paragraph on the second page, you will see there are no refunds given under any circumstances.” 
I stared at the contract. It was written in both French and English. No refunds. If a student has a family member who dies or suddenly develops a serious illness, the student may leave and return for another session without penalty. The wording seemed airtight. Myron couldn’t have done any better. 
“You are certainly free to leave,” Madame said icily. “Because we do not tolerate students who flout rules; nor do we put up with students who use foul language and are disrespectful to our staff, myself included. But you will not be getting your money back, that I can assure you.” 
I felt heat rising through my body.
“I have something to attend to with Martine,” Madame said, rising from her chair. “I suggest you take a minute to compose yourself and reflect on your future. I will return in a few minutes and you can tell me whether you plan to stay with us or leave the school.” 
With that, she swept out. 
I just sat there. Livid. Stuck for 3000 bucks at this candy ass French school in some precious resort whose heyday was 80 years ago. 
I considered my options. This didn’t take long since there were so few of them. I thought about calling my long-suffering agent. Then for some unknown reason, my father’s voice floated into my head, the way it does when I least expect it. My father, who’s been dead for 25 years, and was not around that much, even when he was alive. 
He did teach me to fight, though. At least when he made it for one of the weekends he was supposed to see me. If he wasn’t too hung over. If he wasn’t popped for DUI on the way over in his pickup truck. If he didn’t get a last-minute gig in Tulsa or Denver that he had to take for the money. 
Right after he taught me to ride a horse at 7 and drive a stick shift at 8, he began showing me how to box. He had to buy special equipment for me – like a child-size bag. 
It was my father who named me Tulsa, after his hometown. My middle name is Carey, after the song written by Dad’s favorite singer, Joni Mitchell. “The wind is in from Africa,” he’d remark every time I threw a temper tantrum as a kid. 
In fact he encouraged my anger. 
“Put your gloves on, Tulsa,” he’d always say. “Show me how tough you are. I know you’re tougher than me.” 
Madame Monique walked back in the room. She didn’t sit down but looked down at me expectantly. 
“I’ve decided to stay,” I said defiantly. “But I want a different 
teacher.”
Madame shook her head. 
“No, “ she said. “You are at the intermediate level. Michel teaches our intermediates. Michel is your teacher.” 
She gestured toward the door and sat down at her desk. 
“I have work to do, Mademoiselle Kelly,” she said. “I suggest you go rejoin your class.” 
CHAPTER TEN 
As I walked down the oak-paneled hallway of the Ecole de Francais, I noticed some black and white photographs of the school covered in snow. I stopped to read the captions. In March 1982, a freak snowstorm hit the Cote d’Azur and blanketed the region. 
If only, I thought, as I swung open the heavy front door and saw the reality of the choice I had to make. 
Slowly, as if it was my feet, not me, that made the decision, I started down the garden walkway to 
the left. I turned right up the little steps and saw that the door to Salle 6 was open. 
The students were milling around on the white brick veranda in front. Michel stood apart, looking out at the harbor and pulling on a cigarette. 
Karla spotted me first. I couldn’t believe how beautiful she was. Taller than everyone else and so slim. Today she was wearing another tight pair of black jeans with stiletto boots, a white cashmere turtleneck and a caramel-colored fur trimmed vest. 
Karla walked over to me, squeezed my arm and whispered in her heavily-accented English. “I am so glad you came back,” she said. “I was afraid you were gone for good. We’re just at the end of a five-minute break. You haven’t missed much.” 
She reached into her Birkin bag and brought out two little caramel candies wrapped in yellow wax paper. “Carambars,” she said. “I’m addicted. Try one!” 
As I peeled the paper off one Carambar and popped it into my mouth, I saw Michel out of the corner of my eye stub out his cigarette. He returned to the classroom without a word. Everyone else followed. 
I went in after Karla and stood up as the other students returned to their seats. There weren’t any empty ones. 
Michel busied himself behind his big desk, counting out some papers. I continued to stand there. I felt anger rising up again and realizing I didn’t dare say anything made me even madder. 
“Bon – on y va!” Michel looked up with a smile at the rest of the class and advanced from behind his desk, handing out papers. After he’d given three people what seemed to be an assignment, he paused and looked over at me. 
“Ah, Mademoiselle New York,” he said. “Elle a decide a nous rejoindre. Quelle chance.” 
Even I understood that – the sarcasm dripping from his voice helped. Yes, Miss New York has decided to rejoin the class. Yes, how lucky you all are. 
Michel left the classroom and returned with another chair which he plunked down next to Karla. He rapped hard on Karla’s desk with the palm of his hand. 
“No English!” he said in French and motioned for me to sit down without looking at me. 
Michel pulled the chair behind his desk around to the front and faced our semi-circle. I noticed his shoes, which were large and slightly scuffed. He pushed his glasses back up his nose and briefly consulted his watch. 
“For those who normally speak English,” he said, in French of course, “Please bear this in mind: English is simply French badly spoken. For that reason, I have never been interested in learning it. Why master a savage tongue?” 
He gazed at a Japanese woman, Akiko, across from me who looked to be in her mid-twenties. 
“But I will advise the English-speaking members of our group, such as Mademoiselle New York and her German friend that I certainly recognize the rough outlines of the English language and will not tolerate it in my classroom.” 
Michel caught me looking over at the door. He stared at me, as if daring me to leave. 
“Ca va, New York?” he asked in a phony voice. “Ah, excusez-moi, 
Mademoiselle New York.” 
I was jolted back to the French Riviera by the sight of Michel dropping a pen on the floor. He pointed at it and addressed himself to a blonde, fifty-something woman named Ingrid, whose nametag identified her as from Sweden. 
A pen on the floor was “le stylo,” a specific object, he explained. Then he picked up the pen and put it in his hand. He looked at Ingrid quizzically. What would she call that? 
Ingrid looked meek yet eager. I was sure I’d grow to loathe her. “C’est un stylo?” she said. 
Michel smiled at her. Then he turned around to look at me and Karla. 
“Did you hear that mesdemoiselles?” he said in French. “That’s a perfect answer.” 
He turned back to beam at Ingrid. “Etes-vous une musicienne?” 
Ingrid shook her head and looked down shyly. 
“Ah,” Michel said. “I was wrong. Your French accent is so good, I thought you must be a musician. You have the ears.” 
Michel glanced back at me again. 
“Don’t feel too bad, New York,” he said. “Americans have a tough time with the French accent. But I’m sure we’ll be able to understand you anyway.” 
The class tittered. He looked delighted.
“Mademoiselle New York,” he said. “Turn to your close friend from 
Germany, please, and I will give you a question to ask her. ”
I just kept staring at him. I wasn’t even sure exactly what he’d 
said.
Silence. Michel stared back at me. 
Another moment passed. I blinked.
He didn’t. 
“Allez! Vite!” he barked at me, gesturing at Karla. I heard someone speaking very loudly. 
“Je ne suis pas un chien!” I realized it was me. 
Michel yawned and checked his watch again. 
“Bien sur, you are not a dog,” said Michel. “Vous n’etes pas UN chien, mais c’est possible que vous etes UNE chienne!” 
The class roared.
To my horror I felt myself again doing something I hadn’t done 
since fourth grade at Booker T. Washington Elementary School in Tulsa, Oklahoma. 
I began blushing.
Michel took off his glasses and peered at me, like a doctor 
concerned for a patient who’s taken a turn for the worse.
“Your facing is turning....pink,” he said. “This is normal for 
Americans?”
Abruptly, he turned to Karla. 
“Ma belle allemande,” he said to her. “Please turn to your neighbor, Luis, and ask him how he got to school this morning. Please use the formal vous.” 
I didn’t even hear what Karla said but I guess she got it right because they continued the little game around the circle of students. 
I sat frozen in my seat. I couldn’t remember the last time I felt so helpless. 
A bell rang.
Michel gathered up the papers on his desk. 
“Lunchtime,” he announced. “And this afternoon, you’ll all be going to the Grand Salon for Pierre’s grammar lecture. So you won’t see me until tomorrow.” 
He paused. 
“Tomorrow morning,” he said.
He took off his glasses and seemed to examine them with great 
care.
“Si vous plait,” he said, still not looking up. “Don’t be late.” 
CHAPTER ELEVEN 
I was the first one out the door, clattering across the brick patio and down the steps that led to the cafeteria. 
Karla hurried to catch up. “I guess you don’t like Michel too much,” she said, careening down the steps after me. 
“That might be the understatement of the year,” I fumed. “Fucking jerk.” 
Karla pulled open the glass door leading to the cafeteria. 
“Don’t take it personally,” she said. “He’s French. That’s what they’re like. You’ll get used to it. After they get to know you, they warm up. It’s sort of the exact opposite of Americans.” 
“I sincerely doubt I’ll get used to it and why would I want to,” I said. “I’m not even sure I’ll make it to 5 o’clock.” 
We chose one of the tables next to the big glass windows, but the panorama outside was overwhelmed by the noisy clang of tureens and trays and bowls and plates. 
“God, I just want a salad,” I said. “What is all this for? Are we at a state dinner?” 
Karla shook her head. 
“Tulsa, this is how the French eat at lunch,” she said. “It’s their biggest meal. We’ll probably be here for at least 90 minutes.” 
My fellow students, all speaking various degrees of pidgin French in fingernail-on-the-chalkboard accents, swarmed into the cafeteria. 
Only the intermediate and advanced students ate at this hour. The beginners had already come and gone. I could only imagine what their lunchtime was like. Most couldn’t speak a word of French yet they were forbidden to speak anything else. 
“I wonder if we could sneak out and go buy a baguette and some cheese at the boulangerie up on the hill,” I said. “Maybe no one would 
notice.” 
Karla looked dubious.
“Michel would notice,” she said. “We better stay here.” 
The first course began with something resembling a pizza square but without any tomato sauce. Caramelized onions drizzled with dark olives sat on a tangy crust. 
“C’est un pissadaliere!”
I was startled by the voice and looked up to see the one of the 
kitchen help, apparently, dressed in white and wearing white clogs, standing next to my table. 
She pointed at my tart and waited for my verdict. “It’s a local specialty, c’est vraiment Nicoise!” she said. 
She was right. It melted on my tongue; it definitely didn’t need tomato sauce. 
Karla was seated at my right, across from the empty chair reserved at each table for one of the teachers to ensure we only spoke French. I saw Michel at a distant table, thankfully, with his back to us. 
“Oui, c’est bon,” I managed to say. 
“Je m’appelle Nathalie,” she told us, and I think she was actually smiling. “Je suis la chef!” 
I stared at her as she swept over to another table.
“Is it possible?” I said to Karla. “Have we just witnessed a 
friendly French person?” 
Hans from Zurich who was in our class, sat across from us and jerked his head up when he heard me speaking English. He looked about thirty, with close-cropped dark brown hair. He resembled a European Marine. 
“Ah, tu es typiquement americaine,” he said. “Tu pense toujours que tu es les meilleures dans le monde et tu parle anglais meme s’il est interdit.” 
I understood Hans’ fairly good French all too well. I was a typical American, we all think we’re the greatest people in the world and I was speaking English even if it was forbidden. 
I had just started to open my mouth to retaliate when Madame Monique slid into the empty chair at our table. 
Hans smugly lifted a spoonful of pumpkin soup to his lips. 
Madame Monique arranged her napkin on her lap and poured herself some rose from one of the three bottles on the table. 
“Bon appetit!” she said.
The veal with mustard sauce and the haricots verts, green beans 
dotted with bits of garlic, arrived with a basket full of fresh French bread. I asked for butter. 
Madame Monique wagged her finger at me.
“Non, non, no! jamais pendant le dejeuner!” she said. “Le beurre n’est que 
pour le petit dejeuner.”
Hans shook his head as if he couldn’t believe the temerity of 
someone asking for butter at lunch.
Sometime in between the plate containing four different kinds of 
fromage and green grapes, and the little pots of crème brulee, I felt an overwhelming fatigue, which wasn’t helped by two glasses of wine. 
I listened to Hans converse with ease with Madame Monique. A woman about my age from Finland joined in and I noticed how everyone else joined in like eager children as if it were the first day of third grade. 
I was dying to ask Karla what exactly was planned for after lunch but felt Madame Monique’s hawk-like gaze upon me. I decided to brave it and ask her. 
“Madame Monique,” I began slowly. “Est-ce que vous pouvez dire a moi le projet pour l’apres midi?” 
Madame Monique winced.
What, like she’s never heard bad French before? 
“Non,” she said. “Ecoutez...Est-ce que vous pouvez ME dire qu’est ce qui se passe CET apres-midi.” 
She sipped her espresso as the kitchen help cleared the table. Incredibly, the longest lunch in history seemed to be over. 
“C’est clair?” 
Yes, it’s clear, I thought. And the whole table seems pleased to see me corrected. And you still haven’t answered my question. 
But of course I had no idea how to say that in French. 

It was Karla who told me what was up next on the agenda when she took my arm after lunch and we walked up to the Grand Salon.
“I didn’t want to tell you but we’re about to have a three-hour 
grammar lesson,” she whispered as we commandeered the biggest sofa in the room and sank into the forest-green cushions. 
Then her cell phone rang and she grabbed it out of her purse on the first ring. She bent her head down and I heard her speaking in French. When the brief conversation ended, she seemed distracted. 
“My boyfriend,” she said. “He’s in a bad mood.” I looked at her.
“Is he French?”
Karla nodded. 
“Then how can you tell if he’s in a bad mood?” I asked. “Isn’t that their only mood?” 
Karla didn’t answer at first. Instead she reached into her purse for more Carambars. She handed me a citron-flavored one and another in a pink wrapper that said framboise, raspberry. 
“Don’t write the French off, Tulsa,” she said. “The people in this area, the Nicois are supposedly the least friendly in the country, because they’ve been invaded so much and they don’t trust strangers.” 
Bruno, a tall, thin Frenchman about thirty, with a rueful, slightly irritable manner that I was finding familiar, entered the room and set up 
the blackboard.
Prepositions, indirect and direct objects, le subjonctif, I was ready. “Bring it,” I whispered to Karla in English. “I’m going to get this 
French grammar down cold.”
Again, I saw Hans spying on me from across the room like he was 
with the Stasi.
“Jesus, that guy,” I said to Karla. “Does he lip read as a hobby?” I put my hand up to my face to scratch my nose, only somehow I 
only used my index finger. I made sure Hans saw that, too. CHAPTER TWELVE 
Every day at the Ecole de Francais ends with tea, coffee and biscottes in the dining room at 4:45pm. 
My head was spinning with the present tenses of irregular verbs, the passe compose, object pronouns and the easiest way to tell whether a word is masculin or feminin (which I’ve already forgotten.) Karla and I made for the dining room and she poured two cups of tea while I grabbed some chocolate wafers and little raspberry tarts. 
I thought about my weight. Stuck in France with no cocaine to take the edge off the appetite. I wish I’d gotten some Adderall before I left New York. 
It seemed supremely ridiculous at the end of this long, grueling day to stand around drinking tea with the same people and still be forced to talk in our ham-handed French and atrocious accents. The debutantes were now with us and they were much worse. 
Even so, Hans was lurking nearby, ever so eager to catch me speaking English again. I motioned to Karla to walk with me over to 
where he stood. 
“Je suis TRES fatiguee!” I said so loudly that Hans walked away. Karla looked startled herself, then she gestured for me to finish 
up my tea and join her outside in the gardens.
“I know you’re tired,” she whispered in English as we sat on a 
bench near the concrete pathway that led between some of the classrooms and the main villa. 
“But I have an idea------“ she stopped suddenly as the big oak door to the school swung open. 
Michel walked out, wearing a worn black leather jacket and carrying several books. He lit a cigarette within one second of closing the front door and left it dangling from his lips. He saw us and turned away, hurrying up the steps into the street. We heard a motorcycle start up and heard it roar away. 
“Good riddance,” I said, turning to Karla. “What’s your idea?” Karla pointed in the direction of Monaco and Italy. 
“I live in Cap d’Ail,” she said, “It’s not too far from here, it’s the last little town before Monaco. Why don’t you come home for dinner with me?” 
Karla’s tiny SmartCar was parked jauntily at an angle on a side street just down from the school. I followed her long legs down Avenue General LeClerc and into the passenger side of the car. 
She pressed a button on the underside of the wheel and the top slowly came off. 
“I hope you like convertibles,” she said. “I drive with the top down no matter what the weather is like. I spent so much time cooped up in East Germany without sun that now I can’t get enough.” 
“Sure, no problem,” I said.
“My boyfriend hates this car,” she said, clearing a pile of German 
gossip magazines off the seat. “He thinks it’s embarrassing, that only poor people drive Smartcars. But I love it. We have two Range Rovers at the 
house and they’re impossible to maneuver down these narrow streets.” Karla lit a Camel, turned on the ignition and pressed a button on 
the CD player. A low, sexy French voice slithered out of the speakers. “Zazie,” said Karla. “J’adore.” 
She gunned the engine and the SmartCar fairly jumped out of its parking spot and flew down the street. My hands grabbed the seatbelt as we raced down the twisting streets down toward the village of Villefranche. 
“Are we late for a plane or something?” I gasped, white knuckles gripping the edge of the seat. 
Karla laughed and turned up the volume. She turned onto the Basse Corniche and pointed the SmartCar east. 
We left the old village behind and zoomed along the winding road, the big harbor out the right side of the window and, just beyond it, St. Jean Cap Ferrat. 
To our left, the cliffs bore right down on us. I looked past the gum trees at the steep drop below. People walked their dogs on a sandy beach. The water, blue-gray now at dusk, was still as clear as the Caribbean. 
We passed through Beaulieu-sur-Mer and the road got a wider and the scenery more savage. The craggy mountains leading down to the sea, the dramatic panorama of water beneath us – it was as if we were heading south down a miniature Pacific Coast Highway toward a midget LA. 
“Have you ever been to Malibu?” I shouted to Karla over the music and the wind that blew through the car. 
Karla shook her head. 
“No, but I’d love to go someday,” she said. “I’m from East Germany. I barely left the little town I grew up in until I was 15 and the Wall came down.” 
“You grew up under Communism?” I said. “Wow.”
“You Americans,” Karla said. “So sheltered.” 
We lurched through a long, dark tunnel and came out to see a sign reading EZE. 
“Another little paradise,” said Karla as we careened into an exquisite little village. 
“There’s Eze-les-Roses,” she motioned to a classic-looking villa hidden by trees and shrubbery directly on the sheltered beach. “Bono bought it from Vassar College a few years ago. And look up there, that’s Julian Lennon’s house and Adnan Khashoggi lives over there.” 
Karla picked up her cell phone and dialed a number. I heard her say something in German. 
“Just told my nanny we’re almost home,” she said. “She’ll ask the cook to make us some pasta. Cap D’Ail is the next town.” 
I was finally beginning to get used to Karla’s fast driving. Sort of. “By the way,” I said. “Why is this long road called the Basse 
Corniche?”
“Corniche means coast road,” Karla said. “There are three coast 
roads going east to west along the mountains here.”
She aimed her left arm out the window.
“Way up there up near the top of the cliffs is the Grande Corniche,” 
she said. “Then you can see a little of the Moyenne Corniche, which cuts through midway between the bottom here and the top. That’s where Princess Grace had her car accident.” 
Karla stubbed out her cigarette and put it in the car ashtray. She touched me on the shoulder. 
“Did you know Grace Kelly first fell in love with this area when she was filming the driving scene along the Moyenne Corniche in “To Catch a Thief”? 
I craned my neck to look up at what looked like toy cars driving along the Moyenne Corniche, way above us. The Grande Corniche was too high 
up to see.
“The strange thing is, Grace died on the same stretch of road in 
that car accident,” Karla said. “But some people don’t think it was an accident.” 
“Come on,” I said.
“No, really,” said Karla. “A truck driver behind her saw her car 
go over the cliff. He said he never saw any brake lights. Grace was supposedly depressed. Her life here wasn’t what she thought it was going to be. But leaving Prince Rainier was out of the question.” 
“I never heard that,” I said. “I thought she had a stroke when she was driving. That would explain why there weren’t any brake lights.” 
Karla shrugged.
“You don’t know Monaco,” she said. “If Grace Kelly did drive 
over that cliff on purpose, they’d never admit it. They couldn’t. Grace Kelly put Monaco on the map. Of course they said she had a stroke. But how many 52-year-olds have strokes? Think about it.” 
I was still thinking when I saw a sign reading Cap D’Ail. 
Then, way in the distance, clusters of tall, modern buildings and construction cranes set almost directly up against the mountains abruptly crowded the sky. Lights started to twinkle in the twilight in what looked like a tiny city jammed into a cubbyhole on the coastline. 
“Monaco,” Karla said, as if that explained it all. 
A minute later, she turned down a winding street until we were parallel to a long rocky ledge above the sea. She parked the Smart Car into a spot across the street from an stately, four-story Belle Epoque mansion perched on top of the cliff. 
It was pale yellow with bright white shutters and surrounded by gray stucco wall. 
“Get out, Mademoiselle New York,” Karla said, stuffing her cigarette pack into her purse. 
“We’re home.”
CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
“Monika, liebchen!”
We had just walked through a fortified gate, across a dusty stone 
courtyard littered with children’s toys and opened what seemed to be a back door. 
A chunky woman about thirty seven with a reddish-brown perm carrying a little boy about 2 appeared in the doorway and spoke to Karla in German. 
“Mama!”
The boy reached eagerly for Karla and she took him in her arms in 
the huge kitchen. The woman was Karla’s physical opposite; she was about six inches shorter, at least sixty pounds heavier and wore an old pair of loose black jeans, a white T-shirt and flip-flops. But she had the same kind of quick warmth that I recognized in Karla when I first met her. 
“Tulsa, this is Monika,” said Karla. “She’s been with us since Olivier was born.” 
Karla shook my hand. It was relief after the French, who insisted on kissing both your cheeks, even if they didn’t know you. 
“Well, that not exactly right,” said Monika in English that was much more heavily accented than Karla’s. “I have know Karla since she was a baby. I start taking care of her back in Teuchern when I was eight years old. I was just a baby myself!” 
Karla put Olivier down and he toddled with her across the kitchen. Karla seated him on a table and got him some juice from the refrigerator. 
“I didn’t know you had a son,” I said. 
Karla came over and tousled Olivier’s long brown hair. It hung past his shoulders. 
“Yes and she give him a French name! “ Monika said.
Karla looked a little apologetic.
“His father is very proud of being French,” she said. “He would 
never agree to a German name. He doesn’t even like me to speak to Olivier in German.” 
Olivier smiled up at me and said something in baby talk that sounded unmistakably French. 
“But why wouldn’t he want Olivier to be bilingual?” I said. “I’d give anything to know two languages from birth.” 
Karla shrugged.
“Men,” said Monika. “They are always the boss.” 
I looked around the kitchen, which seemed to stretch for miles. The sleek, gray-silver appliances were even larger than the ones I was used to seeing in expensive Manhattan apartments. The refrigerator seemed to take up one wall. The blond wooden island in the middle of the kitchen was untouched, except for a bowl of what looked like cake mix. 
“Is the boss here tonight?” I asked.
Karla jumped up from the table.
“No!” she yelled, almost skipping out the kitchen. “Follow me!” Monika picked up Olivier.
“Go on,” she motioned. “The boss is not here. So you will have fun 
tonight. I’ll make some pasta, you like pasta?”
I nodded and followed Karla, though I had no idea where in this 
vast, airy palace she had gone.
At the center of the mansion, a big space opened up to the ceiling, 
four stories above. I stood there and looked up at the closed rooms that were off each balcony. The only furniture in the foyer was a delicate, dark cherrywood table with two cell phones on it, a set of keys and a snapshot of Olivier Scotch-taped to one side. 
I heard a burst of music; it was coming from the two salons, separated by French doors. Karla danced barefoot around one of the rooms, a wine glass in her hand. A sheer wall of glass led to a broad terrace. 
“Tulsa! Come dance with me!”
Karla stopped whirling around long enough to pour me a glass of 
rose.
“Mylene Farmer, do you know her?” she said, pointing at a CD case 
next to the stereo. “This song is L’amour c’est rien. Love is nothing.” 
Karla smiled. 
“Something we all know, right?
She tucked one arm into mine and we walked outside.
For the first time since we’d left the school, no one spoke. Even 
though Karla lived there, we were both mesmerized by the view. 
Waves crashed on big gray rocks directly beneath us. The light was fading so when I looked to my right the Alps seemed to plunge right down into the sea. 
In the distance, the sea lay dark and tranquil; the great, exaggerated curve of line back to Villefranche and Nice was all wide bays, flat, narrow beaches and dramatic promontories. 
But Karla’s gaze was to the left – and the bright lights.
“See that?” she pointed at a limestone peninsula jutting out about 
700 meters high over the water.
“That’s ‘The Rock,’” she said. “It’s where the Grimaldi family 
palace is. Prince Albert and Princess Charlene are probably in their palace apartment there right now. Monte Carlo is just five minutes west of The Rock.” 
Karla took a sip of her wine. I gulped mine down. I noticed the black-bottomed, kidney-shaped swimming pool just below, on a grassy 
patch between the side of the mansion and the cliff’s edge. A pair of child-size water wings floated in the middle. 
“Isn’t this a long way from East Germany?” I asked.
Karla nodded, never taking her eyes off Monaco.
She didn’t say anything for awhile and neither did I. A ship foghorn 
sounded in the distance. The darkness closed in and the air grew colder. 
When she spoke, her voice had a dreamy quality.
“When I was growing up in Teuchern, I wanted to be Princess 
Stephanie,” she said. “Sometimes we saw some Western shows on our TV and I saw a documentary about her family when I was little. I wanted her life.” 
She turned to face me. 
“There was only one kind of chocolate you could buy in Terchern,” she said. “It was hard to get bananas.” 
Terchern, it turns out, is a little town not far from Dresden. 
“Everyone belonged to the Party. I was a Young Pioneer. I liked it. We had cool little white shirts with the insignia that we wore every day at school.” 
“We weren’t unhappy,” said Karla. “I just always knew there was something better. When my father drove us on the autobahn to East Berlin, I always asked him what was beyond the wall. I didn’t understand why we couldn’t go over there. I knew Princess Stephanie was on the other side. I just didn’t know how far Monaco was.” 
She gestured at the view and then back at the house. 
Monika was bringing in some salad to the main salon and arranging it on the oak table in front of the two sofas. The huge room was bare otherwise except for some of Olivier’s toys. 
Olivier played in the foyer with a toy truck. He didn’t seem to remember we were there. 
“Now I live a little like Princess Stephanie,” said Karla. “Sometimes I even see her in the supermarket in Fontvielle in Monaco where she lives. 
It was my dream and then one day it came true. Do you believe if you want something bad enough it will come true?” 
Monika waved to us and Karla tucked my arm in hers again. “Let’s go eat,” she said. 
We sat side-by-side on the sofa and Monika refilled our wine glasses. She brought Olivier out and placed him on top of two cushions in front of the table. 
“It is good that Karla brings friends home,” said Monika. “It gets lonesome here in this big house.” 
I speared a piece of pasta. It was cooked so simply – with olive oil, garlic and a little bit of asparagus. 
“Wow, this is delicious,” I told Monika, and I meant it.
I leaned back on the couch.
“I don’t get it,” I said. “East Germany to a villa on the French 
Riviera? How did you do it?” Monika laughed loudly. 
“You do not underestimate Karla,” she said. “She gets what she wants.” 
Karla paused and looked more serious.
“I mean, she gets what she thinks she wants.” 
Karla jumped up and turned up the volume on Mylene Farmer as if to drown out something she didn’t want to hear. Monika shook her head and eventually Karla came back over to us. 
“My boyfriend Jean-Pierre runs a big hedge fund in Geneva,” she said. “I met him one night in Monte Carlo when I was 25 years old. Jimmy Z’s. It’s a disco. Ever hear of it?” 
I shook my head. Karla rolled her eyes.
“I wasn’t even looking for a boyfriend,” Karla said. “But we met 
one night and that was it. He kept calling me and I finally went out with him. We moved in together and we had Olivier.” 
Karla reached over and tickled Olivier, who laughed and spit up 
the soda he was drinking.
“We’re only here for the part of the year,” Karla said. “Jean-Pierre 
gets restless. We spend the summers at another place in St. Tropez and we’re in Megeve and Brussels the rest of the time.” 
“It’s very glamorous,” said Karla. “Right Monika?”
Without waiting for an answer, Monika got up and went to the 
kitchen. 
Karla watched her leave.
“Monika is my best friend,” she said quietly, “my only link to my 
old life back in East Germany. No one understands what that world was like except us. Monika takes care of me.” 
She sipped a glass of mineral water and pushed her plate away. There was still a lot of pasta left. 
“You’re not trying to lose weight are you?” I asked.
Karla shook her head.
“No, but Jean-Pierre likes me thin,” she said. “We’re going to a 
big ball in London next month and he doesn’t want me gaining an ounce.” She jumped up and play-wrestled Olivier, who squealed with 
delight.
“Come with me while I put him to bed,” she said.
We walked upstairs. Karla led the way, carrying Olivier. 
The little boy’s room was a suite on the second floor the size of at least two master bedrooms. But the only furniture I saw was a crib, a child-size bed and a small dresser. A few of his toys lay scattered about. 
Karla walked Olivier into his bathroom and took out his toothbrush. She put some toothpaste on the brush and prodded Olivier to take it himself. 
We stood there, the three of us reflected in the bathroom mirror, as Olivier moved the toothbrush aimlessly in his mouth. Karla cooed to him in German and he answered in French baby words. 
“You can pick him up if you want,” said Karla. “He’s used to new people. He’s always being left with someone.’ 
I reached down and hauled Olivier up in my arms. I was surprised at how heavy he was. He smelled of toothpaste and pasta. He smiled at me and gurgled something in French. Karla washed his hands and we went back into the bedroom. 
She locked the glass door leading to the balcony and put Olivier into what looked like a tiny sleeping bag. Then she zipped him into it and placed him in the crib. 
She stood next to the crib and began reading from a German children’s book called “Der Struwwelpeter,” about a boy with frizzy red hair. “I’m not sure how it translates exactly,” she said. “’Shock-haired Peter’ I think. My mother read it to me and my brother when we were kids.” 
I sat on the little bed. Olivier lay in his odd little bag, his eyelids fluttering and growing heavy. 
I suddenly heard noises downstairs, the sound of a door swinging open and shutting and men’s voices. 
Karla jumped and the book slipped out of her hands. Olivier looked startled. 
She leaned over to kiss him and purred something in German but she seemed agitated. 
“Jean-Pierre must have come home early,” she said. “I wasn’t expecting him tonight.” 
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Karla raced downstairs, leaving me far behind. By the time I got 
into the foyer, she was embracing a tall, lanky man in his early forties. His face just missed being handsome, maybe because of his thin, 
hard lips and strong Roman nose. His hair was a little darker than you’d expect for his age but it didn’t look dyed. He wore a light pink Ralph Lauren shirt tucked into a pair of brushed, beige khakis and a pair of 
velvet tuxedo slippers.
Standing next to him, talking to Karla, was another guy about his 
same height. This man had thick, wavy dark-brown hair, striking hazel eyes and classic features. He wore a dark sport jacket, light blue shirt and jeans that looked as if they’d been either starched or dry-cleaned. 
Monika was nowhere to be seen. 
“Tulsa!’ Karla’s voice sounded high and girlish. “Come meet Jean- Pierre and Gilles!” 
I assumed Jean-Pierre was the one who wasn’t looking at me. Instead, I saw him pinching a fold of skin from Karla’s abdomen as I walked toward them. 
“Are you eating too much of Monika’s schnitzel, cherie?” I heard him say to her in French. 
Gilles, on the other hand, was checking me out. His eyes traced my body up and down. 
“Tulsa?” he said, startling me with what sounded like an American accent. He smiled abruptly, showing gleaming white teeth. He was really hot. 
“Yes,” I said. “Are you from the States?”
“Grace a dieu, non,” said Gilles. “That means, thank God, no.” 
I bristled. 
“What’s wrong with being an American?” I said. Jean-Pierre looked at me sharply. 
“I bet you’re from New York,” he said to me in English. “Grace a dieu, oui,” I said, smiling as coldly as I could. 
“Ah, a strong personality,” Jean-Pierre said. “Definitely from New York.” 
Karla reached up and kissed Jean-Pierre seductively on the lips. “Let’s go have a drink!’ she suggested. 
Gilles held out his arm.
“A woman with a strong personality,” he said. “I like a 
challenge.” 
We walked back into the salon and Gilles sat next to me on the sofa, a little close I thought. His shoes looked expensive and his feet were big. I felt a frisson of excitement. 
Jean-Pierre went over to the bar and asked us what we wanted to drink. I asked for a vodka tonic and Gilles had a beer. Jean-Pierre popped a CD into the stereo. “Alain Souchon,” he said to me. “Americans don’t know him. They should.” 
I turned to Gilles.
“Where are you from?”
Gilles leaned back and sucked down his Heineken from the 
bottle.
“My father is French,” he said. “My mother is Canadian. I grew 
up mostly in Paris but I spent summers in Canada. Too bad nobody can distinguish a Canadian accent from an American accent.” 
I heard Jean-Pierre laugh and I decided to ignore him. 
“I moved to Monaco about 10 years ago so this is home,” Gilles said. “I run Jean-Pierre’s offices in Monte Carlo.” 
I was distracted by Karla. I could see her out of the corner of my eye sitting on Jean-Pierre’s lap, cooing to him in French. She played with the buttons on his shirt and ran her fingers through his hair. He seemed restless despite her ministrations. 
“So you are going to the French school with Karla?” Jean-Pierre asked. “Why does an American want to learn French?” 
“I’m not sure I do,” I said.
Karla roared with laughter; all of a sudden she was back to being the 
Karla I knew.
“Tulsa is like that all day long,” she said. “She’s funny.” 
“Yes,” I said. “The entire school already hates me so we’re off to a good start.” 
“No they don’t,” said Karla. “We just have this teacher who’s a little strange. He and Tulsa haven’t been getting along since she------“ 
“I’m sure it’s a fascinating story,” interrupted Jean-Pierre. “But maybe you could tell me about your little school some other time. Where is 
Olivier? Asleep?”
Karla nodded and Jean-Pierre extricated himself from the tangle 
of her arms.
“So nice to meet you,” he paused. “Theresa, is it?” “Tulsa,” I said. “As in Oklahoma.”

Jean-Pierre looked puzzled for a second.
“A state in America,” I said. 
Jean-Pierre reached over to kiss me on both cheeks. 
“A great pleasure to meet you.....Tulsa,” he said. “Please come visit us again. I’m going to bed early tonight so I’ll have to excuse myself.” 
He looked back over at Karla.
“Oh,” she said. “You go off to bed. I have to drive Tulsa back to 
Villefranche.”
Gilles leaned forward and put his Heineken bottle on the coffee 
table.
“No need for that,” he said smoothly. “Let me take Tulsa home. I 
love the drive to Villefranche.”
He reached over and patted my thigh. A bolt of electricity shot 
through me.
“OK,” I said. “If you want to.” 
Everyone was speaking French as we walked through the foyer and out the door of the house. I didn’t even try to keep up the pretense. 
“I’m so glad you speak English,” I said to Gilles as he led the way down the dark street. “This has been a long day. I can barely speak French when I’m rested, never mind when I’m exhausted.” 
Gilles pressed the unlock button on his car keys and I heard the squeak of the alarm inside a lowslung, canary-yellow sportscar shaped like a Pythagorean theorem. It looked ridiculous on the quiet, sedate street. 
“Is this a car or is the Batcave missing a vehicle?” I asked. 
Gilles paused to wipe a smidgen of dirt off the passenger side window. 
“What, you’ve never been in a Lamborghini before? Hop in. 
Check out the scissor doors. This is the Diablo roadster. It’ll wake you up.” 
I opened the doors and sank deep down into the crème brulee- colored leather seat. I drank in the smell of rich car. The dashboard looked like a bridge of a compact spaceship. 
Gilles lit a joint and reminded me to put on my seatbelt. It felt as if I was strapping myself into an extremely well-appointed roller coaster. 
The car only purred when Gilles pulled out so it was a few seconds before I realized we were going about 70 mph up the narrow, curving street leading back up to the Basse Corniche. 
The light was red when we got up there but Gilles slid the steering wheel to the left as if it was a stick of butter and the next thing I knew we were hurtling out of Cap D’Ail toward Eze. Inside the car, sitting down so low, it was eerily quiet, as if we were being powered by remote control, not the engine. 
Gilles flipped on the CD player and some French techno rolled out. 
“Laurent Garnier,” he said. “Best DJ in France. ” 
The tunnel I remembered from the drive out loomed ahead as we tore down the two-lane highway. Gilles careered past a hapless motorcyclist as if he were a ragdoll riding a Schwinn. 
My eyes turned to the high-tech console, searching for a clue about how fast we were going. 
“Only 130 kilometers an hour,” said Gilles, as if reading my mind. He leaned harder on the pedal. 
I frantically tried to recall how to convert kilometers into miles. Again, Gilles proved telepathic. 
“That’s only about 80 or 85 mph,” he said, taking another toke off the joint. “Let’s not waste time, shall we?” 
“Won’t you get pulled over for speeding?”
Marc pointed at two glowing dark green buttons low down on the 
console. “Interpol scanner,” he said. “I can track anybody down but 
nobody can track me. This’ll alert me if there are any cops or speed traps in the vicinity. 
“Interpol?” I said. “Is this a typical accessory in a Monaco car?” “Nope,” Marc said. “I was with Interpol in Paris and London for 
almost ten years. I learned all their secrets and then I quit to go make real money.” 
I finally spotted the speed readout on the console and saw it climbing to 160 kmh. I did some fast calculations. We were going 100 mph. I felt dizzy and nauseous. 
“Listen, this is a little too fast for me,” I said weakly, as we sped around a sharp curve. I tried to concentrate on the lights of what I thought were Nice in the far distance but all I could think of was Grace Kelly going off the cliff. 
Gilles laughed.
“Fast for an American?” he said. “Nothing’s too fast for an 
American.”
We were at 170 kmh, just shy of 110mph, and my ears were 
ringing, as we shot around a corner and I saw a sign saying BEAULIEU- SUR-MER. I noticed an elegant hotel and casino on the water. The harbor was crowded with yachts. 
“Stuffiest town around,” Gilles said contemptuously. “Nobody here but a bunch of rich English widows with bad facelifts and little rat dogs. And a lot of gigolos.” 
We zoomed up to the right and through the small town. Gilles was forced to slow down for about 30 seconds and then I felt him speed up as we followed the highway back out along the coastline. 
“Really, I’m not kidding,” I said. “Going fast makes me nervous. I once did this story about a guy who crashed his car and became a quadriplegic. He had to spend the rest of his life in bed and had a monkey as a servant.” 
Gilles reached over and touched my thigh again. “A monkey, huh? That sounds kinky. I like it. ” 
He gestured up ahead. The sign read VILLEFRANCHE-SUR- MER. 
“You’re almost home, poor little American girl,” he said. “Big bad French boy’s not gonna hurt you, I promise.” 
I saw Chez Betty and I recognized where we were. 
“Take that right,” I instructed, feeling my stomach settle down and my knees stop shaking. 
Gilles drove up the hill and then over one street to Rue Francois Ferry. I spotted my little room at the villa. 
“Right there,” I said. “I can get out anywhere.”
Gilles pulled the Lamborghini into the driveway.
“What, you’re not inviting me up for a nightcap?” he said 
mockingly. “Ah, you Americans, you’re all les puritaines.”
“We’re what?” I said and now that I had time to look at him, I 
was struck again by the greenish-brown of his eyes.
“Puritans,” Gilles said. “You’re all a bunch of prudes.” 
I started to get out when I heard the locks snap shut.
Gilles pulled me toward him and kissed me hard on the mouth. And then just as quickly, he released me and the locks popped open. 
For a second, I didn’t move a muscle. I don’t think I could. “Welcome to the Riviera, Tulsa Kelly,” he said with a wide 
smile. “Isn’t what they always say in the movies? Anyway, I can’t wait to see you again.” 
The scissor door on my side slid open and I climbed out with as much grace as I could muster. 
“Thanks for the ride,” I said. “Always nice to arrive alive.” 
With that, the door slid back and the Lamborghini screeched out of the driveway. 
I walked up to the steps to my building and unlocked the front door. Something bulky was propped up against my door. My suitcase, with some official-looking documentation attached from Air France. And, thank the Lord, my bottle of sleeping pills inside. 
I opened the door and pushed the suitcase in the apartment. 
I walked over to the bed without turning on the light and lay down with T and Julio on my stomach. I could see the half-moon glinting over the Mediterranean. 
“Listen,” I said. “You would not believe the day I had. I’m so tired I might not even need my sleeping pills tonight.” 
I reached for the alarm clock and set it for 7:30 a.m. I pulled my iPOD out of the top drawer in my nightstand. I scrolled down my J.J. Cale playlist until I got to “If You’re Ever in Oklahoma.” It was one of my father’s favorite songs and I needed to hear something from home. 
I pressed play, put the earbuds in, and lay back on the pillow. I heard the song start but I don’t remember hearing it finish. 
PART II 
VILLEFRANCHE-SUR-MER CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
Second day, second chance. I even got a decent night’s sleep. I made sure I got to school early but avoided Michel in case he saw me and knew he’d successfully intimidated me in coming ahead of time. 
Last week at this time I was in full makeup and hair, arrayed in Prada and Chloe and going live in front of an audience of millions. Today I was halfway across the world skulking into language school, scared of a teacher. 
Breakfast was in full swing. Nathalie bustled around in her white pants and kitchen clogs. “Bonjour!” she called out when she saw me. 
Big silver pots of coffee and tea, baskets of fresh baguettes, croissants and pain au chocolat, pots of peach, mango and raspberry yogurt, plates of fresh cheese, prosciutto, jam and honey covered the tables. 
I broke open a baguette and smeared it with some soft butter and strawberry jam. The weight, the weight. God almighty I must be up to a size 4 already. 
Hans was across the room spooning yogurt into his mouth, giving me a look I can only describe as hostile disinterest. Luis and Ulrike waved. 
Some students from the debutante classes sat down at my table. They couldn’t say much to each other except hello and “ca va?” My ears started to hurt after a few minutes of this. 
Karla glided in as I was on my second cup of coffee. She never seemed to just walk or suddenly appear. For someone I was beginning to see was a little shy and self-deprecating, she made an entrance in spite of herself She was wearing a cream-colored cashmere turtleneck, black leather jacket, black miniskirt and thigh-high black boots. Her hair was piled high atop her head. 
She sat next to me and whispered in English. “Did you have a good time with Gilles last night?’ 
Just then I saw Michel wander in the dining room looking typically preoccupied. He poured himself some tea. He had on dark pants and a sweater with a zipper. His hair was rumpled as ever. 
“Why do French men wear sweaters with those weird zippers?” I hissed in Karla’s ear. “They’re not flattering.” 
“No,” Karla agreed. “But they must think they look good in them. His wife no doubt tells him he looks just great.” 
“Ugh,” I said. “Can you imagine being married to him? He probably corrects her use of the subjunctive in the middle of making love.” 
We both watched as Michel grabbed a croissant and left the dining room. 
“I don’t know,” Karla said. “He’s not bad looking. And he’ sort of funny – and sexy in a mean way. Maybe he makes his wife laugh and that’s why she stays with him. Maybe he’s good in bed. The mean ones sometimes are.” 
She turned to me. 
“So how about Gilles? Did you like him? He’s worth a ton of money, you know.” 
I hesitated. 
“Well, he drove so fast I almost threw up,” I said. “And he seems pretty cocky.” 
Karla bit into her pain au chocolat. They were soft and fresh, just out of the oven. Nathalie told us she made them from scratch in the school kitchen at 6 a.m. 
“I think he really likes you,” she said. “We should all go out this weekend in Monaco.” 
Michel was leafing through papers when we reached Salle 6. When everyone got there, he walked around his desk to his customary position in front of the semi-circle of chairs. I noticed he’d fixed his glasses. Not gotten new ones, mind you, but the Scotch tape was gone. 
“Bonjour, ca va?” he said.
“Oui!” we answered enthusiastically. 
Michel nodded and then waited. For what we didn’t know. 
“Et moi?” he asked. “Personne s’en fiche si je vais bien?”
Ingrid, who was the best out of all of us in French, quickly assured 
Michel that she definitely cared how he was this morning. Michel smiled. 
“That’s better,” he said. “You can’t forget your manners even if you are not yet comfortable with your new language.” 
He fiddled with an old-fashioned looking audio system in the back 
of the room. It seemed to be a small 1970s-era stereo with built-in speakers. 
“Every morning I will play a French song,” he said. “This is one of the best ways to learn. The key to the French language is recognizing la bien musique et la mauvaise musique. The good music and the bad music. Language is music. You can learn the grammar and the vocabulary but in the end, you must have a good ear.” 
With that, Michel pressed a button on the victrola or whatever it was. A woman singing in French filled the room. 
“Francoise Hardy,” said Michel, his hand on his heart. “She was the muse and lover of David Bowie and Mick Jagger and a star for 40 years. She has most exquisite voice in France and she is a woman of unparalleled beauty. Still.” 
“Demain, c’etait hier,” she sang. “Tomorrow, that was yesterday.” Michel sighed when it was over, as if he was in his own special 
French world with Francoise and was loathe to rejoin us. 
“Today, we will start with a grand grammar review,” he said, distributing papers. “You all have a good grasp of French, but we must go backwards before we can go forward.” 
I heard a strange noise, like a whimper. It was Karla. Everyone swiveled to look at her. Her head was bent down over the desk and she was cupping her forehead with both hands. Her long hair fell around her shoulders and it was hard to see her face. 
For once, Michel seemed unsure of what to do. I wanted to reach over to Karla and ask her what was wrong, but I was afraid to address her in English and felt too weird to attempt it in French. 
Then Michel seemed to indicate that I should do something. I leaned in close to Karla. 
“Je m’excuse,” Karla said, helplessly.
I felt very protective of her, as if I had to take action. Michel 
gestured at me to take her outside.
I grasped Karla’s hand and pushed her up and out of her chair. 
The class, including Michel, watched in a tense silence. I guided Karla out the door and to a bench under a wall covered with bougainvillea. She felt so thin and shaky. 
“Are you OK? Are you sick?” I asked her. 
Karla shook her head. She was breathing heavily. I took her hand in mine. 
“Maybe you need something to eat,” I said. “You’re probably not eating enough.” 
Karla shook her head again. 
“No,” she said, faintly. “It’s not that, I knew you’d think that. But I had breakfast this morning, with you. You saw me.” 
She was right. I had seen her eat a croissant and some yogurt. 
We said nothing for a few minutes. I gazed out at the Mediterranean and the view made me feel peaceful. Karla’s breathing slowly became less labored. I felt her finally relax a little. 
She muttered something in German and turned to me, squeezing my hand. 
“Thank you,” she whispered. “This happens sometimes. It’s, how do you say, a panic...crisis.” 
“You mean a panic attack?” I said. 
Karla nodded. “Ever since the baby was born,” she said. “I’m feeling fine and then, suddenly, out of nowhere I get panicky and I feel as if I can’t breathe.” 
I went down to the cafeteria to get Karla a glass of water. When I came back, she was standing up, adjusting her clothes and seemingly back to normal. She drank the water and put the glass down on the bench. 
We went back inside together. 
CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
Villefranche-sur-Mer’s old town, all twisty, canyon-like alleyways with a jumble of pastel-colored jewel boxes of buildings dating back five centuries, is set hard against a small, cobblestoned waterfront on the lip of the deepest harbor in France. 
Laundry hangs high above the narrow streets, allowing barely a sliver of blue sky to be seen. 
Just to the west is a sandy strip of beach that eventually leads to almost-hidden stone stairway going up to St. Jean Cap Ferrat. The first big estate on the peninsula is the Villa Nellcote, looming majestically beyond a big iron-wrought gate and sweeping driveway like a French version of Manderley. It’s where the Rolling Stones recorded “Exile on Main Street.” 
Directly to the east is the old Citadelle, a medieval fortress that was all that stood between the local inhabitants and the steady stream of Ligurians, Greeks, Phoenicians, Romans who sailed in on Spartacus-like vessels bent on plundering the place. 
Back in the fifth century, the town was taken over by barbarians so all the townspeople fled up in the hills. In 1295, the Duke of Provence was under attack by the Turks and he urged the people to come back down to help ward them off. In return he guaranteed no taxes and built a covered passage just up from the waterfront where they could move about freely without being seen and be protected. It was called the Rue Obscur. 
I felt in need of protection myself after my third day at the Ecole de Francais. When I opened the big iron gate onto Avenue General LeClerc 
and heard it slowly lock behind me at 5pm, the pressure of trying to speak and understand French for the past eight and a half hours melted away. But another, worse feeling, was brewing in me. 
It was all starting to wear off. Quickly. The shock that anesthetized me after being dumped by Geoff, then blowing up on the air and getting fired. Flying to France had been a grand distraction, a perfect antidote for the pain, for almost exactly 72 hours. I’d been so wrapped up in the insanity of Ecole de Francais World and my new and ridiculous role as Mademoiselle New York that I forgot all about Tulsa Kelly, disgraced former morning TV queen. It was like waking up from a long bender without even an aspirin for the hangover. 
My iPhone was switched off at JFK before leaving but I never thought to unblock it so it won’t work here in France. The last thing I did was send a quick text to Sean explaining where I was going and how I needed time to clear my head. I hadn’t been online since. 
Our rooms specifically didn’t have an Internet connection, laptops were forbidden at school and we were only allowed to check our phones once, after lunch. Everyone else was squawking about these rules but they were fine with me. 
I didn’t want to read the online gossip about me. Would you? I didn’t want to know who replaced me. Someone from the network or maybe they tapped a hot up-and-comer from a local station somewhere out West, like they had with me. I didn’t want to read anything Geoff might have made or the statement that the network surely would have issued. 
Henry Stiles (through his PR department) was famous for the withering zingers made about talent that departed his network under anything less than favorable terms. Myron and he go way back, though, 
and I’m hoping Myron cut a deal so that all that would be said about me was that the network “wished me well.” After my spectacular implosion, I bet even Henry knew firing one last bullet in me would be redundant. 
I missed Geoff. There, I said it. My idiot credentials are still intact. I wonder if he was trying to get in touch with me. Lauren’s face drifted in front of me, shaking her head in disbelief. 
The school had given us a list, clearly dating back to pre- smartphone 2005, of the three local cybercafes. One of them was way down in the old town. I’d been meaning to walk down there, anyway and there was at least another hour left of sunlight. Spring wasn’t here but it was starting to surface. 
Instead of going up to my left and home, I turned right and headed straight downhill. The almost-serpentine street leading to town was quiet, except for sudden and deadly bursts from a Renault or a Ducati motorcycle speeding around a curve, causing me to jump every time. 
Nobody was out walking but me and a surprising number of the Belle Epoque-style villas were shuttered. Maybe they were vacation homes or maybe Karla was right when she said French people often keep the shades drawn or the shutters down even when they’re home. Protection. 
Dogs and cats there were aplenty. French dogs and cats, I thought. One dirty-white cat gazed at me from the top of a garage. 
“Bonjour,” I said cautiously, wondering if animals could comprehend my French. The cat looked away. Bored? Or annoyed. It was hard to tell. 
I crossed the Basse Corniche and saw signs for the Citadelle. Some 
streets grew so narrow and steep leading into the old town that they were little more than wide well-worn steps. 
At the end of one one alley, I found myself on the harbor. About five or six restaurants lined the waterfront all with chalkboard signs out front reading PLAT DU JOUR! 
Gleaming white yachts and cabin cruisers that looked as if they’ve never been used bobbed aimlessly in the harbor, encircled by about four or five well-worn fishing boats nearer the beach. On the other side of the harbor, the woodsy hills of St. Jean Cap Ferrat craftily camouflaged the multi-million dollar estates of Bill Gates, Paul Allen and people you’ve never heard of who are probably even richer. 
I checked my watch. 5:30 p.m. The winter sun was starting to disappear west in the direction of Marseille and Barcelona. 
An old fisherman with about a three-day old growth of beard and wearing nothing but a Speedo, a T-shirt and thongs stood near an beat-up stall advertising the catch of the day. He seemed to be stitching up an old net and unaware of the nip in the air. 
He caught me looking at him. I smiled. 
My smile seemed to annoy him. He stitched more intently. I couldn’t take my eyes off this strange sight. 
“Vous etes anglaise?” he growled finally. 
The weirdest thing happened. I answered him in French without thinking about it. I didn’t even translate in my head, the words just flew out of me. 
“Non,” I told him. “Je suis americaine. C’est mieux je pense.” 
He jerked a callused thumb back at the four-story, salmon- colored HOTEL WELCOME jutting out to the left. 
“Are you staying there?” he asked.
No, I told him. I’m a student – at the Ecole de Francais. 
“Why do you study French?” he said. “You are an American. Why come here?” 
He didn’t wait for an answer.
“You live where everything is possible,” he said, then paused. He 
looked slyly at me.
“But I guess that’s not true anymore is it? You’re all being spied on 
my your own government. And then China’s taking over. Pretty soon Americans will be in the same boat as the French. You’ll see what it’s like to fall from the top of the mountain when you’ve been at the top of the heap.” 
I must have understood enough of what he said to look really depressed. Not only was my country finished but, little did this guy know, so was I. The fisherman wisely changed the subject and turned into Monsieur Tour Guide. 
“The Hotel Welcome is very famous,” he said. “Jean Cocteau, you know him?” 
The painter, I said. Lived around the same time as Fitzgerald, Picasso, Leger, Isadora and the rest. 
“Splendide!” the fisherman said. “Your French is impressive. He stayed at the hotel while he painted the inside of that chapel just over there.” 
He pointed behind me. 
“The chapel was built in the fourteenth century. Cocteau restored it. It’s the fishermen’s chapel. It’s worth visiting.” 
He kicked the stall with his thong.
“Tomorrow morning,” he said. “You will see the fish here, and 
then at lunchtime, on your plate.”
With that, he went back to his net. The conversation, as Geoff 
Palmer might say, was over. I strolled down the quai and finally spotted the Internet café tucked between touristy boutiques clearly catering to the cruise ship passengers. You could tell no French people would ever buy anything from them, I thought as I walked by. The clothes had no style. 
A guy with blond-reddish hair who introduced himself as Derek sat behind the counter at the Quai Café and said hello in English with an Australian accent. 
Some noisy men in their late twenties sat on bar stools cheering a loud rugby match on TV. The odor of cigarettes and cheap beer filled the air. I hadn’t been to an Internet cafe in about five years. Thought they’d gone the way of Blockbusters and the evening news. 
“We’ve got one English keyboard left,” said Derek, ushering me to a chair. 
I pushed aside an overflowing ashtray and clicked on the big, dusty computer. I needed a drink before I did this. Derek brought me a glass of Bordeaux. 
I had more than 150 emails.
“WTF?” began a note from my cousin Kate in Florida. 
“Are you alive? Pls advise,” was the subject header of an email from Sarah, my oldest friend from Colorado. 
“Concerned,” was the terse title my mother had chosen. I only saw one email from her, though. I wonder how concerned she really was. 
I scrolled down the list, scanning name after name. I was only looking for one: Geoff Palmer. 
Dear Tulsa, 
I’ve been trying to reach you since yesterday. Please call me. We have to talk. I know you probably think I’m furious with you for what you did but in fact it’s quite the contrary. 
I don’t know what came over me to break it off with you the way I did. I’ve done a lot of soul searching over the past few days and I honestly think I was scared of how much I loved you. It was as if we had something so special, so powerful, that I was afraid that it was too good to last and I wanted to end it first. Staying with my wife was so safe, you know. We’re like a pair of comfortable old shoes together and there’s no worry about losing her. 
I now see how wrong I was - and I realize how much you love me by what you did. I know you’ve put your entire career that you worked so hard to build at risk and I want to do everything in my power to make it up to you. 
On top of everything else, I lied to you. My wife isn’t pregnant. That was just my ham-handed way of trying to make you feel better about me ending our relationship. 
In fact, the relationship I’ve really ended is with my wife. Yes, it’s true. Yesterday I told her I was deeply in love with you and wanted a divorce. She’s angry and upset, of course, but we always knew there would be hurt feelings once everything came out in the open. 
I don’t know where you are and that makes me frantic with worry. Call me and I’ll send a car, a jet, hell the Delta Force to come pick you up wherever you are and bring you back to me. 
All my love now and forever, Geoff 
I reached the end of the list and scrolled back through it just in case I missed it. No, there was no email from Geoffrey Palmer. 
At least five emails were from Myron, each one increasingly urgent in tone. The network had sent a few messages; it looked as though it was just information on how to get my last paycheck. 
Sean had written about three emails but the only personal email I opened was from Lauren. This one was all too real. 
Hi Tulsa,
It seems so weird to be writing you like this rather than texting or phoning. 
What’s next? Aerogrammes? The wireless? 
I’m already missing you so much. New York is a lot colder and emptier without you. I truly hope you’re OK and having as good a time as can be expected over there considering everything that went down over here. Please don’t forget to update me asap or you know me, I’ll worry. 
I don’t know if you’ve gone online much but if not, I’d rather you hear this from me. You knew they were gonna spin it and this is an abridged version of how it went down: 
“Sources close to” Geoff Palmer told Page Six that he and other honchos at the network had been concerned about you for a long time. Hinted at possible “substance abuse” and a “deep-seated instability” that you managed to cover up for a long time, poor thing. Palmer’s pals assured the paper that Palmer and his wife were “more than fine” and looking forward to the birth of their surprise first child, after 15 years of marriage and first meeting at the age of 16. 
Sorry to lay that on you, Tulsa, but I didn’t want you to be in the dark. I don’t know how Palmer has the balls to do that, though. He’s got to know you’ve got a ton of evidence to prove him wrong, right? I don’t get it. 
I won’t even ask if you’re going to exact revenge. Just please be careful and be smart. Miss you and love you, 
Lauren 
Be careful and be smart. I kept reading that sentence. Tears burned my eyelids and started to roll down my cheeks. I drank the rest of my wine in one swallow. I would not crack. Not here, with a bunch of cheerful Australians and a rugby match and the smell of cigarette smoke. 
I clicked on to my other email address, the one I used exclusively with Geoff, and did a search. A total of 361 emails containing often salacious, illicit missives between Jaws (Geoff) and Octopussy (me) remained in both my sent and received queues. 
Despite our highly original code names and private email addresses, the names “Tulsa” and “Geoff” were liberally sprinkled throughout our correspondence. Which made my next thought only logical. 
The contact address for Sandy Fuchs, the Page Six editor at the New York Post, was stated plainly every day in the column, both in the newspaper and online. Frau Fuchs, as she was known around town, knew me well. She’d run more than one blind item about the married anchorman and his flirtatious co-host and once outed me as having secret curly hair. 
It would take, I estimated, less than forty-five minutes to mass-copy a cluster of the more descriptive messages and email them all to Sandy Fuchs. With a quick backgrounder, as they say in the business, from me. Filling in the blanks, adding a little color, a few dates and times. 
Voila. A blistering story about the philandering Geoff Palmer’s lies and deception involving former morning TV queen Tulsa Kelly. It could be online at the New York Post within sixty to ninety minutes after Sandy Fuchs got those emails, scanned them, chose the best ones to highlight, called the network for a comment, threw together a quick narrative - and posted it. 
Be careful and be smart. Again, those words. I thought of Geoff. Usually, that would describe him. I never in a million years thought of our emails as potential future blackmail against him. I never saved a single one of his voicemails though I’m sure plenty of his texts were still on my phone. 
Was he setting me up? Me who had nothing to lose? I couldn’t look worse than I already did - and dropping a dime on him would largely vindicate me and possibly destroy his career too, and his marriage. Or was he throwing me under a bus because he was so confident I wouldn’t fight back? Me, the fighter? It made no sense either way. 
Careful and smart. Maybe that means doing nothing. Wu wei, non- action. The Buddhists say the hardest thing is to do nothing. I might try it. I logged out of Octopussy’s email. 
I began writing to Lauren. I was going to keep it light, cheerful, smart and careful. 
Chere Lauren, 
OK, I promise. No more cringe-worthy Frenchisms. I have good news! My first few days in the special international witness protection program are so far an unqualified success. 
See, there was no need to worry about me after all. You would not believe my apartment. The views! The sea! The sun! 
Being a student is a great cover, who knew? (You know, in thinking about the movie rights to this story I can’t stop thinking about the two Jennifers. Jennifer Garner would be perfect but she’s just a teensy bit too old. I’d love J-Law, Jennifer Lawrence, but sadly, she’s too young. Reese Witherspoon? I’m not feeling it. Kate Hudson? Over my dead body. Maybe an unknown?) 
The only problem with being a “student” is that you’ve got to put up with eight hours of school five days a week or you won’t fool anyone. 
And did I mention we can’t speak a word of English or we get fined? Terribly serious business, this learning of the French language. Right up there with negotiating the withdrawal of troops from Afghanistan and peace talks in the Middle East. I won’t even tell you how much this is costing me, but suffice to say, it feels like the down payment on a Jane Street co-op. 
My teacher is pretty arrogant. You know how I can charm people? Not this guy. Then again, he’s French. 
Because of him (we had a little run-in when I came in late the first day, this qualifies as a global crisis in his world,) the director – excuse me – directrice – of the school is not my biggest fan either. She is called Madame Monique – I think that says it all. 
On the bright side, I’ve managed to make one good friend. 
Her name is Karla and she comes from East Germany. How exotic is that? She grew up under Communism. Behind the Iron Curtain! She thinks it’s funny that Americans find that interesting. Now she’s with a super-rich French guy and lives in this massive and gorgeous Jed Clampett-meets-Cary Grant mansion on the sea. Must be seen to be believed! 
Thank you for telling me about Page Six. It hurt, badly, to read it and I’m so glad I didn’t have to hear it from anyone but you. 
I know this will surprise you but I don’t plan to retaliate, at least not now. My new motto is be smart and be careful. 
Bisous --
(Geeky I know but that’s how they sign off, it means, “kisses” sort of, I think.) 
Tulsa 
The café manager came over with another glass of wine. Was it so obvious how much I needed it? 
“Compliments of the house,” he said. 
I logged out and and left 12 euros on the bar for my two glasses of wine. (They say it takes a good six months before Americans stop tipping the way they do in the States.) 
The waterfront was still quiet. Tourists would be filling up the restaurants, but not for another hour or two. 
Lights were slowly coming on in the restaurants and apartments around me as dusk settled in. 
I sat on the stone wall, shut my eyes and tried to remember what it was like to gaze into the lens of a live camera. I concentrated hard to visualize my old studio. The cameras. Tommy. Tracy and Michelle. The tourists at the windows. I even thought of Sixth Avenue, of Times Square, Central Park. 
I couldn’t see any of it, no matter how hard I tried. I did see Geoffrey Palmer and his phantom wife. He was rubbing her phantom 
pregnant belly.
They were talking about what to name their pending baby while 
somewhere in the distance, you could hear the distant clanking of boats and the buoys, an occasional snatch of French conversation and men cheering over a rugby goal. 
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
Babies have it the easiest. There’s nothing like hearing two languages from the time you’re born. Madame Monique and the staff at the Ecole de Francais maintain that only children three years old and younger who learn a second language can ever be classified as truly bilingual. Other linguistic experts differ. One recently pointed out the case of Mila Kunis, who arrived here at seven from the Ukraine, not knowing a word of English, and was scoring TV commercials playing an all-American girl less than two years later. 
One thing everyone agrees on: Until the age of sixteen, everyone’s brain retains some of that post-birth plasticity that makes mastering a second or third language and speaking it fluently in under a year fairly simple. After that, all bets are off. The older you are, the harder it is to pick up. 
If you have the much-discussed (around language schools anyway) “ear” for languages, you are among two percent of the population and are probably either a musician, a software engineer or garden-variety idiot savant. Even then, you’ll be able to speak it well but you’ll most likely lack much facility for writing it and the spelling and grammar may totally elude you. 
What no one tells you, though, is that after just four (very long) 
days of speaking and hearing French, you may start dreaming in it. The way I did last night when I dreamed I met Lauren and my mother and Hans for breakfast in Moscow and spoke only French to them. 
It was day five, a day of small surprises that started with my French dreams. As I strolled into Salle 6 Friday morning, there was Michel in a navy blue sweater and chinos, fiddling with the stereo system, almost unrecognizable out of his customary black. 
“Today’s musical selection is a bit different,” he told us. “No one can touch Francoise Hardy but there are many other wonderful French musicians you will hear in my class.” 
This song “La Corrida,” was haunting. It was about someone about to leave someplace for somewhere else. There was a melancholy quality to the song. But I could barely understand it. 
“Francis Cabrel – c’est un chanteur magnifique et quelle chanson!” Michel said at the end of the song. “Who can tell me what it was about?” 
He went around the class and everyone offered up a theory. 
“Non, Non et non, “ Michel said. “It is the story of a bull. A bull being led to the arena to fight. A doomed bull.” 
He turned to me.
“New York,” he said. “Have you ever had that feeling?” The class 
laughed.
“Jamais!” I said, possibly the lamest riposte in history but all I could 
manage. My brain whirred with witty comebacks in English but nothing was forthcoming in French. 
Michel walked back over to his desk and looked down at some papers without saying anything. I noticed he did this silent thing on a regular basis. It was as if he was pausing between acts, building suspense - 
or in our case anxiety.

He focused on Karla. Thank God, I know the rest of us were thinking. At least we have time to prepare. Michel’s usual method was to fire questions randomly at one of us. 
“Karla,” he said. “Dites-moi votre signe zodiacale.” Karla looked momentarily stumped. 
Was he seriously asking us what sign we were? Aren’t the French more sophisticated than that? 
“Allez-y,” Michel said impatiently.
Karla paused. “Je suis....Libra?” she said.
Michel shook his head.
“Libra? Non! En francais, vous etes....Balance!”
We went around the circle. No one knew the French translation of 
their sign but I did, so I was ready for once when Michel turned to me. “Je suis Poisson,” I said. 
Michel was not as impressed as I hoped.
“Pay attention to astrology,” he said, somewhat mysteriously. “It’s 
more important than people realize.”
With that, he turned back to his desk to get some papers. “What’s your sign?” I called impulsively. 
“Il faut diviner,” he said, but it didn’t look as if he really wanted anyone to guess his sign. 
Where these ideas come from and why I feel the need to blurt them out, I’ll never know. 
“Scorpion,” I said. 
Michel looked startled.
“Oui,” he said slowly, “Je suis Scorpion.” “That’s the most sexual sign,” I said. Michel nodded.
“Je sais,” he said, looking at me. “I know.” 
Wow, oh wow. That’s the last thing I expected him to say. I keep expecting to get busted back down to Madame Monique’s office for an etiquette infraction. 
His face took on a strangely grave expression and he turned to the class. 
“The older you get, you’ll see that sex and love are nothing without trust and fidelity,” he said and abruptly turned back to his desk. 
Well, that was strange. Came out of nowhere. 
The next remark came from an unexpected source. 
“Votre femme,” said Ingrid, smiling. “Your wife, then, she is very lucky.” 
Michel’s face darkened. For some reason, this wasn’t fun anymore. “Je ne suis pas marie,” he said. 
Did I hear right? Did he just say he wasn’t married? Goddamn this language barrier. It is so frustrating. What about the wedding band on his ring finger? 
No one said a word but naturally I couldn’t help myself. 
“Mais...” I started. “Mais vous avez un....” 
I tried to think of the word for ring but couldn’t and pointed at his finger instead. Michel waved his hand angrily “Basta!” he said. 
“C’est ma vie privee. I don’t discuss my private life.”
I quickly bent over the papers on my desk and fiddled with my 
pen. From out of the corner of my eye, I could see Ingrid and Akiko looked stricken. Hans just looked confused. 
My head spun. Why was he wearing a ring if he wasn’t married? Was he gay? That must be it. He’s gay. But isn’t wearing a wedding ring from a gay partnership kind of radical for a French teacher in an expensive language school? 
Michel stood up.
“On commence dans la laboratoire maintenant,” he said. 
I’d heard about the language laboratory; one of the returning students said it really helped his accent. 
We filed quietly out of Salle 6 as I pondered the new intel:
Michel was not married.
But he was wearing a wedding ring.
He led the way up a small stone stairway to a room above the little 
classrooms.
This was the language lab – four rows of beige-colored booths, 
complete with headsets. Michel perched above us on a small dais, like an air traffic controller. Carpeting covered the walls and floors and gave the room a cozy, muffled feeling. Karla sat next to me and we spent half the 45-minute session just figuring how everything worked. 
Each booth had a built-in tape recorder. Michel gave us written, grammatical exercises and we repeated them along with him, being taped the whole time. Then we worked on our own for half the session, listening to what we’d recorded. 
I was practicing rolling my r’s elaborately in a sentence involving the passe compose when, to my shock, Michel’s voice burst into my headset. 
“New York,” he said. “It’s best if you don’t stay too long on any one sentence. Keep moving on with your exercises. Pronounciation is important but don’t get too obsessed with it.” 
The time passed in the lab more quickly when I thought. At the end, Michel asked if anyone liked “la chambre de torture.” 
No one did, at first. Then slowly, Karla raised her hand. Michel seemed surprised. 
“Il faut nous expliquer pourquoi,” he said. Tell us why, he said. Karla hesitated and shook her head, as if she didn’t know. The 
bell rang for lunch. Karla hooked her arm in mine as we walked down the steps into the almost blinding sunshine. 
“How come you like the language lab?” I said, as we sat on a stone bench in the garden. “I thought it was boring.” 
Karla fished out a cigarette from a pack in her Balenciaga bag. “Hard to explain,” she said. “It’s just I’m not used to hearing 
myself. It was as if I was talking to myself for the first time and I liked what I heard. I realize I have a voice.” 
We sat in silence. A row of shrubbery obscured all but the tip of St. Jean Cap Ferrat. I saw the lighthouse and the faint blue seas beyond. 
“Tulsa, what about this weekend?” Karla said. “Jean-Pierre never likes to stay home. Gilles would love to see you again. We can all go out to Jimmy Z’s Saturday night.” 
I paused, feeling the that dark frisson of excitement at the mention of Gilles’s name. 
Karla stubbed out her cigarette and stood up.
“Come on, I’m starved,” she said. “And you know you want to 
come. You know you like Gilles. It’ll be fun!”
This time, Karla was out front walking down the steps to the 
dining room. I smelled something that could be ratatouille. I saw Nathalie at one end of the room, in her familiar white clogs, urging a student to spoon out some soup from a tureen. 
I was hungry, too. 
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
Jean-Claude Latty, the founder of the Ecole de Francais created his teaching method based on an audacious experiment: He bugged several subway trains in the Paris Metro, taped the resulting conversations and came up with the 260 words French people use most often. 
Each month-long session at the school was designed to get us to use those words in coherent sentences as fluently as possible, from the debutantes on up to Avance 1 and Avance 2. 
But not around the clock. 
“After school, we advise you not to speak French for awhile,” Madame Monique said the first day. “You’re going to be overloaded during the day and it’s better for students to speak their own language after school. Go out with your friends, enjoy yourselves and speak your own tongue.” 
My own method involved practically running out the gate at 5 p.m., galloping home to change into jeans and track shoes, and slipping down into the vieille ville. 
I’d decided to only check my email once a week. I still wasn’t sure if I was going to respond to what Page Six wrote about me and I liked being completely shut off from New York and my past. 
The route I chose Friday afternoon led to a footpath that took me to the east end of the harbor, to the mass of boats tied up to the old quays in the shadow of the Citadelle. 
As I sat on the white-washed wall at Club Nautique overlooking the boats, thinking how much Dad would love it here. “And your mother nowhere in sight!” he’d say. 
I didn’t move until the light started to fade. I wanted to go back and explore the heart of the old town before I went back up the big hill again. 
A voice making strange sounds fluttered in my head as I walked along the curving path, wet from waves, around the Citadelle seawall. It was me, thinking in French. It was also the first time since yesterday I wasn’t thinking about anyone or anything in New York. 
Just past the Chapelle TK, I turned and walked up the rough steps of the Rue d’Eglise and came to a broad, covered passageway. I peered down and saw a little restaurant tucked into a corner and the sound of children laughing at a far end. 
Just under the low, vaulted ceiling, I saw the words Rue Obscur printed faintly on the wall to my right with the Italian translation, Carriera Scura. 
The sound of church bells clanged loudly through the cavernous passageway. The restaurant, Au Clair Obscur, looked mysterious and inviting. 
A chalkboard listing the specialites du jour stood to the left of the 
rose-colored glass door: 
Nos Poissons 
Papillote de Saumon Riz Parfumé à la Fleur de Thym Blanquette de Karla au Poivre Vert
Etouffé de Cabillaud à la Niçoise
Parillada de la Mer 
Les Gambas flambées au Pastis La Mini Bouillabaisse 
Nos Viandes 
Cailles au four Sauce Brune au Porto et Raisins Escalope de Volaille en Croûte de Tapenade Tartare au Couteau
Travers de Porc glacés au Miel de Provence Sauté de Veau au Citron 
Classique filet de Boeuf Sauce Poivrade au Cognac 
My eyes took a minute to adjust to the interior when I went inside. I saw a few people, mostly couples, seated at white-linen covered tables over to the right and in the back as I moved to the big quiet bar on the left. 
Then the back of a man’s head jerked back to look at me and I saw the face of his dinner companion, Michel. 
I felt a flush of panic. Our eyes met. I think he hoped I’d pretend I hadn’t seen him. His friend leaned forward to hear something Michel said and then he turned back to look at me. He was a bit older than Michel, he was probably in his late forties. He has salt and pepper hair and a kind, lined face. He wore a business suit. 
He must be the boyfriend.
Next thing I knew, the kindly homosexual was waving me over. 
Michel sat chewing on a piece of bread from the basket. 
Michel’s dignified lover extended his hand as I walked over.
“You are Michel’s student?” he said warmly and in perfect English. 
“I am Christophe, Michel’s cousin. Please sit down with us.” Christophe pulled out a chair and I sat opposite Michel. 
“Bonsoir,” Michel said. “Ca va?” CHAPTER NINETEEN 
The bottle of Chateau de Roquefeuille sailed over in the arms of a waiter, swaddled in the white cloth. Christophe had ordered me la soupe de poissons for an appetizer while he and Michel finished their goat cheese salad. 
Christophe was in town on business he said. He worked in IT in Bordeaux and said he came at least once every month for meetings in Sophia Antipolis just east of Nice, the Silicon Valley of Europe. 
I took a sip of the vin rouge, hoping to relax. Being in such close quarters with my teacher was making me very uncomfortable. I spooned some hot fish soup into my mouth. It burned my tongue but I kept a poker face. 
“How did you happen to come in here tonight?” Christophe asked. He looked up at Michel. 
“I hope Michel doesn’t mind if we speak in English a little bit. After all, it’s after school for you and I don’t get to practice my French much where I live in Bordeaux. I always enjoy running into Michel’s students.” 
Michel shrugged and poured some olive oil onto a side plate. He sprinkled some sea salt from a tiny silver dish and soaked a piece of bread with it. Close up, I noticed his hands. They were large and sort of rough. They looked more like a day laborer’s hands than a teacher’s. 
“I just saw this little passageway and I couldn’t resist,” I said, turning to Christophe. 
“Michel tells me you’re a TV presenter in the States, is that right?” I nodded.
My saute de veal citron arrived as I was mid-discussion with Christophe about my career in the States. Michel had ordered something called Classique filet de boeuf Sauce Poivrade au cognac and ate it while ignoring my entire conversation with Christophe. 

“I’ve never been to the States,” he said. “It’s a dream of mine.” “Pas moi,” said Michel, joining the conversation for the first time. 
He had no interest in the United States, Michel said. His dream, he said, was to go to Tasmania. 
“Pour voir les diables Tasmaniennes,” Christophe said, teasingly. “Michel wants to visit his own kind.” 
Michel allowed the tiniest of smiles, as if they were costly and he was about out of funds, then pulled a pack of cigarettes from his pocket and patted them. 
As he walked outside to smoke, Christophe lightly touched my arm. 
“Don’t pay any attention to Michel,” he said. “He’s definitely not going to the United States - or Tasmania for that matter. Michel is deathly afraid of flying. He’s also, what do you call it, a bit of a misanthrope. He’s not too friendly to anyone, except his plants and flowers. Deep down, though, he’s a great guy.” 
“Plants and flowers?” I asked. 
“Yes,” Christophe said. “Oh, and vegetables, too. He has this garden on the terrasse of his apartment in Nice. Not that you’ll ever see it. Michel is such a hermite.” 
He motioned a waiter for the dessert menu.
“I’ve only seen his garden a few times. He’s had a huge garden at 
his family’s house in Brittany since he was a child. And he lavishes such 
care on the one here. He always says his flowers don’t talk back to him.” He leaned in close to me as I pored over the desserts.
I could smell his aftershave as he pointed to the crème brulée fleur 
d'oranger vanille. 
“You can’t go wrong with that,” he advised.
I closed the dessert menu and Christophe waved the waiter back 
over.
“Deux crème brulees,” he said. “Et mon cousin va avoir le fondant au 
chocolat crème de pistache.”
Michel walked back in, awash in smoke. My father smoked a pipe 
but he switched to cigarettes when he lost his pipe, which was a lot of the time. I love the smell of smoke. 
Christophe said something to Michel in French and I didn’t catch a word of it. 
“I told him how very charmante you are,” Christophe said, as Michel dug into his chocolate tart. 
When the check came, Christophe insisted on picking it up for all of us. I protested; Michel did not. 
We walked outside into the crisp night air on the Rue Obscur. Now that was what a great meal was supposed to be like. I didn’t feel full, just pleasantly sated and whole. 
All the little boutiques and little snack shops that lined this part of the old town stood silent and dark. All you could hear was our footsteps as we clattered down the cobblestones of the vieille ville. 
We turned up one alleyway that took us to a parking area.
“Let me drive you home,” offered Christophe, gesturing at a rented 
Twingo. “Just point me in the right direction.”
To my astonishment, Michel spoke up, rather abruptly. “Je peux le faire,” he said. 
Did he just say “I can do it”? 
Christophe seemed equally surprised.
“Ah, your teacher wants to save you from his cousin, the dashing 
and dangerous Frenchman,” he teased.
Michel busied himself pulling two helmets out of the case in back 
of his motorcycle. No, he told Christophe bluntly. He knows where I live. “L’americaine,” he explained with a weary air, hasn’t been here long enough to show you where she lives. 
Christophe leaned over to give me the official two kiss on two cheeks goodbye. 
“Well, at least I know you’ll be safe with Michel,” he said. “He’s the last guy you have to worry about.” 
OK, I thought, that remark is proof positive Michel must be gay after all. 
Michel handed me the helmet. I stood looking at it stupidly. “I’ve never ridden on the back of a motorcycle,” I said. “I live in New York. We take taxis.” 
Michel barely tried to hide his scorn. 
“Ah, les americaines,” as I struggled with the helmet.
He came over and adjusted the helmet. I felt like a child having her 
Easter bonnet arranged just so. Michel pulled the strap tight across my chin and pointed to the seat. 
I hopped on. 
Michel gunned the engines and I put my hands around his waist. His stomach felt hard and lean. 
Michel spun the motorcycle around so we faced the hills. He reached around and pushed my hands away. He pointed at two levers on each side of the motorcycle as if to say, hold on to those instead. 
I gripped the levers hard as Michel piloted us up through Villefranche and along the Basse Corniche. The lights of the coastline from Monaco to Antibes looked like a necklace on black velvet as we turned up the hill. 
Michel drove fast up the winding, hilly streets. He came to a sharp stop outside my apartment building. I got off the motorcycle and Michel stared straight ahead. French Robocop at your service. 
I said merci and Michel nodded. ThenI heard the tires squeal and 
he was gone.
Inside my room, I pulled Teddy and Julio onto my lap. 
“Guess what?” I told them. “I’ve met another married man but the twist here is that he’s apparently not married at all.” 
I paused.
“I know what you’re thinking,” I said. “He still sounds like trouble. Don’t worry. I’ve learned my lesson... I think.” 
CHAPTER TWENTY 
Karla’s softly-accented voice woke me up Saturday morning, a welcome respite from the alarm clock. 
“What time is it?” I said. 
I heard Olivier fussing in the background.
“It’s almost 11 a.m., Tulsa,” she said. “You’re not still sleeping, are 
you?”
I sat up in bed and cleared my throat.
“Sorry,” I said. “I couldn’t get to sleep until late.”
“Okay, well take your time,” said Karla. “Jean-Pierre is due back 
around 7 o’clock and he’ll be ready to go out later. Gilles might meet us at the club. If you want, you can come over earlier and we can sit by the pool.” 
After getting the directions via bus to Karla’s house, I stumbled to the kitchen. The sun poured in from the deck. 
I spread a croissant with raspberry jam and butter and went out on the deck. 
Something nagged at me. My dirty clothes were piling up in a corner in the far end of the room, behind the bed. 
The child-sized washing machine, sans dryer, stood in the kitchen next to the dishwasher. 
The last of the rich, buttery croissant crumbled in my fingers and I licked every bit off them. Then I stood up. I hadn’t done my own laundry in more than 10 years. Everyone I knew in New York had a weekly housekeeper. Mine did my laundry 
The big dial on the front taunted me with a forest of numbers and squiggly marks. I pressed a variety of buttons, heard a slow rumble and the machine growled to life, rocking back and forth on its little white haunches. 
A slice of sun was hitting the white bedspread. It looked inviting and closed my eyes. 
When I woke up, the laundry was done and I carried the damp clothing on the deck to dry. 
The sun was setting when I walked down to catch the bus to Cap d’Ail and got a high seat in the back as we rolled past Villefranche, Beaulieu and Eze. 
I got off in the crowded little center of Cap d’Ail and followed Karla’s directions down the curving passage to the yellow villa perched on the sea. 
Karla met me at the door, Olivier swinging from her hip. She gave me a hug as Olivier smushed between us, loudly protesting. 
Karla appeared in the kitchen behind her.
“Jean-Pierre and Gilles are out someplace,” she said. She stroked 
my silver Prada bag and eyed my gray Gilles Jacobs linen pants and black jacket. “You look good. Gilles’s going to be happy to see you.” 
Karla looked good, too. She was wearing a short black skirt, black leggings, ballet flats and a Chloe top. 
“I still have three kilos to go,” she said, almost apologetically. “Why? You’re already skinny as a mouse.”
Karla poured us two glasses of red wine in the living room and we 
sat in a crushed-velvet loveseat facing the sea.
“Jean-Pierre wants me to be thin for this gala we’re going to next 
month in London,” she said. “It’s just easier if I go along with what he wants. Trust me.” 
The lights of what must have been a yacht streaking east from Monaco caught my eye. 
“What exactly do Jean-Pierre and Gilles do?” I asked. “You said Jean-Pierre runs a hedge fund in Geneva, right? So what do they have to do in Monaco?” 
Karla hesitated. 
“I’m not sure,” she said. “Jean-Pierre doesn’t talk much about his work. He keeps an apartment in Monte Carlo for tax purposes. And whenever he’s here, he seems to get lots of phone calls from Russian people. Gilles is his guy here.” 
She leaned back on the sofa and put her boots up in the air, as if she was doing a yoga pose. “Anyway, let’s talk about something else.” 
An hour later, we we heard a noise from the back of the villa. “Jean-Pierre,” Karla said, looking tense. She jumped up and I 
stayed on the sofa. I heard them speaking in French for a few minutes in the foyer. 
I couldn’t make out what they were saying but Karla seemed to be apologizing. Jean-Pierre hurried upstairs and Karla rejoined me in the living room. 
She looked grim but forced a smile. 
“He’s going to take a quick shower, then we’re going to drive into Monte Carlo and pick up Gilles at the office,” she said. “Maybe we’ll have a drink at the Hotel du Paris before heading over to Jimmy Z’s.” 
I excused myself and headed to the bathroom off the foyer. I wanted to be alone for a minute. The night was probably going to be a long one. 
Karla pointed me down a hallway and I walked into an enormous, all-white bathroom lit so low it felt almost medieval. One candle burned at the edge of the large bathtub. 
A photograph of Jean-Pierre and Olivier, dressed all in white, was the only decoration in the bathroom. They both stared into the camera, solemnly. I had the eerie feeling they both didn’t mind that Karla wasn’t there. 
When I came out of the bathroom, Jean-Pierre, in a casual dark jacket, white shirt and dark pants, was standing in the foyer. Karla had changed her top. She smiled a little too brightly again as Jean-Pierre looked me up and down. 
“Bonsoir, Tulsa,” he said. “The Porsche is outside. Shall we go?” CHAPTER TWENTY ONE 
The entrance to Monaco is across a roundabout just about two minutes down the Basse Corniche from Karla’s house. I couldn’t see as well as I wanted, huddled in the back of the Boxster, with Jean-Pierre and Karla in front, as we crossed the border. 
White-gloved policemen waved us past and I saw a number of cranes frozen in the night sky, poised above half-finished high-rises. 
“They called Prince Rainier le Prince Batisseur,” Jean-Pierre said. “The Builder Prince. The more people he could pack into Monaco, the more money he brought in here. It’s still going on.” 
We spun through a tunnel and as we came out, Karla pointed up to the Palace. 
“There’s the Rock,” she said. “I wonder if Prince Albert will be at Jimmy Z’s tonight.” 
Jean-Pierre snorted. “Ever since he got married he had to slow down – a little,” he said. “Then again, he’s done every woman in Monaco except for Karla. And none of them have been impressed.” 
We drove around the white-yacht filled Port, which looked more modern and the big bay at Villefranche and pulled into a parking garage on the other side of the harbor. 
“This is the office; he’ll just be a second,” said Karla, as Jean- Pierre parked the car inside and ran out. “He’s going to pick up Gilles.” 
“Parking garages,” I said, peering out into a maze of Mercedes, Range Rovers, Jaguars and Ferraris. “I always get the creeps in them.” 
“Monaco’s totally safe,” Karla said. “It’s a police state. There are 
more cameras than people. The minute you drive in, they take a picture of your car. If anybody tried anything in this garage, they’d see it on the security cameras and the police would be here in two seconds.” 
She was right. Little black cameras were positioned inconspicuously, but above almost every little corner. 
“Maybe this is worse,” I said. “Who wants to be watched all the time?” 
Jean-Pierre looked a bit askance at me.
“Aren’t you getting pretty used to that now in the United States 
of Stasi?” he said.
At one end of the garage, the elevator door opened and Jean- 
Pierre Gilleshed out, followed by Gilles. Jean-Pierre whispered something to Karla. 
“Gilles wants you to get out, Tulsa,” said Karla. “You can drive over with him.” 
Gilles watched me struggle out of the back seat with his usual half- mocking smile. 
“How’s my favorite American?” he said, pulling me to him in a quick embrace. I didn’t resist but I was annoyed at how my heart started to race. 
There was no sign of the yellow Lamborghini this time, just an impressive looking Harley Davidson taking up an entire parking space. 
We zoomed out of the garage into the cool night air of Monaco. The lights from Monte Carlo made it harder to see the stars in the sky. 
I looked back over at The Rock as we turned down Avenue Princesse Grace and pulled into a long driveway in front of big complex that read, Sporting Club de Monaco. 
I counted two Jaguars, a Rolls Royce Corniche and a Ferrari ahead of us in the valet parking line. 
As we walked up the red carpet lining the stairs leading into Jimmy’z, Gilles’s hand rested on my lower back, pushing me forward. 
“Take a deep breath, baby girl,” he whispered, as the pulsating techno enveloped us and he steered me to a leopard skin-covered 
banquette at a corner of the vast space. “You’re about to enter the belly of the beast that is Monte Carlo.” 
Gilles ordered champagne for us and I took in the surroundings. The dance floor was packed. A massive flat screen TV above us was showing a soccer match between Brazil and Italy. 
Part of the club was outdoors, under a cutaway roof nestled against a small pond. Beyond the pond, the lights of a few yachts out in the sea twinkled. Above the pond, reflected in a water spray, the word “Jimmy’z” appeared in green. A small footbridge led across the pond to a restaurant called “Fuji’s.” 
The women in the club were so beautiful. So tall, so slim, so chic – but they didn’t look as if they worked at it. Unlike the women in Beverly Hills or Manhattan. 
Most were under 30. The men, dressed in open-necked silk shirts and showing some bling, were at least 20 years older. 
“Yeah, they’re gorgeous,” Gilles said, as if reading my thoughts. “Slavic genes. Nothing like them on the planet. Some of them are hookers, and some of them aren’t. The prettiest ones grew up in some dirt poor Communist hellhole. Like Karla. If they’re smart enough, and beautiful enough, they snag a rich man.” 
He paused. “Then they just work for one guy. Like Karla.” Gilles put his hand on my thigh as if he owned it. His arrogance 
annoyed me but I wanted his hand higher up.
I looked around for Jean-Pierre and Karla and spotted them near 
the pond. Jean-Pierre had his hand on Karla’s ass and was kissing her. She looked into it. 
I was thirsty so I’d finished the first glass of champagne quickly. Gilles thrust another one at me. 
“Just think of it as Sprite,” Gilles said. “Drink up, ma belle americaine.” 
Two men wandered over to Gilles. One wore sunglasses and both of them had what sounded like Russian accents. They all laughed and the men ignored me. I drank more champagne. 
Gilles excused himself and walked with the men over to Jean- Pierre and Karla. Then the four of them walked off inside the club and Karla joined me on the banquette, holding her own glass of champagne. 
She kissed me and lit a cigarette. 
“What’s going on with the Gang of Four?” I said, as the champagne took over and made me care less. 
“Ah, le bizz-ness,” Karla said, with a Russian accent, and we both giggled. 
“Hey, do you know what these cocktails cost?” she said.
I shook my head.
“I met Jean-Pierre my first time here,” she said, staring at the 
pond. “I was so nervous. I didn’t know where to stand or what to do. I was with a girlfriend from East Germany. We ordered cognac and it came to about $250 for two drinks. We didn’t have enough money but Jean- Pierre came over and took care of everything.” 
Armin van Buuren came over the sound system and Karla grabbed my hand. “The boys are gone, let’s dance!” 
The dance floor was a blur. Karla was in front of me, gyrating with her cigarette in one hand and her drink in the other. I gulped down the last of my champagne and lost myself in the trance music. I bumped into a man about sixty slow dancing with a beautiful girl about 25. He glared at me and said something in Italian under his breath. 
Bettye Lavette’s voice blew throatily over the loudspeakers and the mood on the dance floor changed. “I’m so lonely,” she howled. “Only your love can save me.” 
The older man with the young girl switched his dancing style awkwardly. Neither of them were good dancers. 
Gilles and Jean-Pierre came back at some point, laden with more champagne. Jean-Pierre then whisked Karla away by the bar. 
Gilles moved closer on the banquette and started kissing me. His tongue felt like a fat bullet in my mouth. His hands fingered my bra beneath my blouse. 
“Ah, j’adore les Anglo-Saxons,” he said. “French women are too 
feminine.”
My body responded to Gilles as if programmed by someone else. I 
felt myself get wet between my legs and I opened my mouth for more of him. He unbuttoned my bra as, I’m not kidding, Lady Gaga started singing “I Like it Rough.” 
“I like you better all loosened up,” Gilles whispered in my ear. He reached for a tray of Limoncello shots next to our banquette 
and swallowed two of them. He held one above me and I leaned back. The liquid hit my throat like an elixir. 
“Let’s go to St. Tropez,” he said. “What?” I said. “Why?” 
Gilles pulled me up from the banquette as if I were a rag doll.
“Les Caves du Roy,” he said, as if I knew what he was talking about. 
“At the Byblos Hotel. The coolest, most elite club in the world. It doesn’t even get going until 4 a.m. We’ll get down there just in time.” 
I tried to get my bearings. St. Tropez. Brigitte Bardot. Roger Vadim. And God Created Woman. Where was St. Tropez? Down the road? Next door to Nice? 
Gilles nodded. “Sort of,” he said. “About 100 kilometers – that’s 60 miles to you. In my ride, we might get there in half an hour.” 
CHAPTER TWENTY TWO 
Gilles led the way out of Jimmy’z, holding my hand. The night air felt cool and fresh on my face. The valet took Gilles’s ticket and we waited at the end of the red carpet. 
Gilles kissed me again on the mouth and I heard the parking guy ride up with Gilles’s motorcycle. I slipped on the helmet and we took off. Gilles steered us up a series of hills and past a sign, saying “Peage A8.” I held on to him tight. 
“What does peage mean?” I yelled.
“Freeway,” he shouted, as we pulled onto the highway. The ruins 
of Roman aqueducts glinted in the ancient mountains above us.
It was around 3 a.m. but the A8 had plenty of traffic, moving at 
breakneck speed. Signs flew by in a dizzying montage. Eze Village. Villefranche-sur-Mer. Nice. Cagnes-sur-Mer. Biot. Antibes, Draguignan, Frejus. 
After Antibes, the A8 curved in and sloped down toward Cannes. The mountain range fell away and the highway opened up flat, like when you go over the Grapevine in southern California and head down toward Bakersfield. 
We passed everyone. The champagne had cut my fear but it started to wear off after the exit signs for Cannes. My eyes burned from the speed. My heart beat unnaturally. 
I began praying, Our Father who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name, thy kingdom come, thy will be done, and didn’t stop until the motorcycle started to slow and I saw the turnoff for St. Tropez. 
We started down a two-lane road in the direction of St. Tropez. The moon was full. We shot way down into a rural valley. The moon illuminated vast acres of pine trees and rolling hills. A sign read Massif de Maures. 
I shut my eyes and hugged Gilles closer when I saw the lights from an oncoming car and repeated my prayers. Eventually we came to some roundabouts and Gilles had to slow down. 
Ronald McDonald stood outside a darkened McDonald’s like a reassuring sentry as we whizzed through the town of St. Maxime. 
Now we were riding along the water; the Gulf of St. Tropez. The twinkling lights of St. Tropez grew larger as we rode in. 
Boutiques direct from Rodeo Drive and Fifth Avenue lined quiet little streets. 
Gilles turned down a street right off the harbor and parked the motorcycle across from the Hotel Byblos. I got off the bike and felt a wave of nausea. I looked around for a bush to throw up. Gilles reached over and slipped off my helmet. “You’ll be fine,” he said. 
The moon seemed to shine right on Gilles. He didn’t look as 
handsome and his face looked more tense and drawn than I remembered. We walked up some steps to a side entrance of the hotel into Les 
Caves du Roy. A queue of striking, stylish people stood in our way.
Two hulking but elegant men in expensive Italian suits guarded the 
entrance. Gilles strode right ahead, like Moses, and I hoped nobody noticed my messy, flat hair and rumpled clothes. The gatekeepers nodded at Gilles and we swept inside. 
We stopped at a horseshoe-shaped bar of blond wood under a low, somber ceiling. Just past the bar I saw a big DJ booth and beyond that, a massive dance floor that opened up like a barn. I couldn’t face the idea of dancing again and still felt a little sick from the drive down. 
“I’ll have a Coca Light,” I said to Gilles. “I’m going to the bathroom. I’ll be right back.” 
The ladies room was just to the left of the bar. A blond girl in a Versace skirt who looked like a model sat in a sink, slowly passing out. Nobody paid attention. As I was heading to a stall, I saw another girl about 19 walk in. She lit a cigarette. Some friends of hers walked in. “Hey, you sexy bitches!” she said. 
I splashed water on my face and combed my hair. The girl in the sink came back to life, but stayed where she was. I heard her mutter something in German. 
Gilles had the Coca Light waiting for me back at the bar. I took a swallow, and tasted alcohol. 
“Come on!” said Gilles. “You’re at the Caves du Roy, A Coca Light costs 45 euros here, do you know that? Why not have the real thing? That’s a Coca Light – but with some Jamaican rum. Drink up!” 
Gilles put his arm around me as I sipped the Rum and Diet Coke. He gestured at a woman in her 50s who sat alone at the bar. She wore too much makeup and a short Chanel jacket. Her fingers strummed the bar in tune with the music. 
“Hey,” Gilles whispered to me, his tongue licking my ear. “I hope that isn’t you someday.” 
I yanked my head away and stared at him, irritated. He laughed. 
“Boy,” he said, stroking my cheek. “It’s easy to get your goat, isn’t it?” 
An exotic-looking couple in their late 30s who knew Gilles came up to him. He introduced me to them, then the woman went off to the bathroom and Gilles began talking to the guy in French. Another man joined them. 
Every so often, the regular music stopped and the club played the theme to “Star Wars.” 
“Means somebody just bought a 30,000 euro methusaleh of champagne,” said Gilles’s friend, who seemed to be of Arab descent. 
Gilles ordered another Rum and Coke for me but I declined. I was suddenly very tired. I wanted to go to sleep very badly.
“Sayid’s got his yacht out in the harbor,” he said. “He wants us to come crash there. It’s beautiful, you’ll love it.” 
Gilles paid the bill and I didn’t say anything. He put his arm around me and kissed the top of my head. He made a growling sound. I felt myself stir, despite my fatigue. 
We followed Sayid out of the club to a waiting limo. I got in the back seat, next to Sayid’s stunning brunette girlfriend, Anika, who was quiet but friendly and said she was from Budapest. 
“You have been to Budapest?” Anika said hopefully, then smiled before I could say no. 
Sayid, who stood ramrod-straight even in the limo, was originally from Jeddah, Saudi Arabia, but lived mostly in Brussels and Monaco with Anika, he said. 
Sayid’s friend, Rachid, who was also from Jeddah, came with us. Sayid and Rachid sat opposite me, Gilles and Rita. I noticed both 
of them wore expensive looking watches on their wrists but not the gross gold neck chains that every other guy on the Riviera had. 
Gilles reached across and patted me on the leg. “Ma belle americaine is such a good girl,” he said, “She just goes wherever I tell her.” Anika smiled at me but I saw something else in her expression. Some kind of 
sympathetic understanding? I wasn’t sure. Rachid looked slightly amused. 
I heard the driver calling someone on his cell and by the time we drove the two minutes down to the dock at the harbor, a small power boat was waiting for us. 
Sayid helped us into the boat and turned on the engine. We glided through the glassy waters of the harbor. Gilles’s hand on my knee kept me warm but there wasn’t much of a chill. 
Sayid’s yacht, Sans Sujet, was anchored just outside the harbor. I was surprised at how big it was. A guy on the boat greeted us speaking Arabic and helped us up a ladder on the back. 
I checked my watch when we got up on the upper deck. It was 5:00 a.m. Sayid brought out some beers from the galley and we settled into three high white leather deck chairs around a spotless white fiberglass table. 
Sayid reached into the pocket of his silk shirt and extracted a little silver case. 
He flicked the powder expertly on the tabletop and used his French Carte Bleu Visa card to cut it into fat lines. He took out some short straws and offered them to us. 
“Too sleepy tonight,” Anika said in her soft Hungarian accent. She squeezed Sayid on the shoulder and gave a little wave to the rest of us. “Nice to meet you, Tulsa.” 
Rachid disappeared somewhere down on the lower deck not too long after. 
Sayid, Gilles and I drank our beers on the edge of the upper deck. The soft sea air and the lines of coke perked me up. 
Gilles finished one beer and reached for another. He snorted the last line and stood up. 
“Time for me and Tulsa to crash. It’s been a long day and we need our beauty sleep.” 
Sayid led us down one flight to a narrow right deck corridor near 
the front of the yacht. He opened a door and poked his head in. “Yeah, this cabin is all ready,” he said. He slapped Gilles on the 
back, said something to him in French that I couldn’t understand, and kissed me on both cheeks. 
Dark oak panels covered the walls and I counted six big pillows on a round, king-size bed covered in a snow-white duvet and a dark fur throw. 
A silver pitcher of water filled with ice stood on the bureau next to a big glass vase of flowers, two glasses and a jar filled with dark Lindt chocolates. Two bottles of Cristal champagne stood in an ice bucket. 
Gilles shut the door behind us, looked me up and down and took a long pull on his Heineken. I felt the gentle rocking of waves under my feet. 
“OK, get that top off, baby doll,” he smiled. “I can’t wait one more second.” 
I froze, but not so much from fear. I wanted to take my top off. But at the same time, something was telling me I didn’t. 
Gilles hurled himself back on the bed and looked expectantly up at me. 
“You’ve got a fantastic body,” he said. “I want to see your tits. Get your clothes off. You’re killing me.” 
I just stood there.
In a flash, Gilles jumped up and pulled me back on the bed with 
him. His tongue was deep in my mouth and he ripped off shirt and the bra which had been unfastened since Monaco. 
He started sucking hungrily on my breasts. I felt him growing hard against my thigh. He felt really big and I felt myself getting wet. 
Gilles tore off his shirt and jeans. 
“Hurry up,” he barked. “I want those pants off. Baby, move it. Bitch, get those pants off.” 
My trousers were now around my ankles and I was naked, lying flat on my back, except for my G-string. Gilles was naked above me; he felt big and powerful and he had one of the biggest cocks I’d ever seen. 
Plus it was uncircumcised.
Gilles looked down at his penis proudly. 
“Pure and uncut, baby,” he said. “We’re not like those sissy American boys who get trimmed like little girls.” 
He switched his gaze back to me and pinned my arms down. I could smell his beer breath. 
“OK, I’ll tell you what you’re gonna do,” Gilles purred. “You’re gonna pay for turning me on like this. You’re gonna take me in your mouth, then I’m gonna flip you over and I’m gonna take you in the ass.” 
My eyes widened.
“You want to...?” I said. “Just like that?”
“You heard me, bitch,” said Gilles, in new, harsh tone. 
In an instant, I sobered right up. Every iota of alcohol and cocaine burned out of my body. Gone. 
Gilles loosened his grip on my arms to maneuver himself closer to my mouth. 
“No,” I said. “What, baby?” “I said no.” 
Gilles seemed so surprised that he stopped what he was doing. I saw a pale eagle fly by the cabin window in the darkness. 
“What do you mean, no?” Gilles said. He pinned my arms down again, twisting my wrists painfully. 
I said nothing.
“Where do you think you are, New York?” he said. “You forget. 
You’re nowhere near home, little girl. This is not a democracy. You’re in France, the republic of France, and don’t you forget it.” 
He moved down to suck my breast.
“You’re hurting me,” I said, trying to get up. “Stop.”
“Oh grow up,” Gilles snarled, pushing me back down. “Don’t go 
all prude on me now. You know you want it. So just shut up and enjoy it.” I paused. Then I kneed him in the testicles. Hard.
He yelped in pain and grabbed his balls. 
I smashed the side of his throat with a right hook, just the way Dad taught me. (“Forget the face, Tulsa,” he’d tell me. “Always go in for the kill – right in the throat. That’ll put them right out of business.”) 
Gilles crashed backwards off the bed.
“What the fuck, what kind of crazy bitch are you?” he yelled, 
clutching his neck. “Goddamn American!”
I jumped up and almost tripped on my pants. I reached for the 
silver pitcher and poured the ice water on him.
“Do you want the vase, too, asshole?” I yelled. 
Gilles dove for my leg; I threw the vase at him and it shattered at the back of his head. Gilles looked dazed. 
“You’ve got some nerve dissing Americans you bastard!” I screamed. “If it wasn’t for us, you and everyone in this goddamned country would be speaking German. Which would probably be fine with a closet Nazi like you!” 
Gilles lay there, his eyes flicking open and closing. I grabbed my shirt and pulled my pants up. I took my purse and ran out of the cabin. I hurried down the corridor and up the flight of stairs to the main deck. 
The rest of the yacht was silent, like a floating tomb. It was so big that maybe nobody else even heard us. 
The first light was coming up over the Mediterranean. I rushed to the back deck. I saw the keys to the powerboat on the white table where Sayid had left them. 
I untied the boat from the yacht, jumped in and turned the ignition. I felt the engine sputter to life and gunned it. 
I looked back at the Sans Sujet. Gilles had hobbled to the upper deck. He was standing there in his white briefs. When he saw me turn back, he gave me the finger. 
I turned back to the steering wheel and for a minute I had no idea where to go. Scattered sailboats bobbed silently all over the sea like orphans. 
Then I saw the mouth of the harbor. I aimed the wheel to the left but I looked briefly down the sandy, pine-tree covered coast to my right and along the far horizon. In the direction of Nice. I just wanted to go home. 
CHAPTER TWENTY THREE 
As soon as I cut the motor and floated into St. Tropez’s little harbor, I saw a big parking lot and a nightclub with the words VIP Room on the right. The adrenaline was wearing off and I felt sick and shaky. 
A man about 60 with a day-old beard, smoking a cigarette and gnawing a croissant stood on a small dock near the VIP Room, one foot poised on the side of a dinghy. 
I maneuvered the boat on the other side of his. He looked up with slight interest and helped tie it to the dock. 
He said something in French but I was too tired to understand it. “I don’t speak French,” I said, as I hoisted myself on the dock. “You can’t keep it here long,” the man said in English. 
I ignored him.
“Where do I get the train to Nice?” I said. “I’m in a hurry.”
I had visions of Gilles calling the gendarmes and me being hauled off 
to French solitary in leg chains.
The man looked down at the boat and then at me. He looked 
vaguely disgusted.
“Train? There is no train. You must take the bus to the train. It’s 
better the ferry.”
“The ferry?” I said. “What ferry? There’s a boat from here to 
Nice?”
He pointed over to the parking lot. I saw a little green office. 
BATEAUX – TICKETS - ALLER-RETOUR NICE, MARSEILLE.
I headed off and I heard him sputter something in French as I did. 
I turned around.
“Oh, I forgot,” I said, throwing him the keys. “The boat belongs to 
the Sans Sujet. I think there’s a reward.”
A one-way ticket to Nice from St. Tropez cost 40 euros and I was 
in luck. The first boat of the day was at 7:30 a.m., in 15 minutes.
I rushed to a nearby public toilette and washed my face and 
hands. I barely recognized myself in the grimy mirror. My eyes were bloodshot, my hair was matted and curly from the water, and my shirt was inside out. 
I ran over to a boulangerie across the street, ordered an espresso and a croissant and walked back to the ferry dock. There were already about 25 people lined up. Most of them looked like tourists. 
I found a seat on the top deck of the ferry. I knew it would too cold to stay up there long, but I wanted a view of St. Tropez by sea for as long as I could. A little attempted date rape shouldn’t get in the way of sightseeing. 
At 7:40 a.m., the ferry rumbled away from the dock. A Spanish- speaking couple with a small dog sat down opposite me. I drank the last of my coffee. 
The ferry meandered slowly out of the harbor, tooting a low, muffled horn. I saw the little power boat. The dinghy was still there too, but there was no sign of my cigarette-smoking friend. I watched the VIP Room slide by and the row of chic cafes and boutiques that lined the St. Tropez sea front. 
As we pulled out into the open sea and the ferry turned west, I scanned the horizon. I saw a yacht I thought was the Sans Sujet but getting closer, I saw it was a different one. 
I walked down to the lower deck where it was warm and found a seat just inside, with a view out the starboard side. 
I dozed off as we headed east along the coast to Cannes and Antibes. I woke up just as the ferry was rounding the little man-made chunk of land that jutted into the sea and served as Nice International Airport. 
An EASYJET with its orange insignia was taking off from a broad runway; an Alitalia plane was landing. We moved majestically across the 
Bay of Angels. The sea was flat except for a few gentle rolling waves. The sight of what looked like a small dorsal fin making its way 
crazily through the agate waters shocked me awake. A teenage boy sitting across from me smiled. “C’est pas un requin,” he said. I looked puzzled. 
He switched to fractured English. 
“It not a shark,” he said. “It a poisson de lune. Look see the zeeg-zag. The moonfish zeeg zag. Shark go in a straight line.” 
Way beyond the zigzagging moon fish, I recognized the pink and cream ice cone façade of the Hotel Negresco. Then the ferry rolled to the left and sailed into Nice harbor. 
It was a little after 11 a.m. when I finally got home. The shutters were closed so it was nice and dark. I crawled under the duvet and slept for a long time. 
I was dreaming about a phone that wouldn’t stop ringing when I woke up. The clock said 4:40 p.m. but it was like midnight inside the little apartment. My mouth felt like sandpaper, I had a splitting headache and the memory of the night with Gilles crashed over me like a giant bad wave. For a half-second I forgot what happened. 
The phone kept ringing. It was real.
“’Allo,” I said.
“Tulsa?” It was Karla. “I’m so relieved to hear your voice. What 
happened? Gilles called Jean-Pierre...” She trailed off. 
I pulled myself up on the pillow and balanced Master Teddy on my knees. 
“I bet he did,” I said.
“Are you OK? What happened?”
I sighed.
“I don’t know, Karla. We were drinking a lot. It’s complicated. 
Gilles is not the nicest guy.” Karla said nothing. 
“Everything happened so fast, Karla. One minute we’re in Monaco, 
the next thing I know we’re in a club in St. Tropez. And then on a big yacht with some rich Arabs.” 
Karla just listened.
“Tulsa, you don’t have to apologize,” she said, finally. “I know 
what these guys are like. I live with one. What did he do?”
I started to tell her what happened in the cabin on the yacht. 
She gave a bitter laugh. 
“Sorry, I’m not making light of it,” she said. “It’s just how you describe it. But you know, French guys are all into anal sex. Right away. They expect it. They’re way more kinky than German guys, actually. And Gilles’s half French.” 
“Interesting,” I said. “Anal sex right off the bat, huh? Are women allowed a say in these things?” 
Karla didn’t say anything. 
“Anyway, then I punched him and ran off to get the keys to the powerboat.” 
“You did what?”
“Yeah. I made my great escape. It was a little freaky.”
Karla paused again.
“Wow,” she said, slowly. “No wonder Gilles was so mad. Wow. I 
am so sorry, Tulsa. I feel responsible for the whole thing. I’m the one who wanted you and Gilles to get together.” 
I started to say it wasn’t her fault at all when I heard a male voice in the background, speaking French. Jean-Pierre. 
“I better go, Tulsa, I’m sorry,” Karla said. “I’ll see you tomorrow at school.” 
I replaced the receiver and opened the shutters. A slice of late afternoon sun fell on the dining table. One tiny white sailboat fluttered far in the distance at the mouth of Villefranche harbor. 
My head hurt. I stood in the shower for about ten minutes, washing Monaco, St. Tropez and Gilles off me. I would have stayed in there longer but the hot water ran out. I toweled myself dry and decided to walk down into town. 
I chose a little pizzeria called La Piazza on the Place de la Republique in the vieille ville, the old town. The place was empty. I sat down at a table in the back next to the wall and ordered a pizza napolitaine and a glass of red wine. 
“Ca sera tout, madame?”
I nodded. Yes, that was all. The waiter and smiled and left me 
alone.
I sipped the wine and felt my body relax.
Thank God, I’d never see Gilles again. But images of St. Tropez 
flickered through my head. The little boutiques. The chic little cafes on the harbor. The gorgeous beaches with the pine trees that came almost all the way down to the shore. 
I wondered if Michel ever went there. CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR 
Salle 6 was chilly and dark Monday morning. I was so relieved to have a place to go to forget about Gilles and St. Tropez. I’d been up nearly all night, trying to read Bonjour Tristesse while replaying the worst of the night with Gilles. 
What if he’d been able to overpower me? What if Dad hadn’t taught me to fight back? Would it have gone beyond date rape? I kept seeing the dark, savage expression on Gilles’s face when he was on top of me, it was like a monster’s face. 
Rain clouds swirled over St. Jean Cap Ferrat and little whitecaps dotted the sea. The only boat moving in the harbor was the mammoth Celebrity Cruise liner, emptying passengers in a shuttle boat for the mainland. “Where’s the damn sun?” they were probably all complaining. 
“J’adore quand le temps n’est pas beau,” Michel announced to the class 
after he played a song by Benjamin Biolay. He likes it rainy and cloudy. How very angsty and existential and Sartre-y, I thought. 
I wondered where Karla was. It seemed as though our night in Monte Carlo was months ago but the memory of Gilles and the yacht in St. Tropez was all too fresh. Michel checked his watch at five minutes past nine and looked at me. 
“Votre copine, elle est ou?”
I shook my head. I had no idea.
A minute later, Karla walked in. She was wearing a black leather 
jacket, a Burberry scarf around her neck and sunglasses.
Michel started to say something sarcastic, I knew him well enough 
by now. But he stopped when Karla sat down next to Hans and took off her sunglasses. 
Makeup just partly covered what was a prominent bruise next to her left cheek. I saw it right away and I’m sure Michel did, too. I wasn’t sure about the others. 
I tried to catch Karla’s eye but she busied herself getting out her notebook and her Montblanc pen. She did not look up at any of us. A knot formed in my stomach. 
Class went on. Karla looked calm and attentive, almost as she was glad to safe and sound among us. 
Michel walked over to the door of Salle 6 and checked it as if to make sure it was locked tight. He put his index finger to his mouth to shush us and looked out the window to make sure no one was watching us. 
“N’ayez pas peur,” he whispered. Don’t be scared. We all stared, baffled.
“C’est l’heure de subjunctif,” he whispered again. 
It was time to learn the subjunctive. 
He walked to the blackboard and scrawled the words, NOTRE PERE. 
He turned around as if he expected us to say something. Karla chewed her Montblanc pen. I rummaged in the right pocket of my coat, hanging on the chair behind me, for a Carambar. Hans coughed. Akiko leaned forward as if willing herself to come up with the right answer. 
I was still waiting for the question. “Our Father,” I thought.
What’s that got to do with anything? 
Michel threw up his hands as if we were the dumbest group of students ever assembled under one roof. 
He gazed skyward, then stared down at the ground. He closed his eyes, clasped his hands and began speaking in low, pious tones. 
“Notre Père, qui es aux cieux, Que ton nom soit sanctifié, Que ton règne vienne, 
Que ta volonté soit faite 
Sur la terre comme au ciel.
Donne-nous aujourd’hui notre pain de ce jour Pardonne-nous nos offenses,
Comme nous pardonnons aussi à ceux qui nous ont offensés 
Et ne nous soumets pas à la tentation,
Mais délivre-nous du mal.
[Car c'est à toi qu'appartiennent le règne, la puissance et la gloire 
siècles des siècles.] Amen.” 
pour les 
Michel slowly opened his eyes and fixed his gaze on me.
No one spoke.
“Oui,” I said. “Je pense que c’est le......” I paused because I had no 
idea how to say it in French. “Le...Lord’s Prayer.” “Non!” Michel stamped his foot. “Non, non, non!” 
I froze.
It wasn’t the Lord’s Prayer? What the hell was it, then? 
Michel walked over to me and held out his hand. Now I was really confused. Had he been joking and now was congratulating me? I offered my hand. 
He pulled his hand back in annoyance.
“Non!” What he meant, he said, was that I owed him one euro. 
“Pourquoi?” I asked, my face flushing as I felt my blood rise up. 
Michel shook his head as if I’d never get it. He gestured helplessly to the rest of the class. 
“Pas. D’anglais. Jamais. Je repete – pas d’anglais. Jamais, Vous me devez un euro. Donnez-le moi.” 
All this was because I said two words in English, “Lord’s Prayer.” He was fining me one euro. 
I was so furious and embarrassed. Tears rushed to my eyes and I willed them not to roll down my face. I dug in my purse, extracted a euro and threw it against the blackboard. It bounced off and landed in the center of the gray-carpeted floor, just inches from Michel’s scuffed shoes. 
The other students all seemed to be holding their breath.
“Merci beaucoup,” Michel said, and picked the euro up. He shoved it 
in his pocket and smiled.
“New York avez raison,” he said. 
I was right, he said.
I was right?
It was the Lord’s Prayer; it was just too bad I had to say two words 
in English.
“Mais, quand-meme, elle est courageuse,” Michel said.
The rest of the class, he said, should be brave like me and not so 
timid about speaking up. Hans glowered at me. Just don’t, he said, looking in my direction, say anything in that savage tongue. 
Michel then wrote out the words to Notre Pere on the blackboard. He handed out a paper outlining the subjunctive tense of all the most basic French verbs, etre, aller, vouloir, pouvoir, faire, savoir, falloir. 
“The subjunctive makes language interesting,” Michel told us, as we recited the strange conjugations like kindergarten pupils. “Language 
needs color and texture and significance. So does life.”
Le subjonctif, he said, was not for the weak. It’s for people to 
express what they think, what they want, what they believe in, and what they don’t believe in. 
He pointed at the blackboard. The Lord’s Prayer, he said, was the most perfect illustration of the subjunctive tense. 
“Je ne suis pas croyante,” said Michel. “Mais j’adore cette priere.” What an odd gu, I thought. An atheist who loves the Lord’s 
Prayer.
I watched him as he went to the blackboard and underlined each 
word in the prayer that was in the subjunctive tense. He was left-handed. The light coming in off the Mediterranean glinted on his wedding ring as his hand moved up and down, scrawling the words. 
Que ta volonte soit faite. 
Normally I thought the French language was lovelier than English. Not in this instance, not for this prayer that I happened to love as well. 
For this I preferred the version I knew. Thy will be done. 
CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE 
Karla avoided me all day. During the morning pause, she disappeared into the bathroom. I stationed myself on the stairs outside, waiting for her, but she didn’t come out until we were all back in the classroom. 
At noon, when we had our five-minute break, just enough time for Michel to smoke two cigarettes, Karla challenged Hans to a ping-pong game on the green table that stood on the big stone veranda outside Salle 6 and Salle 5. 
But when Michel finished his cigarette, we all had to jump. He motioned up in the direction of the language laboratory and then put his hand up as if to say halt. 
“I have an announcement,” Michel said, standing up. “Beginning tomorrow, each student will give an oral presentation on the topic of his or her choice.” 
Silence. 
“You must speak for at least 30 minutes,” Michel said, gathering his papers and starting to walk toward the door. 
“Who wants to go first?”
No one said anything.
“New York,” he said briskly. “We look forward to your 
presentation tomorrow.”
I heard Karla laugh next to me. She thrust Carambars in my hand 
as we walked down the steps to the veranda.
“Think of them as medicine,” she whispered as we filed down the 
stairs to the dining room. “Medicine to inspire you.”
None of the tables had two seats left, so I sat at Bruno’s table, next 
to Akiko. Nathalie came by to say hello but I was still worried about Karla and I couldn’t concentrate on the lentil soup, quiche lorraine and pommes frites. 
She was sitting with some advanced students at Michel’s table and a tall man who came from the Netherlands blocked most of my view of her. 
She ducked out of lunch early and when we all filed in to the Grand Salon for the afternoon séance pratique, she was already seated on the forest-green couch. 
I slid in next to her. 
“I have an idea,” I whispered in her ear as Pascal, who taught the advanced students, entered the Salon. 
“Vous avez de la chance aujourd’hui,” Pascal announced.
Today we were in luck, he said. He’d be devoting the afternoon to 
a lecture on the history of French cheese and wine. Pascal bowed and the students all cheered. 
The doors to the Salon opened and Nathalie and Alain, each 
bearing a tray laden with about ten different types of cheese, came in and set them down on the table in front of the room. 
Madame Monique followed with two huge baskets overflowing with French baguettes. 
“Yum,” said Karla, “but didn’t we just have lunch? Anyway, what’s your idea?” 
“You have your car, right?” I whispered, as Hans’ head jerked automatically in our direction and I saw his familiar frown. 
Alain left and returned with another tray – this one containing about ten bottles of red wine. 
“Well, I’d love to go into Nice tonight after school,” I said. “Maybe we could have a drink or something. I’ve never really spent any time there.” 
Karla listened and nodded. 
“OK,” she said. “I’m not sure we’ll need more to drink after this but I’ll call and tell her I’ll be home later. Jean-Pierre left for Geneva this morning and he won’t be back for several days.” 
An hour and several centuries worth of French cheese history later, I was loathe to get off the forest green sofa. 
I downed my second glass of burgundy and polished off a piece of Roquefort with a chunk of French bread. God it was so good to eat, and such good stuff. I’m sure I had long since passed size 4 and was whizzing past size 6 at a rapid clip. 
School was officially over for the day but I didn’t feel like moving. I looked at the black cat poised over the big fireplace and the tiny, decorative statues on the brass mantelpiece. 
Terry Koplowitz, who was one of the advanced students, watched at me as I washed down the last of the feast. 
“I hear everyone gains an average of five pounds here, sometimes much more” she said sweetly, and then walked over to the window. 
I forced myself to get up, gathering my purse and little backpack of books. My red jacket was hanging in the hallway. 
Karla went to the bathroom and I waited just outside the front 
door of the Institut.
Madame Monique was the first to file out. She hurried up the 
steps without a word to anyone, heading, I knew by now, to her small, dark blue Citroen that she parked just down the street. 
Some of the other teachers followed, along with a few students. I stood just off to the right. 
Michel came out next, lighting a cigarette as he walked out, his other hand zipping up his leather jacket. He must have seen me standing right there, but he looked away. 
I flushed. I couldn’t believe he didn’t at least say goodbye. One minute I think he’s starting to like me and then I think I’m crazy. 
I was watching him go up the steps and disappear onto the street when Karla came out and poked me on the shoulder. 
She opened her purse and took out a Camel. Then she found her lighter. 
We heard the sound of a motorcycle engine start up, then fade out. Twice. 
“Putain!” The voice was unmistakably Michel’s. 
We heard him curse again as we walked up the steps and opened the big door to the street. 
Michel was kicking the tire of his motorcycle as we walked by. “Ca va?” asked Karla. Michel didn’t acknowledge her.
“Come on, let’s go,” I whispered to Karla in English. 
Michel got back on his bike, turned the key in the ignition and nothing happened this time at all. 
“We’re going to Nice,” Karla told him in French. “Do you want a ride?” 
CHAPTER TWENTY SIX 
Around the corner from the Port of Nice, where the big white- and-yellow ferries to Corsica are docked, and right across from the Old 
Town, the Promenade des Anglais begins its sweep along the curving shoreline. The Prom, built by the English in the 19th century, is a broad swath of sparkling concrete lined by palm trees facing the azure waters of the Baie des Anges. 
The bay is so big that the sailboats, the yachts, even the massive cruise ships bearing down toward St. Jean Cap Ferrat seem just part of a backdrop. 
The crescent-shaped bay is splashed with what looks like jade ink near the shore and a deep, dark blue farther out. It’s more like an enormous swimming pool than part of the Mediterranean. All that’s missing as you stand on the Prom is the salty smell of the sea. 
It’s as if the magical light, the lumiere magie that inspired Picasso, Matisse and Chagall, suffuses the land, seduces the soul - and also absorbs the tangy, fishy air of the sea. It adds to the mystery of the Cote d’Azur. 
Karla’s SmartCar was at the upper curve of Avenue General Le Clerc so Michel and I stood on the street, waiting for her to maneuver out so we could get in. 
Michel told Karla to drive up the hill and take the back route on the Moyenne Corniche into Nice which he said was faster than the flat coastal road. 
They spoke in French of course, in tones muffled by the engine while I hugged my knees up to my chin in the back. 
I loved the little village on top of the colline; the little supermarket, the butcher shop, the post office. My favorite was the tabac where I bought my Carambars and Toblerones and Haribo candies. 
We drove on. Nice spread out before us, a sprawling concave 
bowl ringed by snow-capped mountains that turned into hills sliding down to the blue sea. 
“Vous avez vecu a Nice depuis combien de temps?”
I heard Karla’s enviable French wafting into the back seat as she 
asked Michel how long he’d lived in Nice.
About fifteen years, I think I heard him say.
Karla drove around the Port and we curved around a cliffside 
promontory. The Bay of Angels shimmered in the setting sun.
A cluster of old, pastel-colored buildings and little streets teeming 
with people and restaurants rose up at the right. “Vieux Nice,” said Michel. The old town. 
Michel tossed his cigarette butt out the window and Karla turned into a little street. She parked her car in a spot the size of the SmartCar. 
We all got out and walked under a vaulted archway. It was like wandering into open-air antique dollhouse, buzzing with noise and color, and a lively little avenue. 
“C’est le Cours Saleya,” Michel said. “The main street in Vieux Nice.” 
Cafes and restaurants packed with French couples and their dogs and little groups of tourists stretched as far down the Cours Saleya as I could see. 
A row of green, red and blue striped tents divided the center of the street. 
“The market,” said Michel, who had inexplicably turned into Proud Tour Guide. “Every morning except Monday.” 
A weather-beaten, four-story edifice painted a golden yellow stood guard at one end of the Cours Saleya. 
“Regardez,” he said. “See the third floor? Matisse lived and painted there for four years.” 
Karla gestured at an outdoor café called Les Ponchettes.
“We’re going to have a drink,” she said to Michel in French. “Want 
to join us?”
Michel stiffened and shook his head. He reached for a cigarette. 
“Non, merci,” he said. “I have to get home. Desole.’ 
With that, he lit his cigarette, gave us a wave and headed up one of the tiny streets leading deeper into old Nice. I was surprised at the disappointment I felt. 
Then he turned back to wave at us, as if he realized he’d forgotten to say goodbye. 
“A demain!” 
At that moment, a big, balding guy about 40, wearing a slightly bloody butcher’s apron strode out down the street and almost bumped into Michel. Then he gave him a big hug and greeting. 
Michel looked back at us and the other guy saw him. I heard a flurry of French and the bald guy hurried over to us. 
He spoke in a burst of fractured English. 
“You are students of Michel!” he said. “Welcome to the Vieux Nice! Je m’appelle Antoine. Michel he eees too timide. Eees not very sociable. He is always at home by himself. Let’s sit down and have a café.” 
He took Karla by the arm and yelled back at Michel. We headed to a little outdoor table with an umbrella. 
“Jeune homme!” he yelled. “On y va! Soit pas pathetique, toi.”
Michel walked back over. Shepherded by Antoine, we all sat at on 
outside table at Les Ponchettes where, Antoine said, the espresso was formidable. 
Michel unzipped his jacket and lit yet another cigarette. We were side by side and his arm brushed mine every time he took a sip of his espresso. 
Musicians began playing opposite a restaurant called Le Safari. People gathered around and joined in, but I couldn’t make out the words. 
Antoine laughed and poked Michel in the ribs.
“Elle ne comprends pas!” he said, and then touched my arm. 
“Because it is not French!” Antoine said. “It is Nissart, the old language of Nice. They are singing the anthem of Nice. Nissa La Bella!” 
Antoine started singing in low tones, matching the music wafting 
over.
Forget that sarcastic remark I made about Toujours Provence. We 
were all, for the moment, starring in a corny film version of a Peter Mayles classic. 
Nissa la Bella
Viva, viva, Nissa la Bella 
O la miéu bella Nissa Regina de li flou
Li tiéu viehi taulissa
Iéu canterai toujou. Canterai li mountagna Lu tiéu tant ric decor
Li tiéu verdi campagna Lou tiéu gran soulèu d'or 
Toujou iéu canterai Souta li tiéu tounella La tiéu mar d’azur Lou tiéu cièl pur 
E toujou griderai
en la miéu ritournella Viva, viva, Nissa la Bella 
Michel applauded when Antoine was done. His smile dazzled me, partly because it was rare. He almost had, dare I say it, a jovial expression we he addressed me. 
“Vous comprenez, New York?”
“Oui,” I said. “Je comprends - un peu.”
Antoine poked Michel again.
“Why do you call her New York? Her name is....” 
He looked at me. 
“Tulsa,” I said. 
“Oui!” Antoine said, shaking Michel again. “Elle s’appelle Tulsa, vieux. Tu piges?” 
Michel’s eyes met mine. I can now officially say that I could identify those eyes in a police lineup: blond hazel with flecks of green in one and greenish blue in the other. 
“Tulsa,” he said.
“We must be polite, we Nicois,” said Antoine. 
“Ah, non,” said Michel. “Je ne suis pas Nicois.”
“That’s right, vieux,” said Antoine. “I am sorry. Michel, eez not 
from Nice. He is from Perpignan.”
“Non, pas vraiment,” said Michel.
“Ah, vieux, tu as raison!” said Antoine.
He noticed our puzzled looks.
“Michel is....”
He hunted for the right word and looked over to Michel, who 
shrugged.
“Michel is a pieds noir,” Antoine said. “His family was French, but 
they lived in Algeria. Black feet. They called them black feet because the French soldiers had black boots. The colonialists. “ 
Michel nodded so I guess he did understand some English. 
Antoine ordered another round of espressos.
“Les pieds noirs, they are very proud,” said Antoine. “But they are 
sad, too. They had to leave Algeria after the war and come back with their families to France. Back then, Algeria was a paradise.” 
He put an arm around Michel. 
“This one,” he said. “He’s a sad one. He looks across the Grande Bleue and he sees Algeria. And he wants to go home.” 
Michel said nothing. Antoine sighed, as if to say Michel was a special cross to bear, and gulped down the last of his espresso. 
“Time to go home myself!” he said. “My wife is waiting and mes enfants. Trouble for me if I am late.” 
Both Antoine and Michel stood up together and said goodbye to 
us; Michel said he would take care of the bill. He went inside to pay. “Let’s follow him,” I said to Karla.
“What? Why? That’s crazy,” she said.
“I’m dying to see his mysterious little lair,” I said. “Plus I love all 
the tiny side streets. Wonder where they go.”
“Lair?” said Karla. “What is a lair?”
I pulled her up by the elbow just after I saw Michel wave goodbye 
and head up a little street parallel to the side of Les Ponchettes. “What if he sees us?” said Karla as we slowly followed him. 
“He won’t,” I said. “He’s always in his own little absent-minded professor world.” 
I pulled on her arm again. “Let’s go.” 
CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN 
We slunk along the Rue de la Poissonnerie, camouflaged by people buying brightly-colored soaps from outdoor stalls, standing in line for crepes at tiny cafes and rushing out of little boulangeries with baguettes under their arms. 
The intoxicating smells of lavender and chocolate and freshly baked bread filled the air. We tried to keep Michel in our sights but not get too close. 
“We’re both so tall, you especially,” I said. “Could be a problem in the private detective business, at least in France.” 
Michel took a right on the Rue de la Prefecture. We hung back for a second and saw him take an immediate left on Rue Benoit Bunico. 
The street was just as narrow but less crowded. A side alleyway led up to a statue of the Madonna; a stone stairway far just beyond seemed to be leading up to something called Le Chateau. 
Michel was only about 30 feet ahead of us and if he turned back, we’d have nowhere to hide. He’d see us. 
Karla was tippy-toeing in her stiletto boots and I silently gestured for her to join me underneath a doorway. 
Michel turned to the left. We hurried along after him and paused. I peered at the street sign: 
Rue du Jesus. 
“Hey,” I whispered to Karla. “It’s Jesus Street.”
She shushed me and I peeked around the corner. I saw Michel 
standing before the door of an old apartment building, fiddling with his keys. 
I could even make out the faint address, carved to the right of the elaborate stone cornice above the door: 8 Rue du Jesus. 
Michel unlocked the door and walked in. We saw him walk up a flight of stairs through a large grille on the ground floor. I looked up and saw a huge and quite beautiful butterscotch-colored cat perched at the window of the second floor staring down at us. The biggest cat I’d ever seen. More like a small tiger and he looked eerily intelligent. A second later, a light turned on in the same window. 
“Oh my God, he has a cat,” I said. “No question he’s gay. Case closed. Which is kind of a bummer.” 
Karla looked at me sharply. “What?” she said. “I thought you despised the guy.” 
We walked past the building and peered at the names of the residents on the outside. 
“We don’t know his last name, do we?” whispered Karla. “No we don’t,” I said. “I’m sure that’s part of his grand plan.” 
We walked down Rue du Jesus and heard more music. Within moments we stepped into a huge square, the Place Rossetti, dominated by a Baroque church, La Cathedrale Sainte-Reparate . 
A queue of about 30 people waited in front of a big outdoor ice cream stand called Fennocchio with about 30 flavors of ice cream: Rose, tomato, olive and violet as well as coconut, vanilla and about 13 different 
types of chocolate.
I chose a bitter chocolate orange and Karla had a scoop of 
mandarin and one of peach. We walked over to a little white plastic table in the center of the square. 
Karla leaned back and put her feet on the chair next to her. She looked up at the golden church steeple. The sky was dark but the lights in the Vieux Nice made it seem as if there was still some daylight. 
“Karla,” I said. 
The church bells rang.
“Karla,” I said again. “You have to tell me what’s going on. “ She said nothing.
“I’m worried about you,” I said. “I can see that bruise on your 
cheek. I don’t know how you got it but I feel responsible. I’m afraid it had to do with what happened with me and Gilles.” 
“I’d really rather not talk about it,” said Karla. “It was an accident. It had nothing to do with you.” 
Now it was my turn to be silent. I didn’t know what to say. 
“Are you sure it was an accident?” I said. Karla didn’t answer.
“Did someone hit you?” I said.
Karla sighed. 
“Tulsa, you are so direct,” she said. “It’s so...American. I like it. But it’s a little hard to take sometimes.” 
“I’m sorry,” I said. “But I’m worried and if someone did hit you, that’s just not right.’ 
Karla put down her ice cream. She hadn’t finished it. 
“It was an accident,” she said. “Jean-Pierre and I were having an argument. He’s got a bad temper. He was kind of pushing me around a little bit and I was trying to get away and I banged into the door. 
“He was pushing you around a little?” I heard my voice rising. Karla lit a Camel. 
“It’s not a big deal,” she said. “My father was a little rough, too. I think you’re spoiled in America. We just take it for granted men can be pigs sometimes.” 
“Pigs, yes, but they don’t have to hit you,” I said.
Karla shrugged her shoulders.
“Karla, you are so young and gorgeous, you could have anyone,” I 
said. “Do you really love Jean-Pierre?”
Karla sounded as if she wanted to shake me.
“You have no idea what my life was like do you?” she said. “It was 
nothing like growing up in America. We had so little in East Germany. It’s like we didn’t exist. All I ever thought about was escaping to the West some day and having all the candy I wanted.” 
She crossed her legs and played with the heel of her left boot. She took a strawberry Carambar from her purse and dangled it in front of me, like proof. 
“Jean-Pierre gave me this incredible life,” she said. “We travel, we live in beautiful homes.” 
Her voice trailed off. “And?” I said.
More silence. 
“I have Olivier now,” Karla said. “I’m not married to Jean-Pierre. If I wanted to leave, he’d keep Olivier. I don’t have any money. All the money is his. I don’t have any job skills. I have to make this work.” 
I started to say something but Karla stopped me. 
“Tulsa, please,” she said. “Can we just drop the subject. I promise you, it’s over and done with. Jean-Pierre and I will be fine.” 
“Okay,” I said. “I’ll drop it. For now.” 
“Anyway,” said Karla. “Don’t you have your own problems?”
I looked puzzled.
“You know,” Karla said. “Your oral presentation tomorrow. What 
on earth are you going to talk about in French for 30 minutes?” 
CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT 
In the month before I left Live from New York, the overnight ratings showed we had an average viewership of around 1.5 million people. Every day I spoke, with little in the way of notes and not much on the TelePrompter, on and off for three hours with Geoff and our guests. Never broke a sweat. 
Tonight I had an audience of two, a stuffed bear and a blue elephant, perched on the dining room table in my one little room as I practiced my speech for tomorrow’s class. 
First I wrote out what I wanted to say in English, then translated it into French and tried to memorize it. I still stammered and stumbled in front of my stuffed animals, who were a lot kinder than I knew Michel would be. 
“I hate this fucking language,” I said, looking at T and feeling guilty the minute I swore. I got up from the table. “Sorry, baby, maybe I need some herbal tea.” 
I drank the tea from the slightly chipped yellow floral cup that had become my favorite and had a chocolate caramel biscotte. It was close to midnight. “Let’s get to bed, boys,” I said. “
I may have managed three or four hours of sleep. In the morning, I called Karla on her cell phone as soon as I got out of the tub. 
“Are you at school yet?” I said.
“No,” she said, and I heard the screech of tires as the SmartCar 
turned a corner. “But I’m almost there. Just finding a place to park.” 
“OK, do me a favor,” I said. “I’ll be there in 10 minutes. I’m a wreck. I hardly slept. Have the coffee ready for me in the dining room, please.” 
I threw on an old Marc Jacobs jacket, Levis and my brown boots. At the other end of the hall, I saw Madame Pavard open her door a crack and watch me leave. This was getting to be a morning ritual. 
“Au revoir, Madame Pavard!” I called out. “A bientot!” The door quickly closed. 
At the Ecole de Francais, Karla was waiting in the dining room. She started pouring some coffee as soon as she saw me. 
“You don’t look so bad,” she said. 
She looked flawless as usual, her hair piled in a chignon. Her white turtleneck set off her cheekbones and she wore a simple pair of black cigarette pants and black pumps. 
“We’ve only got five minutes,” Karla said. “Drink up. I’ll keep pouring. And eat some cheese too. Protein will keep you alert. Are you ready?” 
“Have you ever heard of Spoonie Gee or the Cold Crush Brothers?” I said. “Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five? Kurtis Blow?” 
She shook her head. 
“Not big in East Germany, I guess, huh?” 
“No,” Karla said. “But the Wall came down in 1989. I’ve heard a lot of music since then. But I’ve never heard of him. What’s he got to do with your presentation?” 
“It is my presentation,” I said. “Michel is always bragging about French music. I’m bringing him some from the South Bronx. Old school 
hip hop. My favorite.”
“Sort of like Jay-Z and Kanye West?” Karla asked. 
“No, we’re talking the originals, the rappers who started it all in the late 1970s maybe to 1981,” I said. “They guys who began scratching records in the projects in the Bronx and Queens. Before music videos even existed.” 
We walked up the steps to Salle 6, me nursing my second cup of coffee. “I’m scared,” I said. “How I’m going to fill up 30 minutes all in French?” 
“Are you kidding?” said Karla. “I’m going to need whiskey and Valium before mine.” 
Everyone but Hans was seated when we walked in the room. Michel was stapling papers together at his desk. I hoped fervently that Hans was out sick. 
At 9 a.m. sharp, Hans arrived and Michel closed the door to Salle 6. 
“Splendide, Hans,” said Michel. “I know you would not want to miss the opening presentation. I’m sure Mademoiselle New York has prepared a dazzling talk for us.” 
He pulled a chair and placed it in front of his desk facing the semi-circle of students. Michel sat in my chair with a notebook and a blue felt pen. 
“Allez-y,” he said. “But please, no notes. Just speak naturally. I will give you a critique afterwards.” 
I felt Hans’ piercing glare. Karla smiled at me and I will say that Akiko and Ingrid looked genuinely interested. Luis just seemed relieved 
that someone else was going first.
Reaching into my bag, I brought out my iPad and placed it on 
Michel’s desk behind me, queuing up Spoonie Gee’s “The Godfather.” 
“My talk today is the origins of an American music genre,” I said and could already feel my speech racing. I cleared my throat to calm myself, an old trick I used in the very early days of my career when live shots still made me jittery. 
“It’s the newest form of American music but it’s already about 37 years old,” I continued. 
I pressed Play. 
“Pardonnez-moi, mais c’est tres interessante,” he said. “Before you go further, please let me get out an atlas so everyone can see where the Bronx is located.” 
He jumped up from his seat and pulled out a thick atlas from his top desk drawer. 
He thumbed through until he got to a map of the five boroughs of New York City. He held up the page showing the Bronx. 
“Je me souviens le film Fort Apache, the Bronx,” Michel said, running his finger around the outline of the borough. “C’etait comme le Wild, Wild West, non?” 
Michel put away the atlas, sat back down and I continued. 
I saw Michel nodding almost as if he was encouraging me or actually enthusiastic about the whole matter. 
No one interrupted so I kept going. 
I was still talking when Michel pointed to his watch. 
“Merci beaucoup,” he said. “I guess they talk a lot in New York. You’ve been speaking for 40 minutes.” 
Forty minutes? Michel got up and I hurried over to my seat. Karla gave me a little thumbs up sign. 
Michel sat at the edge of his desk, his scuffed shoes prominently on display. He leafed through the notes he made and cleared his throat. 
“New York,” he said, with a grave expression. “First, the bad news. You’re mixed up about what words are masculine and feminine. For an Anglo Saxon, whose language and perhaps culture is neutral, this is not a problem. But for the French, this is a big problem. We are very clear as to what is masculine and who and what is not.” 
The class tittered.
“En tout cas,” Michel continued. “I was very impressed with your 
presentation. You got your ideas across well with a minimum of grammatical mistakes, except for what I just mentioned.” 
He moved up off the table and I thought he was done. He went to get a new batch of papers. 
“It’s rare to hear an American with such a good French accent,” he said. “The rest of you will have a hard act to follow.” 
I met Hans’ eyes and smiled. 
I swear Michel must have seen me. God forbid I could be allowed a moment of gloating. 
“Don’t get overconfident, New York,” he said. “We still have a lot of work ahead of us. The French language is a worthy adversary. Never think you have it licked.” 
PART III 
NICE 
CHAPTER TWENTY NINE 
When you sit on one of the sky-blue chairs overlooking the Nice beach and the Bay of Angels, a plane shows up on the eastern horizon pretty much every ten or fifteen minutes. 
You have to train your eyes to focus on one point in the distance, at some invisible portal in the skies between St. Tropez and the Cap d’Antibes, until a tiny silver disk pops into view and slowly gets bigger. 
Each plane as it comes along seem to be flying a straight, stubborn line east along the French Riviera, bound for Italy. And each time, it’s as if the pilots have an abrupt change of heart in mid-air – or there’s been an emergency on board. The planes bank sharply to the left and reverse direction, swooping in an arc over the bay. They soar parallel to the shoreline before gliding onto the runways at the western tip of the promenade. 
You can see the little portholes in the gleaming Air France jetliners as they come in for their final approach at Nice International Airport and the tiny heads of the passengers like Lego dolls nearest the windows. 
You might wonder about them, what their plans are, and what folly they’ll embark on once they land. You can imagine someone down here, maybe riding a bike along the Promenade, looking up and seeing Air France Flight #207 - and in a moment of chilling prescience know that two lives might turn upside down, his and hers, as a result of one passenger on one plane. 
The 767s are so close when they roar by that they seem just slightly bigger than the kites the children fly along the rocky beach. 
The landing gear looks like part of a big toy. You have the sense that you could reach up, wrest the plane around in your hands and point it in another direction, alter its destiny and yours. 
But of course you can’t. 
By the end of my second week at the Ecole de Francais, my favorite power-walk became the six mile stretch between Villefranche and Nice. I could never resist spending a few minutes watching the planes from the Promenade. On the weekends I walked over as early as I could in the morning to watch the planes coming in from New York. 
Then, I must admit, I crossed the street and strolled through Vieux Nice. 
That Friday evening, I ran into Michel. I ducked into a tabac on the Rue de la Prefecture to buy some Carambars when I saw Michel ahead of me, buying cigarettes. I recognized his leather jacket and scuffed shoes from behind. 
For a second, I was afraid Michel would turn around and see me - and afraid he wouldn’t. 
He turned to walk out, and almost bumped into me. 
“Bonsoir,” he said and appeared to not know what else to say. He was so confident in the classroom. 
I started to speak but I wasn’t fast enough.
“Excusez-moi, mais je suis presse,” he said, edging out of the tabac. He was in a rush? At 6 o’clock at night?
I don’t know why I didn’t just take the hint and let him go. 
“Pourquoi?” I said.
The clerk gazed over at us with mild interest.
Michel hesitated and pushed his glasses up higher on his nose. “C’est tard,” he said, but a bit lamely, as if knew the clerk was 
watching us, too. “Il faut que je fasse des courses avant le diner.”
He had to do some shopping before dinner. Then he started to pull 
out a cigarette and head out.
Why I just didn’t let him go? 
Instead, I heard myself ask him, in a torrent of stammered French, if I could accompany him while he did his shopping. 
“Je ne connais pas bien le Vieux Nice,” I said. “J’aimerais bien voir des magasins ou vous faites des courses.” 
I heard the clerk’s voice ring out.
“Jeune homme!” he said to Michel. “Here’s a pretty girl who wants 
to spend some time with you. Why don’t you say yes, for a change?” 
Michel’s face flushed deep red. Astonishing. For once he was the one who was embarrassed. 
We walked outside and Michel puffed on his cigarette while examining the headline of the day’s Nice-Matin on the outside news rack. I knew he hoped I’d just go. So damn awkward when it’s all in French. 
Nobody said anything. I picked at a piece of lint on my boots and for the first time in days I felt the sting of Geoffrey Palmer’s rejection as if it had just happened. 
I was about to offer to leave when Antoine rounded the corner. He gave Michel a booming hello and kissed me on both cheeks. 
“Ah, this eez Michel’s worst nightmare,” Antoine said, beaming. “Running into his students near his home.” 
He put his arm around Michel who stubbed his cigarette out in resignation. 
“Ah, you are the beautiful l’americaine,” he said. “I remember you from before. You’re the one Michel kept talking about Saturday night.” 
He smiled at me knowingly. 
“He was at our house for dinner,” he said. “My wife worries about l’hermite de Nice and we drag him out every now and again. Michel doesn’t usually talk about women that much. He------” 
“Basta!” Michel hissed.
“Are you both on a date?” Antoine asked. “Non!” Michel said. “Non, non, non, non.” 
“Maybe you should be,” Antoine said. “Why don’t you take her out to dinner, Michel?” 
Michel extracted another cigarette and lit a match. He stared at Antoine as if he was about the punch him. 
“D’accord,” Michel said and turned to me. “Tu veux diner avec moi?” he said. 
“D’accord,” I said. 
“Incroyable!,” Antoine said. “Michel is going out on a date? With a woman?” 
My heart sank. Okay, Michel definitely must be gay and Antoine is anti-gay and is trying to reform him. 
“Ah, vieux,” he said, punching Antoine’s arm. “You think you’ve got me figured out. You’ll never figure me out.” 
He gestured in a faux-grand fashion down the little street at a restaurant called La Tapenade. 
“S’il vous plait, New York,” he said. “Let’s go to dinner.” CHAPTER THIRTY 
La Tapenade was an unpretentious-looking place, like a lot of the pizza and pasta joints in Vieux Nice, at the corner of the Rue de la Prefecture and Rue Francois. Michel ignored the outside tables, sheltered by two large heat lamps, and headed inside. 
“C’est OK?” asked the young woman who led us to a rear table adjacent to the a bar. She brought us some menus and Michel began studying his as if it were the Talmud. 
The waitress came over to ask him about wine and she returned with a bottle of red. Michel returned to reading the menu. 
“Pourquoi est-ce que vous faites ca?” I said, finally. Why was he doing this? Why agree to have dinner with me? 
Michel sighed. 
“Isn’t it enough that we are here?” he said. “Just because you are a journalist, does it mean you have to ask questions all the time?” 
“Je suis curieuse,” I said. “I’m curious by nature. I just happen to have a job that involves using my curiosity.” 
“Americans are all curious,” said Michel. “They think that all they have to do is ask questions and they will solve the mystery of life.” 
The waitress returned. I quickly reached for the menu but before I could get a word in, Michel had ordered for both of us. 
I began to protest. 
“You don’t know the restaurant,” Michel said. “You don’t know French food. Relax and have confidence. Don’t be so aggressive.” 
“Aggressive?” 
There weren’t that many customers in the restaurant, maybe six or seven, but they all turned to look at us. 
Michel seemed unconcerned. 
“You are a little aggressive,” he said. “I understand. You are an American.” 
My voice rose again.
“So you invited me to dinner to insult me?”
“I didn’t invite you,” he said. “My friend issued me a challenge. I 
never back down from a challenge. But if you’re not happy, I’m perfectly content to eat by myself. You’re free to leave.” 
Michel broke a piece of olive bread in two. 
“But I hope you don’t,” he said. 
For the next five minutes, we ate our goat cheese salad in silence. When we were done, the waitress removed our plates and served the main course, which turned out to be a delicious baby veal and asparagus with bits of almond. 
I felt a bit of strength return. So I couldn’t leave well enough alone. 
“Is there some reason why you’re not very friendly?” I asked Michel. “Do you not like me because you think I’m aggressive?” 
Michel did not flinch. He poured us both a second glass of wine and cut a piece of veal expertly and slid it in his mouth. 
“What I think...” he said, pausing, “is that you’re the most interesting student at the Ecole de Francais.” 
The waitress returned. 
“Ca va? Ca y etait?”
Neither one of us looked at her. We locked eyes with each other 
instead – and the waitress carefully removed my plate. Michel was still slowly working on his. 
I wanted to stop but I couldn’t.
“I know you said you weren’t married,” I said. “But you wear a 
wedding ring.”
My words seemed to land on the table and stay there, next to the 
plates, glasses and cutlery.
“So I was just wondering,” I said. “There must have been a 
Madame Michel at some point. Whatever happened to her?’ Michel drained his glass and called out for a dessert menu. 
The waitress came over.
“Deux tartes aux chocolats,” he said, wiping his mouth with napkin. “I think we need some sweetness at this table.” 
“If you’re angry,” I said, “I can just leave.” Michel said nothing so I got up to go.
The two chocolate tarts arrived. 
“Sit down,” Michel said.
I was surprised to find myself obeying him. “You want to know what happened to my wife?” 
I’m wasn’t sure I did. “C’est simple. I killed her.” 
CHAPTER THIRTY ONE 
It was my turn to be silent for a moment.
“Murder?” I said.
“No,” said Michel. “But if it weren’t for me, she’d be alive. And 
that’s all I’m going to say for the moment.” 
I dug into the moist chocolate filling of the tart. It was good to be able to focus on something other than Michel killing his wife. 
He had to be kidding, right? But who would joke about his dead wife? 
“What, no more questions?” Michel said. “Have I silenced the Grand Inquisitor?” 
I decided he must not have been serious about his wife. Or maybe they’d just had a bad divorce. Still, why the ring? Forget it, I told myself, he’s right, all you do is ask why. 
“This is one of the best desserts I’ve ever had,” I said. “I wish I had the recipe.” 
“I have a recipe for a chocolate tart like this one and it comes out even better,” he said. 
“Really, you’re a baker?” I said.
“I’m a baker, yes,” he said. “I’m also a very good cook. I have my 
own garden as well. I prefer talking to vegetables more than people.” He pointed at the surroundings.
“I rarely eat out,” he said. “Yes, this is a good restaurant but why 
go out and pay extra when you can make something as good or better at home.” 
“Who do you cook for?” I asked. 
“I cook for myself,” Michel said, finally. “I find myself very good company.” 
“In fact,” he said. “My dream is to live on a desert island and not have to see anyone else for the rest of my days.” 
“I see,” I said. “That’s certainly an optimistic outlook on life. And what would happened if someone came by in a boat? Like me?’ 
Michel made some odd, guttural noise. 
“Quelle horreur,” he said. “Whether it was you or anyone else, I’d have my carabine and I’d shoot them on sight.” 
Almost no trace of chocolate tart remained on either of our plates. They were that good. 
Michel asked the waitress for l’addition.
“Unless you want some coffee?” he said.
“Coffee?” I said. “Why are you being so nice? Wasn’t this just a 
challenge to endure?”
“Yes,” said Michel. “It was a difficult challenge and I have more 
than risen to the occasion. Asking if you wanted coffee is simply politesse. Since I am in the presence of a sauvage americaine, these are concepts I know I must explain.” 
I smiled. 
As Michel paid the bill, I worried about getting home. The buses leaving Nice stopped at 8:30 at night. I was going to have to walk all the way back – and I was tired. 
As we walked out, I began to say say goodbye to Michel. “Non, pas toute de suite. I have something to show you,” he said. 
We walked down the Rue de la Prefecture, turned right and onto the Cours Saleya. People sat outside in all the big cafes, Les Ponchettes, les Trois Diables, Les Civettes, despite the night chill. Many nursed tiny cups of espresso. 
We walked underneath a vaulted archway to the sea. An almost full honey-colored moon hung over the glistening Mediterranean like a lone Chinese lantern. 
“ Do you know what this stretch is called?” Michel said. “It’s the Quai des Etats-Unis. Named in honor of your country.” 
It was all the same roadway but the name changed again as we walked along a broad swath exposed high above the sea. 
“This is the Rauba Capeu,” said Michel. “That’s Nissart for “the thief of your hat.” It’s always windy here.” 
“Tu es quoi, un professeur?” I said. That’s how the snarky comment “What are you, a teacher or something?” comes out in French. Michel didn’t even seem to hear my sarcasm. 
We rounded the corner and the mouth of the harbor and the jetty that stuck out in front of it swung into view. Michel and I walked in silence. 
When we began to round the hill to the Port side, I felt Michel’s arm briefly take mine and for me it was as if a hot bolt of electricity passed through my entire body. 
I followed his lead and saw a massive stone monument set back from the street and carved into the side of the cliff. It was lit up from 
within.
We walked across the small plaza and up close where Michel read 
aloud the words embedded in giant letters high above us:
“LE MONUMENT AUX MORTS DES DEUX GUERRES 
MONDIALES.” 
We stood in silence for a long time before Michel spoke up. 
“This is what it means to be French,” he said finally. “We live surrounded by monuments to the past and people who died so that this country would survive.” 
He pulled his gaze away from the monument. 
“Americans collect things,” he said to me. “French people collect memories.” 
CHAPTER THIRTY TWO 
It took me an hour to walk home from Nice. Michel and I did kiss goodbye, in case you’re wondering, but we just fait la bise, which is what every French person does when they greet or say goodbye to someone they know. We’re talking just a peck on either cheek. As erotic as kissing your great-aunt. 
I spent the whole time wondering what had happened to Michel’s wife? What he had done to cause her death? Why would he possibly say he killed her? 
I took the shorter, less scenic way home: up the Moyenne Corniche to the Col de Villefranche and then down the steep hill midway to my little room. A blister on the heel of my right foot was throbbing but I barely noticed the pain given the whirring in my brain. 
Now that I’d pretty much decided Michel wasn’t gay, I had to find out his tragic secret. I thought about it all weekend. Was he like Mr. 
Rochester with a wife who went mad? Or Max de Winter who had to shoot and then stage the drowning of his sociopathic wife Rebecca? 
Michel and his dead wife occupied my thoughts on my road trip Saturday to Antibes, the picturesque seaside hamlet made famous by F. Scott Fitzgeraldin Tender is the Night. I walked to the Gare de Nice and took a train west west down the coast to Antibes. We stopped at all the little beach towns in between, Cagnes-sur-mer, Villeneuve Loubet, Biot, some of which had an almost Southern California vibe to them. One huge, off- white condominium complex built in the shape of a reverse pyramid on the sea could have been transplanted from Marina del Rey. 
Antibes was quieter, more old-school south of France than Nice, but with the requisite vieille ville where I spent an hour in the Picasso museum. Then I sat down in the town square, eating a cheese croissant and fishing out my walking shoes. 
My plan was to search for Lost Generation landmarks on foot around the Cap D’Antibes, the peninsula jutting out into the Mediterranean with some of the most expensive real estate in the world. I would be picking my way past the ghosts of people I wish I could have met. The kind of people who don’t seem to exist in today’s world. 
It turns out that it’s not just the people who don’t exist anymore. I was hoping to locate Villa America, the storied home on the Cap d’Antibes where the Americans Gerald and Sara Murphy entertained F. Scott Fitzgerald, Picasso, Ferdinand Leger and Gertrude Stein and which figures prominently in Tender is the Night. Turns out it was torn down years ago to make room for several new houses. 
That lent a melancholy air to my tramping around the Cap and the light rain that was beginning to fall didn’t help. Then, checking my map, I turned a little corner and another location matched up. There it was, the 
“bright tan prayer rug of a beach” that Fitzgerald refers to in Tender is the Night. I walked on the small stretch, picking up some sand and letting it run through my fingers. 
After walking for about half an hour from the western side of the Cap, the Hotel du Cap at Eden Roc came into view. The grand hotel from the book is even more impressive in real life; set back from the road, down a wide gravelly drive. Its vanilla ice cream-colored facade, all the more stunning for its simplicity, rises out of the rooty, rocky tip of the Cap d’Antibes like an image conjured up by a time travel machine. 
Hemingway could be inside at the bar. 
I walked up the wide, formal steps and into the lobby, all shiny dark blond hardwood floors, a spiral staircase in the middle and big windows at the opposite side leading out to the back. 
Nobody stopped me so I crossed the lobby and walked out the big doors at the far end. An enormous sloping lawn led down to the sea and Eden Roc, the timeless playground for jet-setters with a restaurant and Infiniti pool carved out of the high rocks and directly facing the sea. 
When I got down to the edge of Eden Roc, a man about fifty five with a British accent standing nearby said hello to me. 
“Quite the place, isn’t it,” he said. “No where else like it in the world.” 
“I know,” I said. “I’m a big fan of F. Scott Fitzgerald so I was hoping to see him and some of his friends out here today.” 
The man laughed, as if I were an especially amusing young child. 
“Well he was definitely here but I’m terribly sorry to tell you he’s long gone. I’m staying at the hotel. I would have seen him.” 
“I’d even take a glimpse of Ari and Jackie and the Christina,” I said. 
The man shook his head again. 
“The Christina’s up in the port of Monaco,” he said. “An Irish billionaire bought her and pimps her out as a dinner cruise for tourists.” 
He pointed at an enormous yacht anchored in the distance. 
“Most expensive yacht in the world,” he said. “Cost at least a billion. It’s got a retractable bulletproof exterior. Swimming pools, probably a skating rink and bowling alley too. Owner’s Roman Abramovich. Russian billionaire by way of London. Made all his money by robbing the country blind when the Soviet Union fell - like all the old Kremlin guys.” 
He turned back to me. “You’re American?” 
I nodded. 
“I’m English. Our best days are behind us. Nothing but filthy rich Russians and Arabs around here now and they don’t want anyone knowing who they are,” he said. “Don’t think any of them will be writing great literature. “ 
He looked back out at the yacht and shook his head. Not too many poets in that bunch.” 
CHAPTER THIRTY THREE 
The month-long immersion at the Ecole de Francais follows a pattern so predictable that teachers say they can set their watch to it. Everyone is pretty confident the first day. Most people who 
come here have a good job or are retired from one. Students might not be arrogant, exactly, but they’re accustomed to success and being in charge of their destinies. 
Why should learning French be any different? 
Well, just ask us on Day Three. The Canadian ambassador to India, the professor from Trinity College in Dublin, the number-two ranked tennis player from Sweden, the aging actress from the Globe Theater, the head librarian at Yale University Law School, the former morning TV queen from New York have regressed to the age of ten almost overnight. 
It’s not just the little desks and chairs we sit in during class, although they do help create the scene. It’s the sense of helplessness and impotence we feel when faced head-on with the mighty French language, once the lingua franca of the civilized world, the language of power and diplomacy 
In the rooms at the Ecole de Francais, the teachers are king, able to reduce heads of state and members of European royalty to blushing, stammering dunces as they struggle to master this elegant foreign tongue. 
Key to this process is public humiliation, a method begun early in French schools all over the country and the number one theory as to why so many French adults come across as defensive and arrogant. It’s post-traumatic stress disorder. 
“You are a zero!” a French teacher will typically snarl at a 7- year-old who perhaps forgot one word of the alphabet. “You are a loser!” The teachers at the Ecole de Francais don’t go quite as far as they 
do in French elementary schools but they gently mock students and treat gaffes as entertainment for the rest of the class. The method works. In order to minimize the chances of looking foolish, we all do our homework and are hypervigilant in the classrooms. 
It pays off - eventually. Week Two finds most students in a depression, convinced they’ll never make progress in French and horrified to find themselves blushing and embarrassed in class. 
The third week is when you break through. The French starts to flow and we’re back to feeling like winners again. Almost. 
Our Week Three began at the Ecole de Francais under stormy skies. When I rolled up the shutters, the rain was coming down in sheets on the terrace. The sea was a grayish mass of fog and clouds in the distance. I could barely make out St. Jean Cap Ferrat. 
Inside Salle 6, Michel was uncharacteristically cheerful, in spite of the weather and in spite of telling me two days ago that he killed his wife. 
“J’adore quand les temps sont mauvaises,” he said. “There is too much sun here. Sun everyday! Rain is good for the soul.” 
Karla gave her presentation today, a talk about Mount Kilimanjaro and how she always dreamed of going there and climbing it someday. She even went on about the flora and fauna and how the famous snow on the mountaintop was fast melting because of global warming. I was surprised, I never thought of her as very athletic and I thought Monaco was the only dream she had. 
“There’s a lot you don’t know about me,” Karla whispered in English as we left Salle 6 for the dining room. She was flushed and happy after the end of her talk, which had been flawless to my ears and praised to the skies by Michel. 
“I was a gymnast in East Germany,” she said. “I was in line to be on the Olympic team. Then I broke my ankle falling off the balance beam and they had to put steel rods in. The accident ended that dream.” 
Michel walked by us, I could almost swear he was whistling. 
“Michel seems in a much better mood these days,” Karla said to me as we left the language lab at 12:30 and headed down to the dining room for lunch. “I wonder why.” 
“I don’t know,” I said, as we sat down at an empty table. “But can I tell you something crazy if you promise not to mock me?” 
“Of course,” said Karla. 
“I’m crushing on someone,” I said.
Karla thought of Nigel, the hot diplomat from the U.K. who was 
in a beginner class. Or the super-quiet lawyer from Canada in the other intermediate class. I think his name is Jonas, said Karla. 
“No,” I said. “Michel.”
I expected her to reel back in shock or horror. She just laughed. 
“I love it!” she said. “Do you remember what you thought of him two weeks ago?” 
“I can’t explain it,” I said. “There’s just something about him.” 
“I can see it, Tulsa,” said. “Yeah, he can be like a taller version of Napoleon but he’s also handsome once you get past the black clothes and the taped-together glasses. And he’s got caractere, like you. I think he likes you, too. That’s why he gives you such a hard time.” 
As if on cue, Michel joined us at the center table.
“Today we’re playing a game,” Michel announced. “It will help 
you with the conditional tense.” 
If you were an animal, he said, what kind of animal would you be? 
“Si vous etiez un animal,” I repeated to myself in my head. “Quel type d’animal seriez-vous?’ 
For half a second I thought of the huge cafeteria at the network with the massive skylights and solarium on the 22nd floor and sitting there with Geoff as we pretended to talk about the show and instead made plans to fuck at his apartment later. 
As we ate our slices of roast chicken, new potatoes and broccoli, Michel went around the table to get our answers. Karla chose a cheetah. I looked out at the water and said I would be a “une baleine,” a whale. 
“Yes,” Michel said. “Some of our students resemble whales when they leave since they are unaccustomed to French cuisine. Many of them are American women, who snack all the time in between meals.” 
Hans who was also at the table, laughed, a bit too loudly. 
“Et moi?” Michel asked. “Again, no one asks me about myself. Does anyone ever think of the teacher?” 
We all waited.
“Un loup,” Michel said.
A wolf?
“J’adore les loups,” Michel said. “Ce sont les animaux les plus 
magnifiques et dynamiques. I love their dominance,” They are a superior animal – and for good reason.” 
He speared a piece of broccoli and brought it to his mouth. “Have you ever seen one in person?” Hans asked. 
“Many times,” he said. “There is a small sanctuary for wolves in the Mercantour park, less than an hour from here.” 
Then he raised his eyes heavenward. 
“The most magical place,” he said, “is a beautiful park for wolves in the Margeride mountains. It is so big there it is almost as if they’re free. It is in Auvergne, in the pays profonde. I go there several times a year. Especially if I need to clear out my head. When I’ve had too much of my students.” 
“Do you ever get close enough to touch one?” I asked, thinking about the wolves that scared my grandfather so much on his ranch. 
“I’ve gotten friendly with the owner,” said Michel. “ It’s very strange. I’m the only person he’s ever met who isn’t afraid of the wolves. He lets me go in with him to feed them. All you have to know is, never look them in the eye.” 
He turned to face me. 
“That’s a good lesson to remember in my case too, New York,” he said. 
As usual I had no quick comeback in French and as if on cue, Karla’s cell phone rang. It was interdit to take cell phone calls at lunch but Karla seemed not to care and Michel didn’t say anything. 
I heard her say Jean-Pierre’s name. The conversation only lasted about 30 seconds and Karla seemed happy when she put her phone away. 
She whispered to me in English when we left the dining room for the afternoon séance pratique. 
“Jean-Pierre is still in Moscow but he’s coming home in two days,” she said. “He’s in a really good mood. He’s going to take me to Capri for the weekend.” 
“Oh,” I said. “That sounds even better than Mt. Kilimanjaro.” Karla nodded.
“I’ll never get to Kilimanjaro,” she said. “It was a child’s dream. 
And now I have a child. And Jean-Pierre would never go. It’s not his thing.” 
We both sat down on the forest-green sofa. We never knew the subject of the séance pratique. 
Henri, who normally taught the debutantes, had just arrived and closed the doors. The salon was full. I couldn’t believe how no one dared play hooky in the afternoon. 
Within a minute, Alain opened the door and peered in. He spotted me and waved me over imperiously. Henri nodded and I got up off the couch. 
Alain shut the doors behind me. He did not look pleased. 
“Someone is calling from New York for you and he says it’s very important,” he said. “I explained that our students could only be disturbed in matters of grave personal emergencies.” 
“A man?” I asked, hating myself for the insane hope it was Geoff. Alain shook his head in what looked like disgust.
“No,” he said. “It appears to be your television agent. We told him 
you could not be disturbed. He’s called back six times. You better talk to him.” 
CHAPTER THIRTY FOUR 
Alain led the way into his office. Fortunately, he left me alone. Otherwise I could just see him fining me for speaking in English. As if my agent knew a word of French. 
“Tulsa!” I heard Myron’s booming voice on speakerphone in New York. “My God, why haven’t you answered my emails? Do you know how famous you are in New York?” 
My heart sank.
“No, Myron,” I said. “I’ve tried not to think about it. New York 
seems like a long way away. I’m busy learning French.”
“So I figured out from the only email you sent me!” Myron 
roared. “Do you know I had to have my assistant check out all the language schools in France before I found you? What in God’s name made you go there, anyway? I know the food’s good but you have to put up with the people, don’t you?” 
“True that, Myron,” I said.
“Well, I’ve got great news,” he said. “CNN wants you. I thought 
you were finished but no, these are different times. How soon can you get home? They’re offering big money but they want to see you face to face, just to make sure you’re ambulatory and not in some Swiss sanitarium.” 
I paused.
“Tulsa?” he said. “You’re okay, right? You’re in a school, not a 
sanitarium, am I right?”
“Myron,” I said. “This is not 1913. I’m not in an Alpine hospital 
in a wheelchair with a blanket on my legs slowly expiring from tuberculosis. But thanks for checking.” 
“Attagirl,” said Myron. “Can you be back in time to see them Wednesday morning?” 
I felt panic again, but a different kind. 
“Wednesday?” I said, as if I was slow on the uptake. “You mean the day after tomorrow?” 
“Actually Tulsa, if you could get on a plane tonight, it might be better,” said Myron. “They’re really high on you. Their morning anchor is not working out and they’d like you to start next week. We’re talking sick money here.” 
I didn’t say anything. I heard a noise outside in the hallway and I saw Alain and Michel deep in conversation. Michel had his leather jacket on, which meant he was probably about to go home. 
I had a sudden longing to hang up the phone and see if I could go with him. Which was ridiculous I know, since he’d probably just been humoring me and Antoine by having dinner with me last night. 
“Tulsa?’ Myron’s voice sounded almost paternal. “Hey Tulsa, what’s up? Are you there? Why aren’t you saying anything?’ 
“Yeah, I’m here Myron,” I said. “You’ve just caught me a little by surprise. I need time to think. I’m right in the middle of class.” 
“You’re WHAT?” Myron screamed. “I bust my balls to make sure CNN knows you’re not a crazy ditz and they come at us with major money – and you’re worried because you’re in the middle of some little French class?” 
“Myron, I’m sorry,” I said. “I know this is great. Thank you so much. Just please understand. I’ve got to have some time to think. Can I call you tomorrow?” 
Myron sighed and he took me off speakerphone.
“I don’t know what you’ve done with Tulsa Kelly,” he said. “But please have her call me tomorrow. Stat. I can’t keep CNN hanging. I’ve 
got to tell them something. After all that happened, they’re taking a big chance on you, Tulsa. Blow this and you may blow your career forever.” 
Myron hung up.
After school, Karla gave me a ride just down to the corner of 
Avenue LeClerc and Francois Ferry.
“See you tomorrow,” she said. “The worst is over. We’ve both done 
our exposes. Now we can relax. Just four more days!”
I could hear Myron’s voice in my head as I walked up the steps to 
my room. I put the key in the lock but the door pushed open by itself. The room was a mess. Master Teddy and Julio had been tossed off 
the bed along with all the sheets and mattress. All my clothes were hanging out of half-open drawers. 
Even the lounge chairs on the terrace had been overturned and the sliding glass doors were open. 
I turned and ran up to the main house and rang the bell. Monsieur Charvet came to the door. 
“I got broken into, somebody robbed my apartment,” I babbled. Monsieur Charvet seemed to understand and said he would come have a look. 
“The crime is very bad here,” he said. “A lot of Eastern Europeans know about the school and the students and they can be targeted. Didn’t the school tell you to lock all the doors and windows when you leave?” 
I did lock the doors, I told him, as we walked back into my apartment. 
Monsieur Charvet maneuvered around the mess and pointed at my desk. My MacBook Air, less than two months old, was sitting there in pristine condition. But it was open and I’d left it closed. 
“You’re very lucky,” he said. “That’s usually the first thing they steal. Are you missing any other electronics?” 
Before I could answer, he poked into my top desk drawer, which had been pulled open. He took out my Canon G10 camera, my Kindle and iPod Touch. 
“This is very strange,” Monsieur Charvet said. “Do you have jewelry?” 
“Just diamond studs and I’m wearing them,” I said, looking around. “I can’t actually notice that anything that’s missing.” 
Monsieur Charvet shook his head. 
“This doesn’t make any sense,” he said. “What thief breaks in somewhere and doesn’t take anything? Do you have any enemies? Maybe someone is trying to scare you.” 
“Enemies?” I said. “In this little town where I’ve only been for two weeks? Are you joking?” 
Monsieur Charvet then left, promising me he’d make a call to the Villefranche police and report it. 
That night, the minute the sun went down, I rolled down the 
shutters. 
I don’t like the idea of someone seeing in and me not being able to see out. 
CHAPTER THIRTY FIVE 
I took an Ambien so early that I slept through the night until 6:30 a.m. and got up. 
It wasn’t until I’d been up and moving around for a few minutes that I remembered the conversation with Myron and the decision I had to make. 
“Fuck it,” I said. “I hate decisions.” 
I decided to dress quickly and run down to Chez Betty for an espresso before going to class. I didn’t want to face the other students at breakfast if I was going to have to bail out of school today. 
I arrived just when Chez Betty was opening, at 7 a.m. Charles came out to take my order.
“Bonjour, mademoiselle,” he said. “Comment ca va? Un café? Un 
espresso?”
I nodded. In fact, I ended up drinking two espressos.
The coffee gave me the energy to blast up the hill to Avenue 
General LeClerc and get to school with 10 minutes to spare. I skipped the cafeteria and headed right for the Grand Salon. 
Sunlight was spilling through the big picture window as a bunch of students milled around. I walked over to the big table and my eye fell upon the morning’s Nice-Matin and the larger than normal headline. 
ACCIDENT FATALE? 
The large black-and-white photograph showed the tip of the 
wreckage of car being towed out of the sea at the bottom of a cliff on the Basse Corniche in Eze-sur-Mer. I recognized the spot, it was right before the rock tunnel leading into Beaulieu. 
I only had time to read the caption. The accident had happened late yesterday afternoon. 
The bell rang and I headed to class. 
Today was Hans’ presentation – and he was droning through the first ten minutes of the historical neutrality of Switzerland when I realized Karla hadn’t shown up. The only day she’d ever been late was the first day – when Madame called her out. 
Even Michel seemed bored with Hans’ speech. When it was finally over, Michel looked at me. 
“Ta copine, ou est-elle?” he asked. 
I had no idea. Maybe her son was sick and she stayed home with him, I said. 
We were in the language lab, ten minutes away from lunch, when the door opened and Alain came in. He spoke to Michel about something, and Michel glanced at me. 
Myron, I thought. Myron is going to keep calling about CNN until I either take the job – or get thrown out of school. 
Alain and Michel left the room together. Michel assured us he’d be right back. 
He returned five minutes later and ended the lab for the day. He asked me to stay behind as the other students went off for lunch. 
I braced myself. Myron had probably pissed everyone off. 
“Alain would like to talk to you,” Michel said, speaking in very slow, deliberate French as if I had just started learning the language yesterday. “He will speak to you in English. He is in his office waiting for 
you.”
I was petrified. My face went white this time, not red. I said 
nothing and turned to walk out of the lab and down the stairs outside. They are really going to expel me, I thought. If they’re going to 
speak to me in English, they are really over me.
The door to Alain’s office was open and I walked in. Alain had been 
sitting down but he jumped up when he saw me.
“Sit down, Tulsa,” he said in British-accented English. Then he put his hand on my shoulder for a moment.
“I’m afraid your friend Karla had an accident,” he said.
It didn’t register. And I felt weird speaking in English. “What do you mean, an accident?” I said. “Is she all right?” 
Alain paused.
“No,” he said. “She’s not all right.”
My stomach dropped to my feet.
“She was in a car accident yesterday,” he said. “Her car went off 
the side of the road into the sea.”
A horrible chill came over me and the cold reached my guts. My 
first thought was not of Karla but of me. I was being abandoned again. “Do you want a glass of water?” he said. He opened the door and 
asked his secretary to bring me one.
“She was in an accident but she’s still OK,” I said. Alain shook his head. 
“I’m sorry, Tulsa,” he said. “She’s gone.” 
“What do you mean, gone,” I said. “Do you mean she’s dead? Or is she in the hospital?” 
I thought maybe English was the problem. Alain must be making mistakes. If he was speaking to me in French, this would all be straightened out. 
“They found her purse up on the rocks with everything in it,” Alain said. He spoke to me softly, as if I was a child. It was the first time a French person had been this nice to me. 
“Her car was a convertible and the top was down,” he said. “There 
was a storm last night. The police said her body washed out to sea.” Marie brought in a glass of water and I took it.
“I’m very sorry,” Alain said. “I know she was your closest friend 
here at school. It’s a terrible loss.”
“The picture in Nice-Matin,” I said. “That was her car.” 
“Yes,” he said. 
We both sat in Alain’s office for awhile without speaking. His secretary came in with some messages for him. 
“Tulsa, maybe you’d like to take the rest of the day off,” said Alain, speaking again in French. “I’m sure you’re not ready to face classwork this afternoon.” 
I nodded, numbly, and got up to leave. 
The short walk home seemed to take forever and when I got there, I sat on the bed in my apartment with my head in my hands and my iPhone on my lap. 
I wanted to call Karla but I was afraid to. Finally my fingers punched in her number. 
I heard her familiar dual message, first in French and then in German. Now that I’d been here awhile, I could hear her German accent in French more than I did when I arrived and I thought she was French. 
I put my phone down. It was impossible to believe that she was gone, so fast, in an instant. Was her body floating way out to sea now? In the direction of Africa? Had it already sunk? Would it wash up back on the Riviera sometime in the future? 
Jean-Pierre floated into my mind and then I remembered I had his number. Karla had given it to me the night we all went to Monte Carlo. 
“Just in case,” she said. “We might get all drunk and lose each other in the clubs.” 
I scrolled down the list on my phone and found him. Karla said he was in Moscow. He had to have been told about the accident. 
The number rang a few times and I heard Jean-Pierre’s voice answer. He sounded far away. 
“Hello,” I said. “This is Tulsa Kelly, Karla’s friend.’
Silence.
“Hello?” I said.
“I heard you,” said Jean-Pierre coldly. “What do you want? I’m in 
Moscow about to fly home.”
“I just wanted to say I’m so sorry about Karla,” I stammered. “I just 
found out this afternoon. It’s so horrible for her, and for Olivier and for you.” 
Jean-Pierre said nothing and I rushed on.
“Is there anything I can do?” I said.
“No, there’s nothing you can do,” he said. “And if you wouldn’t 
mind, I’d appreciate it if you did not contact me anymore.”
I heard a click and the line went dead.
I turned my phone off and put it on the table. I wondered if 
Karla’s parents in Germany had been notified. Or where Monika was and what she thought about Karla’s death. If she was taking care of Olivier. I had no way of contacting them or anyone connected to Karla. I didn’t even have her exact address in Cap D’Ail. 
I got up and stared out the window at the sea in the distance. The waters looked cold – or maybe it was just the chill in the air from Jean- Pierre’s voice. 
CHAPTER THIRTY SIX 
If you’re a tourist visiting Monaco for a few days, the State Apartments at the creamy salmon-pink palace, officially the Prince’s Palace, high on the Rock, are one of the most least expensive and memorable places to visit in the principality. 
It costs ten euros and the temporary relinquishment of your passport just to get into the small, dark gaming rooms at the Casino in Monte Carlo and gawk, never mind having a drink ($30 for a a vodka 
tonic) or placing a bet (minimum $500.00.) And once you’re in, you just see a bunch of other tourists. Bond James Bond left this building a long time ago. 
But walking into what’s been home and headquarters for the Grimaldi family for seven centuries only costs seven euros and you can take all the time you want, drinking in the most nouveau riche old money on earth. 
Stroll through the Italian-style gallery and gape at the the Louis XV Lounge covered in yellow and gold, the Blue Room and the Throne Room, where all princes since TK have been crowned in the big chair across from the imposing Renaissance fireplace. The sweeping Carrara marble double staircase built in the 17th century leads to an open courtyard. A bland South African swimmer named Charlene Wittstock, one-time student at the Ecole de Francais, walked down these steps on her way to her wedding to Prince Albert in 2010. 
Prince Albert and Princess Charlene might be in residence (only if the flag is flying atop the palace) but they’re on the other side in the residential apartments and you’ll never see them. Prince Rainier and Princess Grace are buried just down the street inside the crypts near the altar at the Monaco Cathedral. 
Even though she’s long gone, it’s Grace Kelly who makes the gaudy State Apartments come alive, gives them some Philadelphia Story- type class and personality, despite the many portraits showing her not long before her death, looking matronly and puffy with a stiff, almost medicated, smile. 
I wonder what she thought the first time she was driven up the hill after meeting the Prince when she was only 26, an icy blonde jewel plucked from the New World, and saw the cloaked, suspicious figure who 
guards the entrance to the Rock. 
If Monaco were part of France, the French would have erected a statue of a war hero in such a symbolic position, facing the palace. 
But the Grimaldis chose to commemorate an Italian pirate, their ancestor Francois Grimaldi, who captured the fortress in 1297 disguised as a Franciscan monk. He’s hunched over, facing the palace, his dark robes barely concealing a menacing sword, ready to strike. 
Maybe Grace Kelly was whisked by without ever noticing this dark omen, so intoxicated she was by the cool, clear air on top of the Rock, the dazzling panorama of the harbor and Monte Carlo below, and the pink palace where the bricklayer’s daughter would become a princess. 
Just as Karla first walked into Jimmy’z, the Young Pioneer from Teuchern, East Germany, and probably saw only the gleaming cherrywood bars, the many other beautiful young women with razor- sharp cheekbones and the older rich men in tuxedo slippers waiting for them. 
I didn’t sleep the night after Karla died. I have a hard time typing that word died, though. It’s the reporter in me. As long as there was no body, there was hope. Maybe Karla had pulled off a disappearing act like Jason Bourne, had slipped out of the car after it crashed in the water, swum underwater until no one could see her - and hauled ass out of the French Riviera to someplace where nobody knew her. 
Maybe I’d get a postcard from Mount Kilimanjaro someday with a cryptic message and I’d know it was her. 
I considered not even going to school today. I couldn’t imagine it without Karla. If there ever was a sign that I should return to New York 
and meet with CNN on Wednesday, this was it. 
“I guess this is our answer,” I said out loud. “There’s no reason to stay now. Karla was my only real friend here.” 
Something nagged at me. Jean-Pierre. 
Did he have something to do with Karla’s car accident? I knew he was in Moscow but he was colder and creepier than usual when I called him. 
I dragged myself out of bed and into the shower. After I got dressed, I pulled my suitcase down from the top shelf in the closet and put it on the unmade bed. I should just pack it in, call the airlines and go home. Myron would be thrilled. 
I could be interviewing at CNN within 24 hours. 
I went to school anyway. 
The Ecole de Francais looked different to me when I pushed the big door open. It seemed like any other place, it could have been the DMV in downtown Manhattan. Gone was any sense of being in a strange and exotic corner of the world. 
Even the cafeteria now seemed pedestrian. I had no appetite so I just poured myself some coffee. Nathalie came by and put her hand on my shoulder. 
“Je suis desolee, Tulsa,” she said. “It’s terrible what happened to Karla. A tragedy.” 
The clock in the back of the room indicated it was just a few minutes before nine. 
I should just go to Alain’s office and say goodbye, I thought. Maybe they could even call the airlines and arrange a flight for me. 
Instead, I found myself walking up to Salle 6. I didn’t have my bag with my notebook and homework in it. Michel was already in the classroom along with Hans and Akiko and Luis. 
Michel didn’t say anything until everyone had arrived. 
Then he cleared his throat and looked uncomfortable.
“We have a very sad and terrible situation,” he said. “Most of you 
know that your camarade Karla was killed two days ago in a car accident.” I felt everyone sneaking a look at me.
“I’m sure it is especially difficult for Tulsa,” he said. 
I blinked hard at his pronunciation of Tulsa. It was the first time he’d ever called me by my real name in class. 
Michel then suggested we all say something in memory of Karla. We went around the room and I was the last person. I was surprised at how fast the words flew out in French. 
“I feel very bad,” I said. “I have a lot of questions but no answers. I would like to know what happened to her. I want to talk to the police but I have no idea how to go about it.” 
I recounted Karla’s childhood to come to Monaco and live like her childhood idol, Princess Stephanie. 
“Look where it got her,” I said. “It’s too bad Communism ended and the Wall came down. At least in her case. She’d still be alive.” 
Lunch came and went but I wasn’t hungry. I sat on the bench in the garden, the same bench Karla and I been so many times. 
It was still my plan to go see Alain and tell him I was leaving. 
Then Michel come out in the garden. He lit a cigarette and gazed in my direction. Then he walked over. I felt myself tense up. 
“Si tu veux,” he said. “If you want, I can take you to talk to the police today. There is a police station in Eze.” 
I nodded. I felt incredibly grateful. 
“We can leave right after school,” he said. “Meet me outside by the gate.” 
CHAPTER THIRTY SEVEN 
I waited on the street as Michel opened the box on his motorcycle and handed a helmet to me. This time I figured out how to put it on and then got on the back of the bike. 
“We’ll go by the Moyenne Corniche,” said Michel. “That way we can avoid the scene of the accident.” 
“No,” I said. “I want to see it. Let’s take the coast road.” 
We sped down the hill and onto the Basse Corniche, the early afternoon wind off the harbor whipping through my jacket and making me hold on to Michel tighter. He didn’t flinch this time. 
We whizzed through Villefranche and Beaulieu until we came to the tunnel leading into Eze. I knew the accident occurred at the mouth of the tunnel. Michel pointed as we drove by. 
Bits of yellow tape still stuck to a six-foot section of guardrail that had been smashed down by the impact of the car crashing through. Michel slowed down the motorcycle and I glimpsed the rocks below the cliff and the swirling blue-green water below. I felt light-headed and ill at the sight. 
The Eze police station was up in the hills above the town, a low- slung, modern building with a little parking lot out front. 
“I hope my questions make sense,” I said as we got off the motorcycle. 
“I can help,” Michel said. 
A young officer about 25 or 26 sat behind a desk protected by a glass wall. Michel mumbled something in French to me but I couldn’t understand it. 
“Bonjour,” I began uncertainly.
The officer looked both bored and impatient.
“I am here about my friend Karla Schuller,” I said. The officer shook his head. 
“I don’t know her,” he said.
“She was killed when her car went off the road two days ago,” I 
said, getting angry. 
The officer checked a logbook on the desk.
“Yes,” he said. “Karla Schuller. How can we help you?” 
“Well,” I said. “I was wondering if anyone investigated the accident. Was there anything suspicious about it?” 
The officer didn’t understand me. Michel translated for me and put his arm around my shoulder. 
The officer shrugged and picked up his desk phone. I heard him call someone but couldn’t make out the words. 
“He’s calling someone who worked on the case,” Michel said. 
He waved us over to the waiting area and we sat down on plastic green chairs. Within moments, however, a police officer about forty years old, strode through a thick door marked INTERDIT. 
“Lieutenant Pierre Napier,” he said, addressing Michel. Lt. Napier was the investigating officer on Karla’s case, he told Michel, but the two of them talked so fast I hardly made out anything. 
Michel translated by using simpler French with me. 
“Lt. Napier says the accident appears to just be an accident,” he said. “Karla was driving too fast and lost control of the car.” 
“What about the car?” I said. “Was there any sign of anything being wrong with it mechanically?” 
Lt. Napier shook his head.
“I don’t think so,” he said. “Your friend just lost control.”
“But did you check her car?” I heard my voice growing strident. 
“And what about her boyfriend, Jean-Pierre,” I said. “Did he have anything to do with the accident?” 
Lt. Napier stared at me and addressed Michel.
“Je ne comprends pas,” he said. “What is she talking about?”
Michel said something to him that I didn’t understand.
Whatever it was, Lt. Napier appeared irritated.
“Mademoiselle Schuller’s boyfriend was in Moscow at the time,” he 
said. “He returned to Nice yesterday. He was devastated by the accident 
and your friend’s death.” 
“And her body?” I said. “What happened to her body? Has it washed out to sea?” 
I felt Michel watching me, watching me more carefully, somehow, than I expected. 
“Yes, it’s lost for now,” Lt. Napier said. “But we often recover bodies within a week or two. They often come back ashore.” 
He addressed Michel again. 
“I’m sorry for your loss,” he said. “But I’m afraid it was only an accident. I’ll take your contact information and let you know if we recover the body.” 
I thanked him and Michel and I walked out the door. 
“Can I drop you at your apartment?” Michel asked. I nodded and hopped on the back of the bike. 
We took the Moyenne Corniche back to Villefranche but I looked down the hills at the sea the whole time. I kept trying to see Karla. 
Michel turned left at the top of the hill in Villefranche and down onto Chemin Francois Ferry. We both dismounted and he took my helmet from me. 
I started to thank him and he looked especially uncomfortable, even for him. He opened the lid on the back of his bike to put my helmet back in and said something I couldn’t hear. 
“Quoi?” I asked. 
He turned in my direction for a second and then turned away to adjust something on the bike. “Would you like to come to my place for dinner Saturday night?” 
“Dinner?” I said. I was glad it was dark because I started blushing again like some dainty love interest in 19th century English novel. 
“The word is practically the same in English as it is in French,” Michel said. “What part don’t you understand?’ 
I was relieved. Things were back to normal.
“Dinner!” I said. “Saturday night. That would be.... splendide.” 
“Let me give you the address,” Michel said, and pulled a scrap of paper out of his wallet. “Please come at eight o’clock.” I watched him scribble the words: 
8 rue du Jesus, Vieux Nice 
I took the paper.
“S’il te plait, sois-pas en retard,” Michel said. 
“Late?” I said. “When am I ever late?” 
It wasn’t until I walked back inside my apartment that I remembered. 
“Fuck,” I said. “I’m supposed to be leaving here.” 
Myron. Damn. I’d completely forgotten about Myron and CNN. I told him I’d give him an answer today and maybe fly back to New York tomorrow. The Air France nonstop gets into JFK a little past 2 p.m. I could make it to CNN headquarters at Time Warner Center by 4:30 at the latest. 
I picked up Master Teddy.
“How can I have dinner at Michel’s if I’m flying home to New 
York?” I asked him out loud. 
There was no answer. I didn’t want to leave Myron hanging, nothing made him more angry than people not returning his calls or worse, not following up on a job offer. It would make him look bad with the network, he always said. 
But it was getting late and I was in a little room on a hillside in the south of France with no Internet service and a blocked iPhone. I couldn’t call or email Myron. I couldn’t book a flight. 
I would borrow someone’s laptop tomorrow at school, I decided, and send Myron an email. 
I tried to picture CNN, the big-windowed studios in the soaring big black glass tower on Columbus Circle, high above Whole Foods and H & M and Occitane and Godiva Chocolates - with Central Park just across the street. 
I kept seeing Vieux Nice in my head.
I wondered what to wear to Michel’s on Saturday night. 
CHAPTER THIRTY EIGHT 
I know I was slept at least an hour Friday night because of a dream I had about Karla. 
I was having a lot of wild dreams since Wednesday, when I sent Myron an email thanking him for getting me a shot at CNN but 
explaining I couldn’t make it back to New York until after the end of school this week. I could imagine Myron’s response, which is why I haven’t checked my email since. I even wondered if he’d drop me as a client. 
In my dream, Karla and I were younger – we were probably both about 25. I lived next door to her and Jean-Pierre in Cap d’Ail. We were back in that huge living room overlooking the Mediterranean, looking down at the swimming pool. Geoff Palmer was in a tiny boat in the pool, fishing. I asked Karla what kind of fish they had in the pool. Bluefish, she said, and some bass. 
Karla and I were only speaking French in the dream, and we spoke it well. You could tell I had just finished my third week at the Ecole. 
Maybe it was because of the speaking French that I awoke from the dream exhausted around 7 a.m. Sometimes the more tired I get, the less I can sleep. 
The Quai cafe opened early and I knew I had to check my email, for Myron’s response. Sure enough, he’d sent a message back immediately on Wednesday and he wasn’t happy. He didn’t blow up at me, though. 
You’re killing me, Tulsa. This is your big chance, maybe your only shot at a comeback, and you may be throwing it down the drain. I’ll do what I can to stall them but I can’t promise anything. 
I know Myron. He wants to see if he can push the CNN interview back a week. He gets 10 percent of my salary once I get a job. There’s not much Myron won’t do to line his wallet which makes him a good agent. 
But Myron wasn’t the real reason I went down to the Quai. I dreaded it but I had to find out what had happened to Live from New York after my abrupt, as they say in the business, departure. 
Lauren’s emails indicated that the tabloid items on me had, predictably, died down within the week. She did get a call from a writer at New York magazine who said he was doing a profile of me and my downfall. She said the writer knew I’d gone to France but seemed to be floundering when it came to digging deeper. Lauren wouldn’t talk, Sean refused the guy’s calls, she said. She thought the writer had reached my mother, God forbid, but wasn’t sure if she’d talked to him or not. 
Derek was alone at the Quai when I arrived and he quickly fixed an espresso for me, cheerful as ever. 
“How’s the French coming” he said. “Are you totally fluent yet? And if not, what’s wrong with you?” 
I smiled, gulped down the espresso and powered up the computer. Wished I had a flask of straight vodka. 
The search words “Live from New York” “Tulsa Kelly” “replacement” yielded instant results. 
Her name was Camille Sanford and she came from WCVB in Boston where she’d been the noon anchor. Age 28. A cool beautiful blonde with glossy, shoulder-length hair in her official network photo. Christ, did Henry ever hire a brunette? We all looked like sisters. 
I clicked on the most recent Live from New York from the archived shows on the website. 
The familiar opening music began as the shots panning along the 
New York skyline taken from a helicopter filled the screen. Then I heard what I just knew was coming. 
“Live from New York, it’s Geoffrey Palmer with Camille Sanford!” 
Hear that with? Do you know how different that is from and? 
We’d been Live from New York it’s Tulsa Kelly AND Geoffrey Palmer. 
Of course it was a no-brainer that Geoff’s name would now get first billing. But with Camille Sanford? Wow, he was good. 
I watched the show begin. The anchor desk was gone. Geoff and sidekick Camille sat in high, barstool-type chairs as they read the headlines. She looked a little like his daughter. 
Camille, who was slim but built, wore a light blue sleeveless sheath that ended somewhere in the middle of her thighs. The sleeveless thing had been the bane of my existence when I was doing the show. When I started out in TV we wore classic blazers, maybe a dress with three-quarter long sleeves. Sometimes we even had on jeans because we were behind a desk and nobody could see. 
Then, out of the blue, the trend turned sleeveless. The fucking hours I spent at the Reebok Club, working on my triceps. What a waste. 
I watched the screen. I kept waiting for a close-up on Camille. It never came. It was either a two-shot of them both, Camille all tits, toned arms and thighs sitting in that stiff, vulnerable way I recognized because the dress was so short and tight and any false move might expose your crotch, or up close on Geoff. 
I watched a good ten minutes of the show, waiting for a one-shot 
on Camille’s face when they came out of a commercial break. It never came. Even when she was addressing the camera they stayed in a two- shot, as if viewers would change the channel if they couldn’t see her body. 
I pressed EXIT and logged out. 
Tulsa Kelly, the former morning TV queen and discarded mistress, currently living in exile with an uncertain future, had to get ready for a dinner date. 
CHAPTER THIRTY NINE 
A cannon detonates high above Vieux Nice, on top of the hill called the Chateau, every day at precisely noon. The shot can be heard throughout the city but it’s especially a shock in the old town. People, never mind the dogs and cats, who have lived there for years are still startled by the noise. 
The cannon’s been going off for two centuries without fail. It was originally designed to make sure no one forgot lunch. Lunch, then as now, is the most important meal of the day for the French. 
Evening in Vieux Nice arrives on a more graceful note. The bells ring at precisely 7 p.m. at the Cathedral Saint-Reparate on the Place Rossetti, the stately Baroque church where a painting of Nice as it looked in the 18th century hangs above the altar. 
Dinner at Michel’s was not until 8 o’clock but I got off the bus just opposite Vieux Nice and walked down the ancient steps into the heart of the old town just in time to hear the last few peals in the distance. 
Even though I strolled the Cours Saleya, the old town’s main drag, on my frequent walks into Nice, I never penetrated further into the buzzy labyrinth of narrow streets, cafes, restaurants, boulangeries, butcher shops 
and barking shopkeepers. 
The day Karla and I followed Michel back home seemed months ago and I had no idea how to find it again in this ancient maze. I just knew was terrified of being late. 
After following tiny streets that seemed to turn in on themselves and circle back around, I looked up and saw a dollhouse-sized church that bore the words, L’eglise du Gesu. 
The church at the far end of Jesus Street. 
I looked at my watch. It was only 7:25. The church was open so I went inside and sat in one of the empty burled wood pews near the altar. One old man was sitting silently in a back pew and a middle-aged woman was lighting a candle underneath St. Jude. 
The Christ figure painted on the cross looked a bit like Michael Bolton. I shut my eyes and wished for the kind of faith that allowed me to believe in miracles, to pray. Instead I saw Karla’s face, pale and bruised under the sea, her eyes open and unseeing as she plunged toward untold depths. 
I wanted to speak to her family in Teuchern and planned to ask Alain if the school had any contact information for her parents. I wonder how they were coping with the news and what, if anything, they thought of her relationship with Jean-Pierre. 
I wanted to tell them how I met their daughter within hours of landing in France. How I never realized until now how I’d never felt alone here because of her. From day one. Now the loneliness felt as if it might swallow me whole the way the sea took Karla. 
I knelt before the altar and made the sign of the cross anyway. For the hell of it. For Karla. For me. As 8 o’clock approached I wondered how I could even eat any dinner. My nerves were such that I had no appetite at all. 
CHAPTER FORTY 
In the 1600’s, when the Pilgrims and Puritans were making their way to Virginia and Massachusetts and establishing the first white settlements in the New World, the residents of Nice still lived in a medieval town within a fortified castle on the hill overlooking the Port and what is now the old town. 
People had clustered there since the Celtic Ligurians arrived in the 3rd century and named the place Nikaia after the Greek goddess of victory. 
In 1706, it all changed. Louis XV ordered the destruction of the castle and ramparts during the Spanish Succession and the people reluctantly came down from the hill and settled into what became Vieux Nice. 
One of the dozens of tightly-packed apartment buildings that sprang up in the 1700s, most with open-air stairways positioned in a way to maximize ventilation, was located at 8 rue du Jesus, at the corner of Rue Benoit Benico. 
I was standing there at this very minute, in front of dark-green double doors, peering at six doorbell buzzers, none of which had names attached to them. It was 8 o’clock but I was going to be late if I didn’t figure out which buzzer belonged to Michel. A tiny garbage truck meandered by and I had to press myself against the doors so it didn’t hit me. 
A sharp yowl came from above. The enormous cat I’d seen before – the little lion – perched on the windowsill of the second-floor apartment. 
An arm reached out to pat the cat – and a head followed. 
It was Michel.
The door buzzed and I pushed it open into near darkness. An 
overhead light flashed on, revealing a wall of chipped, metallic mailboxes and an almost Roman-style foyer. 
“Bonsoir,” Michel called down the stairwell.
I walked to the right and up a flight of stairs divided by a landing. 
When I got to the open door on the first floor, Michel wasn’t there. Instead, the big cat blocked the doorway. Mufffled kitchen noises came from somewhere deep within the apartment. 
I approached the door and could glimpse a living room with a ballroom-size ceiling lined with books. 
But first I had to get by this huge cat. I don’t know why I thought it was a he because he was so beautiful. Like a show cat. I could picture him on the Serengeti. 
His fur coat was long, silky and glossy. His eyes were a clear amber and looked very intelligent. He just didn’t seem at all friendly. Perfect. As if I needed a freaky feline to deal with when I was going to my French teacher’s house for dinner. 
I smiled and made stupid kissy-kitty noises while advancing toward the transom. The cat stiffened and stretched his body across every inch of the doorway. I gingerly lifted my leg to step over him – and he meowed as if he’d just been shot. I shrank back in fear. 
Just then, Michel appeared. 
“I see you’ve met Voltaire,” he said, reaching down to pet the beast. “Don’t be afraid.” 
He was wearing a black shirt and black khaki pants and the 
familiar scuffed shoes. He had new glasses though – after wearing the ones with tape on them throughout the month, he had a new pair that looked very much like the old ones. Black-rimmed, of course. He smiled at me. It had the effect of making me feel very shy. 
The cat still had not moved, by the way, and his gaze was still fixed on me. 
“There are two masters of this house,” Michel said in stentorian tones, “and we respect each other.” 
He opened his hand and gave some treats to Voltaire. 
“Sometimes, though,” he said, picking up the cat, “he gets so stubborn that I have to intervene. Please come in and make yourself at home. I’ve still got a few things to finish up in the kitchen.” 
I felt like a spy who’d managed, after months of undercover work, to infiltrate the target’s headquarters. 
The living room was even bigger than I thought and the ceiling was so high I could barely make out what seemed to be carefully restored original mouldings and intricate decorative patterns. Transparent, peach- colored draperies hung off almost floor to ceiling windows. The windows were in good condition but you could tell they were pretty old from the small, panes of glass framed by the same color green as the downstairs door. 
Three of the four off-white walls were lined with books from the ceiling to the floor. A fourth wall contained a massive shelf filled with CDs and old vinyl records. Plants filled three of the corners. 
A dining room table was lined against a wall and set for dinner, with plates, rose-colored napkins, cutlery and two sets of glasses. 
Lavender-colored candles had not yet been lit. 
A forest-green sofa, some of which was cluttered with newspapers and books faced a coffee table with even more books. A shabby edition of Rimbaud’s poems perched at the edge of the table on top of an issue of Nouvel Obs. 
A matching forest-green chair buried underneath school papers and more books was right next to the sofa, underneath a watercolor of a butterscotch-colored cat that had to be Voltaire, with a dark-haired woman in the background. 
Besides the dining room table, the only truly open space in the room was the big cream-colored armchair and matching hassock, next to the stereo system and a small end table. There was no television but the audio system looked expensive and complicated. 
Voltaire sat coiled in the windowsill, watching me as I put my purse down on the dining room table. 
Still standing, I began examining some of the books, Rouge et le Noir by Stendhal, Emile Zola’s La Faute de l’Abbe Mouret, Flaubert’s Madame Bovary, Balzac’s Une Passion dans le Desert, Dumas’ Les Trois Mousquetaires. But the titles and authors started to merge in front of my eyes and I felt my shoulders drooping. The cream-colored chair seemed more inviting. 
I turned to walk over and sit down when I heard a whoosh and a meow. In a flash, Voltaire had swooped down onto the chair. My heart leapt to my throat. I was scared to death of this goddamned bossy cat. 
I backed right off and lowered myself onto the sofa. Voltaire kept watching me. He took up the entire chair, stretching one paw diagonally across as if to emphasize his point. My heart was still beating loudly in my 
chest and I was frightened to budge in case he attacked. 
“Don’t worry about let Voltaire,” Michel called out from the kitchen, as if reading my mind. “He’s a little territorial.” I heard him rip open a bag and Voltaire bolted from the chair, roaring into the kitchen and meowing frantically for what I assumed was his dinner. 
I decided to be brave and try for the big chair. I lay back and put my feet up on the hassock. I craned my neck to see if Voltaire was quietly prowling in my direction, ready to spring, but didn’t see him. Michel came out with two glasses of wine and sat down on the sofa opposite me. He took off his glasses, ran his fingers through his hair and looked as if he wanted to say something. 
“Qu’est ce qui y a?” I said, meaning What is it? “I’m not supposed to be doing this,” he said. “Doing what?” I said. 
“Seeing students outside of school,” he said. Something clicked in my head.
“Do a lot of students hit on you?” I asked. 
He looked uncomfortable again. 
“Is that why you wear a wedding band? To keep them away?” Michel looked down at his ring finger ruefully. 
“It serves many purposes,” he said. 
I nodded, even though I didn’t know what he meant. 
“I won’t say a word,” I said. “Anyway, the only person I’d tell would be Karla and she’s gone.” 
Michel nodded sympathetically and touched my arm. It was still hard to get used to him being so nice. 
“I am very sorry about that,” he said. “In all my years at the Ecole, there’s never been a tragedy like that.” 
He took a last sip of wine and stood up. 
“I’m running a little behind,” said Michel. “It might be another 20 minutes or so. Are you OK out here by yourself?” 
“Sure,” I said as Michel flicked on the stereo system and walked back down the hall. “Benjamin Biolay,” he called out from the hallway. “Wonderful young French singer.” 
I considered getting up and bringing one of the books back to read. But it was just so comfortable in this chair, so safe. I took another sip of wine and leaned back. I looked up at the shelves of books. Michel called them “mes livres, mes enfants” in class and wondered if he’d read them all. 
That’s the last thing I remember. CHAPTER FORTY ONE 
When I woke up, it was in almost total darkness except for the soft half-light from the streetlamps. For a second I thought I was back in my room in Villefranche-sur-Mer. 
I was lying on my side on the chair with my feet on the hassock. Someone had placed a big soft, beige cashmere blanket over me. Voltaire lay curled on the couch but he definitely wasn’t asleep. His eyes glowed straight at me, piercing through the gloom. 
Goddamn it, this couldn’t be happening. It was a nightmare. I had slept through dinner? It wasn’t possible. 
I looked over at the dining room table. One side contained a placemat with crumbs, a used crumpled napkin, wine glass with some red wine still in it and a half-full water glass. Michel had eaten dinner while I was asleep! 
I got up off the chair slowly, keeping my eyes on Voltaire and hoping he wouldn’t growl. A full meal waited on the other side of the table. Filet mignon, small roasted red potatoes and asparagus filled the plate. A glass of red wine, a carafe of mineral water and a full basket of cut-up baguettes lay untouched. 
My watch said it was 2:45 a.m. Fucking unbelievable. I realized I was starving and didn’t know what else to do so I sat down at the table. I cut a morsel of the steak, which melted like butter in my mouth. I tasted sea salt and olive oil in the potatoes and the fresh French butter in the asparagus. 
Voltaire paced around the table as I ate and I listened for any noises coming from the darkened hallway. Michel must have just gone to bed, I thought. Why hadn’t he just woken me up? 
After wiping my mouth, I carefully got up from the table. The hallway seemed especially dark and forbidding. I headed for it hoping to find the bathroom. I looked back, almost wishing for Voltaire’s company, 
no matter how inhospitable he was. 
No chance of that. Voltaire kept watching me from the windowsill. 
I was dimly aware of photographs lining one side of a long hallway as I made my way down into the deepening darkness. I saw the outlines of what was either the kitchen or a bedroom straight ahead and an open door on the right which was a large empty bedroom. 
Without warning, I felt a furry object around my right foot, lost my balance and pitched forward. A keening feline cry that sounded like the warning bell at a nuclear power plant reverberated through the apartment and I came crashing down on the floor. 
Voltaire scampered away. As I tried to hoist myself up, Michel appeared in the hallway. I could hardly make him out but he seemed to be wearing some kind of sweatpants and no shirt. 
I sat up with my back next to the wall, unwilling to go further, feeling ridiculous. 
“Ca va?” he asked.
“I’m fine,” I said.
“C’est bon,” Michel said. 
“Why didn’t you wake me up?” I asked. 
Michel stood awkwardly above me, as he was the one who was having a hard time coming up with words in French, not me. 
I was surprised when he sat down next to me. But I forgot my own embarrassment when I smelled his scent again. 
“I tried,” he said. “But you were out cold. I figured you were really tired and needed the sleep. Do you always fall asleep so easily?” 
“No,” I said. “Not exactly.” 
Silence. 
“It’s just that chair,” I said. “It’s very comfortable.” “Je comprends,” said Michel. “C’est la chaise magique.” 
Voltaire padded by, not looking right or left. He disappeared into the living room and I heard a slight thump when he jumped, or so I assumed, onto the windowsill. 
I don’t know where it came from, but Michel’s arm was suddenly around me, drawing me onto his shoulder and right into that smell. I noticed, though, that both his hands were trembling. 
I reached out to hold and steady his left hand as he smoothed the hair at the nape of my neck. 
After what seemed like a long time, I put my head on his shoulder 
I felt him tilt my face up. I kept my eyes closed.
He was kissing my lips, gently, but as if he wasn’t going to stop. So I opened them slightly. 
It was so relaxing, like having hot whiskey poured into all of my veins and down through my bloodstream, that I could have drifted off to sleep again, except it was so arousing. 
A claw appeared at my right elbow. I froze and turned to my right. Voltaire placed his paw on my upper arm. 
I heard Michel sigh. He reached over and removed the paw. Voltaire didn’t move. 
“Il peut etre un peu tenu,” Michel said. “He can be a little stubborn.” He checked his watch.
“It’s 4 a.m.,” he said softly. “Did you get enough sleep?” 
It was lighter outside and for the first time, I could make out the lines of the hallway and where I was. 
I shrugged non.
I was half-sprawled against Michel, his arm was still around me 
and my head was still back.
“It’s up to you,” Michel said. “You can come back to bed with me, 
or we can stay up. I can make some breakfast if you want.” 
As long as I live, I will never be able to explain why I felt paralyzed with fear at the idea of going back to bed with Michel. I couldn’t think of what to say and I couldn’t move. 
Michel extended his arm and helped me get up.
“Come on,” he said. “Don’t worry. We’ll just go back to sleep.” 
CHAPTER FORTY TWO 
The second floor apartments of most buildings constructed in France in the 18th century were usually reserved for nobility or the merchant classes, people who had money. The ground floor was most often a store or some type of work area for a tradesman, like a blacksmith. 
The third and fourth floors were more basic apartments, for what we would call the middle class. The upper apartments were the smallest, often divided into very small rooms with ceilings so low you could bump your head in some of them. They were for the servants. 
Michel’s bedroom dominated the back of his second-floor apartment. It was just a little smaller than the living room, with the same soaring ceilings and sense of vast space. Two big windows took up the far wall facing the street. It was much neater and less cluttered than the living room. 
Slightly muffled noise from the street, dogs barking, children yelling, motorbikes revving up around corners, filtered in. 
The bed was queen-sized and took up most of the back corner of the bedroom. He must like pillows because there were six of them, all tossed up against the headboard. 
The only other piece of furniture in the room was a big antique desk with a few books, some piles of paper and a printer. A built-in bookshelf with more books ran across the same wall, facing the street. 
When I opened my eyes that morning, still in my clothes from the day before, the draperies were closed and the room was still somber. Michel wasn’t there. The clock on his nightstand read 9:30 a.m. I was amazed that I had slept so long, especially in a strange place, especially in Michel’s bed! 
I was still groggy but noticed what I hadn’t seen in the dark last night, a glass French door leading out the back of the bedroom onto a large terrace, most of which had been made into a small garden. Those must be the vegetables Antoine said Michel preferred to people. 
I also saw, for the first time, a large, framed photographic portrait of two wolves howling up at the moon on the wall directly across from the bed. 
I heard what sounded like the front door open and Voltaire meowing to Michel as he came in. The smell of hot coffee permeated the apartment within five minutes. I knew I should get up but I felt more embarrassed doing that than simply staying in bed. 
Michel appeared at the doorway of the bedroom, bearing a cup of coffee and a plate with two croissants and a pain au chocolat, my favorite. 
“Merci,” I said, sitting up in bed. I vaguely wished I’d had time to run a comb through my hair or wash my face but the circumstances were so bizarre it almost didn’t seem to matter. I remembered, for no particular reason, my first night with Geoff Palmer. I kept my makeup on at night and sneaked into the bathroom in the morning to re-apply it so he never saw me without it. 
“Tu as bien dormi?”Michel asked. 
“Yes,” I said, biting into the pain au chocolat and taking a sip of the coffee. I sounded so formal for someone who had just wound up in bed with her French teacher. “Yes I slept very well.” 
Which is all we did, by the way. After Michel brought me back to his bed, I curled up next to him and he put his arm around me. I don’t remember anything else. Sexy, right? 
Michel sat at the end of the bed and we drank our coffee in silence. 
“Michel,” I said. “Is that your wife in the painting in the living room with Voltaire?” 
“Ah, she’s just woken up and the questions start,” he said wearily. He said nothing for a minute or two and just stared out at his 
garden.
“Yes that is my wife,” Michel said finally. 
“Where is she?” I said. “Are you still married? Are you just separated?” 
“My wife is dead, as I told you,” Michel said. 
I sat up in bed. 
“Yes you did tell me,” I said, “and you also mentioned that you killed her. I was hoping you were joking.” 
Voltaire slipped into the room and jumped on Michel’s lap. He began stroking his thick fur and Voltaire rolled over so Michel would rub his stomach as he purred. 
“Because of me,” he said, “she is dead.” I said nothing, kept drinking my coffee. 
Michel sighed.
“It was eleven years ago,” he said. “She was an artist.”
“She did that self-portrait of her and Voltaire just a month or so 
before she died. Voltaire was just a kitten, just a few months old.” 
Michel lit a cigarette. Had we been in New York this would have been outrageous and I would have worried about the stink in my apartment, the smell in my clothes and hair. Here I liked the tang of tobacco as it gently permeated the room. 
“I loved my wife very much and I thought she loved me,” he said. “We met when we were pretty young. She was devoted to her work, so 
much that she didn’t want children. Adopting Voltaire was a big commitment for her.” 
Michel stood up and walked over to the glass door leading to the garden. “I did something very bad,” he said. “I don’t know why I am even telling you.” 
What he said scared me but I kept a poker face, the way I did early in my career when I covered the cops and criminals beat and I had to persuade people to talk to me, no matter how horrified I was at what they had done and what they would tell me. 
“We’ve all done bad things, Michel,” I said. “I have, most people have.” 
Michel shook his head and turned back to me. He puffed more on his cigarette. 
“I found out my wife was cheating on me,” he said. “With a friend of both of ours, a guy I’d known since university. I confronted her and she told me they had fallen in love but she wasn’t sure she wanted to end our marriage to be with him or not.” 
Michel gave a small, bitter laugh. 
“In other words,” he said. “She was fine with sleeping with both of us.” 
“Sounds awful,” I said. 
“But I tricked her,” he said. “I played it cool. I didn’t want her to know how upset I was. I wanted time to think. I was in shock and didn’t know if I wanted to try to keep her or to get revenge.” 

At the same time this was all happening, he said, the owner of a big and important gallery in Tokyo who loved her work decided to have an important exhibition of her paintings. 
“He wanted to have a big party in her honor to open the exhibition,” Michel said. “It would have been a huge boost to Marie- Christine’s career.” 
Marie-Christine. The dark-haired woman in the painting, the woman Michel had loved, had a name. A gust of cold air hit my gut. 
“But there was a problem,” Michel said. “She hated to fly. We both did. But it was even worse for her. She was terrified. Her father had been killed in a plane crash.” 
Michel lit another cigarette. 
“I persuaded her to go,” he said. “I wanted to get her away from here and the affair. Maybe I thought she would come to her senses when she was far away. I couldn’t go with her because of my teaching schedule at the Ecole.” 
Michel drove her to Nice International Airport where she was to catch a flight to Paris and then Tokyo. 
“She asked me to stay with her suitcase while she went to the bathroom,” Michel said, coming back to sit at the end of the bed and stare at the garden. 
“I went to the news kiosk to buy a paper and I heard her on the phone on the other side of the wall,” Michel said. “She hadn’t gone to the bathroom. She was calling her boyfriend to say goodbye to him.” 
Michel took a breath. I began thinking he was telling me too much, that maybe I shouldn’t hear any more. 
“She was speaking to him in a way she never spoke to me, not even in our earliest days,” he said. “I felt so jealous, so angry, like such a fool.” 
Michel did not let his wife know he had heard her conversation and accompanied her to the gate. 
“I have never felt that kind of rage in my life,” he said. “It was as if I was no longer in control of myself.” 
He paused. 
“What happened, Michel?” I asked. 
“I turned to her at the gate and told her that I hoped her plane would crash so I’d never have to see her again,” he said. “I called her some terrible names, truly terrible names.” 
His wife, he said, was in shock and simply turned away from Michel, walked through security and got on the plane. 
“I know she was in shock,” Michel said. “Because normally she would never have gotten on the plane if she heard anything like that.” 
He stubbed out his cigarette as if that was the end of the story, the end of conversation for the morning. He looked at me. 
“I’m confused,” I said. “What happened after that?” 
There was something about the look on his face. 
“Oh no, her plane didn’t crash did it?” I said.
“Yes,” he said. “It overshot the runway in Tokyo and the pilot tried 
to take off again but he crashed into the side of a mountain instead. There were no survivors.” 
Michel got up from the bed and walked out the door in the direction of the living room. 
I pulled myself out of bed, straightened my clothes as much as I could and headed to the bathroom. I splashed water on my face and took some of Michel’s toothpaste and rubbed it on my teeth and tongue. 
Michel was sitting at the dining room table, absent-mindedly moving some of the dishes and glasses around from last night. 
“Michel,” I said. It was always so difficult to express complicated or nuanced thoughts in French. I wished there was some microchip in Michel’s brain that would allow him to speak and understand English. 
“The plane crash wasn’t your fault,” I said. “It was just a random tragedy. You didn’t cause it to crash. You can’t blame yourself for what you said at the airport. You were upset and angry and you were just being human.” 
Michel shook his head. 
“I don’t want to talk about it anymore,” he said. “I have to go the market to get some food. Do you want to come with me?” 
CHAPTER FORTY THREE 
Tourists can never begin to grasp the arcane rhythms, customs and politics of the sprawling daily market under the green and blue striped tents on the Cours Saleya. To them it’s an intoxicating but bewildering feast for the senses, a grand cacophony of barking vendors and stalls bursting with every fruit, flower and vegetable under the sun, dozens of types of cheese, fresh fish packed in ice, Corsican sausages, eggs just plucked from hens on local farms, and about 20 different types of olives. 
They can’t see past the heirloom tomatoes, fat bunches of broccoli and radishes, green and white asparagus, oversized cauliflower, boxes of bursting strawberries, juicy blueberries and raspberries, huge oranges and apples and figure out which stalls have the freshest food, the best bargains, the most sympatico sellers. 
Michel can. He steered me expertly through the market, picking up salmon, a half-dozen eggs, two bunches of asparagus, sausages, green beans, lettuce, new potatoes and two fresh baguettes, in what seemed like under half an hour. 
“If you lived here, you’d know where to go too,” he said as we emerged from the market and he pulled me over to a table at Les Ponchettes. 
Michel ordered citron presses for both of us and put his bags of food on the extra chair. He looked at his watch. 
“It’s not quite 10:30,” he said. “We still have time.” “Time for what?” I said. 
“That conversation we had this morning took a lot out of me,” 
Michel said. “There’s only one cure.” “Et alors?” I said. 
“ Let’s go see the wolves.” 
CHAPTER FORTY FOUR 
The sun was not quite directly overhead but close when Michel pulled onto Peage 8, the same freeway Gilles took when he and I rode down to St. Tropez in the middle of the night. It seemed impossible that it was just two weeks ago. 
Now I was hanging on to Michel and we were going in the opposite direction, toward the Italian border, to Mercantour National Park. We rode past Monaco but got off before we reached Italy, taking the exit for a place called Sospel. 
We were less than 45 minutes from Nice but could have been halfway across the world as we rode through a series of valleys, lakes and streams surrounded by mountains and the roads got narrower and the villages we passed got smaller. The temperature dropped about 10 degrees and the fresh Alpine air reminded me of Steamboat Springs. 
“C’est la Vallée des Merveilles,” Michel yelled back at me over the roar of the engines. Valley of the Miracles. What a great name. The scenery was so stunning and some of the prehistoric markings we saw on the rocks high above made me feel I was on the set of some old 1960s show like “Lost in Space.” 
“Danger, Will Robinson!” I wanted to yell and felt a weird pang out of nowhere for Geoff. He’d get it but there was no way Michel ever 
would. 
Michel slowed down when we came to the exquisite little valley town of Saint Martin de Vesubie, all little Baroque churches and cobblestoned streets. Michel stopped to get gas and I read a plaque in the center square that said the town was a key point on the ancient Salt Route connecting Rome with the farthest reaches of Spain. 
“We’re almost there,” Michel said as we got back on the bike and we began riding up into the mountains. 
About ten minutes later, we came to a tiny alpine village called Le Boreon and I saw a sign saying Vallee des Loups. We turned down a hilly gravel road until we got to a low-slung series of stucco buildings with an big blown-up image of two yellow-eyed wolves. 
We walked into the main entrance, which was covered with photographs of the wolves in the park. They’d come over the Alps from Italy and were being kept in this massive park within a park as a way of protecting them. 
“French people don’t like wolves,” explained a man named Louis who’d come out of a little office when he heard Michel’s voice. “They’re very superstitious about them. Farmers especially hate them because they sometimes kill their livestock. European wolves are an endangered species. We’re trying to save them.” 
I wanted to ask either Louis or Michel about the Bete de Gevaudan but Louis told Michel he had perfect timing since it was the wolf-feeding hour. 
“C’est super!” Michel said and looked over at me. “Are you ready?” 
Louis laughed at my expression. 
“Don’t worry, you’ll be safe,” he said. “Michel is the only person crazy enough to want to get in there and feed them.” 
We walked out the other side of the building, into what looked like a vast enclosure of alpine meadow, pasture, rocks and woods. The fence surrounding the land stretched off into into the mountains and the horizon. A few small structures called “hides” situated around the perimeter allowed people to observe the wolves without being seen. 
Off to the right was a small fenced-off area within the massive enclosure. About 300 yards away I saw a similar gated area. A sign said there were guided tours of the wolf park every two hours on the weekends. 
“Where are the wolves?” I asked Louis and Michel, who were walking ahead of me, chattering rapidly in French. I realized how much slower Michel speaks French to me and felt embarrassed. Here I was thinking I was close to fluent and could understand everything Michel said when in fact, he talks to me as if he was... my teacher. 
Louis ducked into another building and Michel turned back to me as if he had forgotten I was there. 
“They’re out there,” Michel said, gesturing to the vast empty space. 
Louis came back out holding two pails of something and handed Michel one. 
“Red meat!” Louis called out to me. 
The three of us, me tagging after them, began walking to the enclosed area that was farthest away. As we drew closer, I noticed some movement out of the corner of my eye but when I looked, I saw nothing. 
There is was again. Something in my peripheral vision. 
Then I saw them. Two, then four of them, loping toward the small enclosure, all gray fur, large heads and big lean torsos. Three more appeared, still way in the background. 
I know they’re from the canine family but you’d never mistake them for dogs. Everything about them radiated power, control, predator. I could even see the piercing yellow eyes of two of them. 
Wow, I thought. If Grandpa were only here. I’m finally getting to see the wolves. Miles from Montana, in the inner recesses of southeastern France. 
We were within thirty feet of the small enclosure when Louis and Michel stopped and Louis waited for me to catch up. Michel was just staring at the wolves. 
“C’est impressionante, oui?” said Louis proudly. 
I nodded. 
Louis pointed to a hide about 60 feet away. 
“You go inside the hide,” Louis said. “Michel and I are going inside the feeding area. Just be as quiet and still as you can.” 
Louis must have seen the rather stricken look on my face. 
“I’m glad you take the wolves seriously,” he said. “So many people who come to the park think they are playthings, big dogs or something. I assure you they are not.” 
“Isn’t it dangerous to go inside there with them?” I said, aware that I didn’t want anything to happen to Michel. “Can’t you just throw the meat over the fence at them?” 
Louis shook his head. 
“It’s the way the park is set up,” he said. “We have them here to protect them and breed them so they won’t become extinct. But they can’t hunt for prey the way they would in the wild. We have to feed them.” 
I must have looked doubtful. 
“Don’t worry,” he said. “I’ve been working with wolves for more than twenty five years. I understand their mentality. So does Michel. He has an extraordinary rapport with them.” 
Louis turned as if to go to the feeding area and then looked back at me. 
“Pay close attention,” he said. “You’ll probably see a beta come first. He’s the number two, protecting the alpha couple. The wolves have a very strict hierarchy within the pack. Even in a park like this. Also notice we won’t touch them. If you pat a wolf anywhere on the body, even casually, they interpret that as an attempt at domination and can react aggressively.” 
He paused for a minute and then smiled at me. 
“I’m afraid I’ve scared you more,” he said. “Don’t worry. And for fun look for the omega wolves. They’re at the bottom of the totem pole, the court jesters, the clowns. But they serve a very serious purpose. They deflect tension in the pack.” 
From my position in the hide, I saw Louis stand outside the little enclosure as six wolves slowly made their way inside. Michel remained behind him. Then Louis opened the little gate into the enclosure. He carried one pail, Michel the other. 
One wolf, the biggest of course, came up to Louis first as Louis fed him what appeared to be a big hunk of red meat. Then Michel stepped inside and closed the gate. I held my breath. 
I saw a flash of his hand as a wolf came up and seemed to eat the meat off his palm but it was too far away to be sure. Louis and Michel stayed by the little gate, I noticed, but soon all six wolves had them surrounded. They somehow looked small and vulnerable in relation to the wolves. 
The feeding continued for 15 minutes. Three of the wolves left and two more came seemingly out of nowhere as if to replace them. I wondered how Louis and Michel would make their exit. What they did was leave the pails inside the enclosure and slowly walk backwards through the gate. 
Louis signaled me to come out of the hide and began walking toward me. Michel, however, stayed next to the enclosure, looking at the wolves. 
Louis took my hand.
“Let me get you a cup of coffee,” he said. “If I know Michel, he’ll 
stay there for a long time.” 
We didn’t leave the wolf park until 3:30 and most of that time I spent by myself, watching a film the park offered to visitors and walking around outside. I carefully stayed away from where Michel stood. The wolves seemed done with eating but several of them stayed in the small enclosure anyway. I wasn’t sure if it was because Michel was there or not. 
Louis brought me a ham and cheese on a baguette and a Diet Coke (they call it Coca Light here) and a small lemon tart that tasted as if it had been baked that morning. I have no idea where he got it from but that’s the French for you. They’ll always have a fresh, homemade lemon tart at the ready even if you’re in a wolf park in the middle of the mountains. 
I was sitting in Louis’ small office finishing up my lunch when Michel came in. He reached out to touch my shoulder but he didn’t smile. 
“Allez,” he said. “Let’s go.” 
We both said goodbye to Louis and thanked him and Michel cast one last look in the direction of the wolves before we walked out to the front. 
Michel didn’t say anything when he pulled our helmets out and gave me mine without a word. My heart sank and I felt very alone. I felt the Michel of my first days at the Ecole was back, that he was angry with me for something. 
I wanted to say something, to ask him what was wrong, but I didn’t. Michel was already seated on the motorcycle as I fumbled with the strap of my helmet and bizarrely, I felt tears come to my eyes. I was glad I was wearing sunglasses, so Michel couldn’t see. 
He got off the bike anyway and came over to me after taking off his helmet. I thought he was going to criticize me. 
Instead, he slipped my helmet off and, holding it with his right hand, put his arms around me. 
“Thank you for coming here with me,” he whispered. “No one has ever come with me to see the wolves before. “ 
The relief made me melt but quickly led to something else. As Michel embraced me, on the gravel road with the wolves just beyond us in the big park, I started to struggle to breathe and fought against panic. 
Out of nowhere, I heard the long-forgotten voice of my aunt Judy, my mother’s older sister and my favorite aunt. 
Judy was the only one in my mother’s family who liked my father. But she had no illusions about what it was like to be his daughter. 
“You were a heartbroken baby,” she told me once when I was in college. “Always looking for your daddy and he was hardly ever there. I worry you’ll keep looking for him your whole life because it’s the all you know how to do. You might not be able to handle anything else.” 
CHAPTER FORTY FIVE 
It was well after 5 pm when we exited the motorway and down the streets of Nice to the Promenade des Anglais. I needed the long ride to clear my head. Michel pulled up in front of a sign reading BLUE BEACH. 
“I didn’t eat,” he said, as we both got off the bike. “This is a beautiful restaurant. The food is as good as the view.” 
We walked down a flight of stone stairs to the Restaurant Blue Beach, directly on the sea. A waiter ushered us to a table underneath a blue and white striped umbrella. 
I told him I wasn’t really hungry but Michel ordered us both goat cheese salads and some white wine. We sipped our wine as the waves lapped up on shore and a mild breeze ruffled the umbrellas. 
“I’m sure I can see Africa,” I said, squinting at the horizon. 
“Ah toujours mon optimiste americaine,” he said. “It’s dark but she’s sure she can see another continent 500 miles across the sea.” 
“Five hundred miles,” I said. “So when you lived in Algeria, it would have taken all day by boat to get here.” 
Michel smiled and dug into his salade de chevre.
“When I was mad at my parents, I used to threaten to get in my 
little sailboat and sail to France,” he said. “Then one day they told us we were all going there. And probably never going home.” 
“But home is here now, right?” I said. “You don’t think of Algeria as home any more, do you?” 
Michel turned around to gaze into the dark Med himself – as if willing himself to see Algeria. 
“Yes,” he said a little sadly. “I guess home is here. But it’s more beautiful there.” 
Michel pulled my white plastic chair closer to his. He reached over and kissed me. 
When he finally paused after kissing me for what seemed at least half an hour, I opened my eyes. 
Something caught Michel’s eye behind us and he looked up at the Prom. 
“Is that guy watching us?” he said. 
I swiveled around but the sun was in my eyes and I saw only the sliver of a silhouette moving away. 
“Never mind, he’s gone,” said Michel. “Must be my imagination.” 
I nodded. The white wine was relaxing me. I gazed at Michel and no longer felt I needed to hyperventilate. 
“You are a good kisser,” I said. 
Michel didn’t answer. 
“I guess you get lots of practice with students at the Ecole like myself?” 
Michel looked at me sharply. 
“I’ve had no experience with students at the Ecole,” he said. “I don’t kiss.” 
“You don’t kiss?” I said. “But you just kissed me, and you’re so good at it.” 
“I am French,” Michel said. “Of course I kiss well.” 
He paused. 
“What I mean,” he said “is that I have not kissed anyone since my wife. I didn’t think I’d ever kiss anyone again.” 
I didn’t say anything and we sat quietly for awhile. Michel broke the silence. 
“You start your last week of school tomorrow,” he said.
I nodded. The wine buzz was starting to wear off and the sun 
was going down. 
“I guess I should take you back to your apartment,” he said, as he motioned to the waiter for the check. 
Though I’d only been with Michel for less than 24 hours, Villefranche-sur-Mer seemed to belong to another lifetime. The room in the villa on the hill that I had loved so much at first now seemed like a remote prison, far from Nice. 
Michel and I got back on his motorcycle and we headed west down the Promenade des Anglais, around the war monument that he showed me that night after dinner, around the Port and up the Basse Corniche into Villefranche. 
Michel took a left up the steep hill and we eventually came to a stop in front of Chemin Francois Ferry. Michel pulled into the little driveway next to the small flight of stairs that led up to the villa. He turned off the ignition and I hopped off the bike. 
I had the same sick feeling in my stomach as I did as a kid when Dad dropped me back off at Mom’s house after a rare weekend with him. But I pretended to be light-hearted with Michel the same way I did with Dad. 
“I had a really good time,” I began, as Michel stepped closer to me. 
“I guess I’ll see you in class tomorrow,” I continued, as Michel grasped my shoulders and leaned in to kiss me. 
He pulled away, probably conscious of the fact that there were dozens of other Ecole students in the area that might see us. 
We stood opposite each other, standing there almost stupidly. I meant to say goodbye and turn to go up the steps but I didn’t. Michel pushed his sunglasses on top of his head, stared down at the pavement and I noticed his hands trembling again. Not as much as last night but a little. 
Instinctively I took both of his hands in my own. Michel seemed to draw strength from that. He tightened his grip on me until it almost hurt. 
“You could get your things and come back with me,” he said. It almost sounded like an order, but a nice one. 
I nodded. Again I pretended to be light-hearted. “Okay,” I said. “Pourquoi pas?” 
CHAPTER FORTY SIX 
All you need to know about my first real night with Michel was that we went to bed at 8:00 p.m. And Michel shut the bedroom door. For once, Voltaire didn’t have full run of the apartment and he wasn’t happy. He clawed and mewled outside for a while and then gave up and slunk back to the living room. 
Michel had cooked us a couple pieces of salmon and threw together a little salad which we washed down with a good white Sancerre while listening to Alain Souchon. Voltaire watched us from the big chair. We were both sunburnt and wind-chapped from the long ride to and from the wolf park. 
After we’d finished, I began clearing the table to bring the dirty 
dishes back to the kitchen. Michel got up from his chair and took the plates out of my hand. 
“Non,” he said firmly, and blew out the candles. 
“No need for you to do anything,” he said, almost sternly, as he closed the peach-colored draperies and checked the lock on the front door. Michel didn’t close the volets like most people because he said Voltaire liked to sun himself in the windowsill every morning. 
“It’s still pretty early,” I said, laughing. Michel shook his head. 
“It’s later than you think,” he said. “And tomorrow we have to go back to school.” 
School? The Ecole de Francais seemed a million miles away from 8 rue du Jesus. 
Michel took my hand and led me down the hallway. His bedroom was dark except for a soft light that filtered in through the terrace. 
After he shut the door, Michel came over to me and slipped off my shirt and bra. He then reached over to turn on the lamp on his nightstand. 
“Please,” I said. “No.” 
Now I noticed it was me who was trembling, though not in a way that Michel would notice. 
Me, who used to let Geoff Palmer fuck me on the big dining room table in his SoHo apartment in broad daylight. 
“But I want to see you,” Michel said urgently. 
I shook my head. 
“Please understand,” I said. “I can’t explain it but I just want to be with you in the dark tonight.” 
I reached over and began unbuttoning his shirt and kissing him. 
“Hold still,” Michel said. “Let me undress you.” 
He turned me around and pushed me in the direction of the glass doors leading out to the garden. I saw the faint shape of a crescent moon up in the cloudy night sky. 
“Ah, see, I’ve tricked you,” Michel said softly. “There’s a little light here to see you with.” 
His smell and the way he kissed me on the back of my neck and my shoulders made me not even realize how smoothly Michel had unzipped my jeans and pulled them and my underwear down into a puddle on the floor. I stepped out from under them. 
He swung me around, naked, to face him. 
“You’re so beautiful,” he said. “I thought so the first time I ever saw you even though I never planned to let you know.” 
I felt the wolves in the photograph on the wall looking at us in my peripheral vision. 
“Don’t be afraid,” he said. At least I think he was the one who said it. Later I thought it might have been me. 
CHAPTER FORTY SEVEN 
Later, Michel told me we had made love four times that night even though I only remembered three. 
“I was awake the whole night,” Michel said. “But you....” 
“I what?” I murmured as I put my head on Michel’s chest. 
“You slept like a baby in between everything,” he said. “I’ve never seen anyone fall asleep with so little effort.” 
I didn’t even try to tell him that the second floor of 8 rue du Jesus in Nice, France was apparently the only place I could ever really fall asleep. I didn’t want him to know about my insomnia, about my pills. Maybe this was all just a fluke. Maybe the next time I slept with Michel I’d be awake all night, too. 
My pills. I felt a reflexive panic that they weren’t with me. I left my bottle of Ambien in the bathroom cabinet back in Villefranche. I hadn’t thought of them until now. 
If only we could have stayed there all day, if it were Sunday again, and we could hold each other in Michel’s bed and look out at the terrace garden all day. I wished we never had to open his bedroom door. 
But we did. Michel went to take a shower and when he came out, wrapped in a towel, he went out to the kitchen to start the coffee and feed Voltaire. I took my own shower and dressed in the bathroom, suddenly self-conscious. 
Michel was wearing his familiar black shirt and black jeans when I came out. He was sorting some papers on his desk when I went over 
and kissed him from behind. 
“I guess it’s like riding a bike,” I murmured.
Michel turned around, puzzled.
“It’s an expression,” I said. “Once you learn how to ride a bike, 
you never forget.”
“Ah,” said Michel. 
“And you must have been a champion bike rider,” I said. “Oui,” he agreed. “I am French, after all.” 
He gathered up his papers, put them in his motorcycle bag and we both went out into the living room to have our coffee. 
“I guess we have to be actor and actress today,” I said. Michel nodded. 
“The school has a very serious policy,” he said. “No relationships with students.” 
“Does everyone follow that rule?” I asked. 
“Well, I always did until now,” said Michel. “But no. There have been relationships between teachers and students but they’ve always been discreet. Now we must be discreet.” 
I couldn’t imagine it. Going back to Salle 6 with the teacher I thought of as my enemy just a mere three weeks ago. Who I was now sleeping with. The very idea of returning to the subjonctif, the language lab, the dining room, the long lunches, Madame Monique, the lectures in the Grand Salon seemed absurd. 
“I wish I could just stay here,” I almost blurted out and caught 
myself in time. One great thing about speaking in a foreign language is that it acts as an automatic censor of impulsive speech. 
But it was true. I loved Michel’s apartment and I loved the flavors, sounds and sensations of Vieux Nice. I even liked the garbage trucks that rolled just under Michel’s windows seemingly every ten minutes, causing Michel to call it “the noisiest place on earth.” 
Vieux Nice reminded me of a smaller, French version of Greenwich Village with the bars, the pizzerias, the gelato joints and especially the epiceries that stayed open until midnight or later. There was even a rough bar, the Blue Whales, that incredibly didn’t close until 4 a.m. 
Villefranche-sur-Mer was stunning, no doubt about it, and my little room on the hillside with the Med in the distance was right out of Architectural Digest. But Villefranche was ultimately too beautiful, too perfect, too sedate for me. Vieux Nice felt real, raw, gritty and busy. My own baby Manhattan. 
Michel got up from the table and picked up our empty espresso cups to bring back to the kitchen. He was all business. 
“It’s best if we go up the back way,” he said. “I can drop you at the top and then you walk down and nobody will see.” 
I nodded and felt a chill at how matter-of-fact he was. And how I was involved with yet another man that I had to hide from everyone. A familiar sense of defeat and hopelessness washed over me as Michel cleaned up in the kitchen. I took a look around the living room, maybe for the last time. 
I tried to memorize the forest green sofa, the high ceilings, the big cream-colored armchair, the miles of books and CDs on the wall shelves, 
the old issues of Le Monde and Nice-Matin in piles by the door and Voltaire’s butterscotch bulk on the windowsill. 
Michel was my French teacher. I was his student. Only a week of school remained and then I had to return to New York. To a high- paying job at CNN if I was lucky. I’d probably never see this place or Michel again after next week. 
I was a fling for Michel. An American curiosity to break his sexual drought and get him back in the saddle. Or perhaps I was just a one-off. Maybe he’d happily return to his life as a hermite after I left. 
I moved slowly around the room, checking to see if I’d left anything behind, making sure everything I brought with me was in my backpack. 
Michel re-appeared with his bike bag slung over his shoulder. “Tu es prete?” he said, as if we were checking out a hotel. 
“Oui,” I said as brightly and normally as I could manage. “I’m ready.” 
CHAPTER FORTY EIGHT 
It turns out that of the two of us, Michel is the far better actor. Oscar material, you might say. 
As soon as the whole class was assembled in Salle 6 Monday morning, Michel slipped effortlessly back into his role as sardonic, sarcastic French professor. He even called me “New York” on two different occasions and frowned visibly once when I stumbled during a lesson on the futur passe. 
I, on the other hand, ducked into the bathroom during our morning pause and tried not to cry. It felt like my first day in Salle 6, when Michel seemed to hate me and I never thought I’d last more than a few days. 
I had bought a cheap, pay-as-you-go French cell phone and I fingered it in the bathroom, wondering if I had the nerve to call Air France about flights leaving tonight or tomorrow. 
I had the perfect excuse: the possibility of another big job in television. Such things, as Myron was fond of growling, “do not grow on trees” and no one would question my decision. Yes, it’s nice to finish things, but I had completed three weeks at the Ecole with flying colors and that would have to be enough. 
Even better, I could leave Michel before he had a chance to reject me. 
Before I could call Air France, though, the bell signifying the end of the pause went off and I scrambled back up the steps to Salle 6. I couldn’t risk being late to class this week. If Michel barked at me for it, I was afraid I might dissolve right into the floor in front of him and the rest of the class. 
I missed Karla so much on Monday. I called her cell phone number just to hear her voice and the number had been disconnected. I felt guilty that I hadn’t tried to reach Monika in Cap D’Ail or asked Alain if he had a contact number for Karla’s parents. 
I just wanted to talk to her and tell her about the situation with Michel. Lauren wouldn’t understand. Nobody in New York would really get it. A teacher at some pussy language school in France? OK, it was a 
lark, now come home. Find a normal American man, I could hear people saying. What’s this guy in France make anyway, $20,000 a year? 
This thing with Michel felt so European. I had no frame of reference for it except the same sense of despair I’ve felt on and off my whole life. 
Michel didn’t sit at my table during lunch and I was careful to steal only occasional glances at him. He never looked at me and he seemed to be the way he always was in school, confident and take-charge. It was as if last night, the whole weekend in fact, hadn’t even happened 
I couldn’t even finish my first course.
We were sequestered that the afternoon in the Grand Salon for a 
lecture on the history of chocolate-making in the south of France and a tasting afterward. I was so quiet and preoccupied that even Hans and Akiko noticed, I could tell. 
The minute the bell went off at 4:45 p.m., I was out the door of the Grand Salon. I walked down to the dining hall for the tea and biscottes just to scope out the place and see if Michel was still around. He wasn’t. I checked my cell phone (I’d given him he number) for a text or a voicemail from him. Nothing. 
I walked out of the dining hall just as the rest of the students swarmed down - and went out the front door. I opened the gate and stepped onto the street. I looked over to where Michel always parked his motorcycle. 
It was gone. So was he. CHAPTER FORTY NINE 
The sun was still pretty high in the sky when I put the key in the 
lock of my room and walked in. It’s always almost pitch dark no matter what time of day I come home because the shutters are rolled down and locked. The first thing I always do is find my way over to the far wall and press the button that opens them. 
Not today. I shut the door behind me and let my backpack drop to the floor. I moved over to the bed, pulled down the duvet and climbed in underneath it. I lay there in the darkness, flat on my back. I heard the voice. 
You’re not going to be able to sleep tonight. 
Of course, I wasn’t going to be able to sleep. Even if I popped an Ambien, I doubt I would. I got more sleep at 8 rue du Jesus in the last two nights than I had in weeks. I’d probably be wide awake for months. 
I knew I should get up. Function. Call Air France. Book a flight. Call Myron. Get a time set up with CNN. Call Lauren. Tell her I’m coming home. Email Sean. See if it’s not too late to settle down with him. Call my ob-gyn in New York. Get an appointment for check my fertility levels. For the baby I was going to have with Sean if it wasn’t too late. 
All I did was turn over and pull the duvet higher, past my neck. I buried my face in the pillows and prayed to black out. Que ta volonte soit faite. Thy will be done. If only I had that faith, I thought. 
I have no idea how long I lay there when I heard a strange noise. Lifting my head from the pillow I looked around the dark room. It seemed to be coming from the floor, sort of a strange buzz. 
My cell phone. Still on vibrate from the school day. Inside my backpack vibrating on the floor. It had stopped by the time I got out of bed and fished it out. I flicked it on and saw a three word text: 
Tu me manques 
Michel. Saying he misses me. 
I brought the phone over to the bed and read the text over and over. Feasted my eyes on it. 
Tu me manques aussi, I finally texted back.
A minute later, my phone rang.
“C’est moi,” Michel said. He sounded almost jovial. 
“I thought we did very well today, didn’t you?” he said. “Nobody would ever suspect a thing.” 
Then he paused. 
“Ca va?” he asked. “Is everything all right? You sound a little strange.” 
“No, I’m fine,” I said. He had no idea how fine. 
I cradled the phone in one ear as I rolled up the shutters and the late afternoon sun poured in. 
“Tulsa?” Michel’s voice sounded deeper, more serious. “Are you in for the night?” 
“I don’t know,” I said. “I guess so. I hadn’t thought about it.” I heard Michel start to say something and hesitate. 
“I don’t know if maybe you are sick of me,” he said. “But it’s very empty in this apartment with just Voltaire and me. I’m making a mushroom risotto with some of my vegetables from the garden. Maybe you would like to join me. I can come fetch you.” 
I played it as cool as I could. “Sure,” I said. “That sounds great.” 
When we got to Vieux Nice, it was quieter in the apartment than usual. I headed for my chair since Voltaire was still sacked out from his late afternoon nap in the closet in Michel’s room. Michel was preparing a set of exams for the new students coming in the next week before making dinner. 
He sent me out to buy a bottle of wine at the Cave Caprioglio just two little streets over on the Rue de la Prefecture. This is where the locals brought their empty wine bottles and the cave staff would fill them from big vats of ed or white hanging high up on the walls. It may not have been the finest vintage, but it was good enough for the average Nicois and an entire bottle refill cost only two euros. 
After buying a bottle of Bordeaux, I decided to wander over to the Promenade and watch the planes coming in to land for a bit. It was just after sunset and I chose a seat in the row of blue chairs welded together just next to the section of beach labeled OPERA. 
The wind that often kicked up about 4:00 had died down and the sea had just a mild chop to it, the waves lapping gently at the pebbles on the beach. 
In two months’ time this peaceful tableau would be transformed 
because of the tourists. 
Big yellow buoys would be placed in the water, stretching out 300 meters for swimmers. An entire restaurant would be constructed on the beach, as it was every June, at the far end of the Prom, Castel Plage. Powerboats dragging couples harnessed to parachutes high in the sky would criss cross the bay. Jet skiers would be racing back and forth out past the buoys while thousands crammed onto the rocky beach, the smartest carrying lounge chairs or padded mats. 
Deeply bronzed foreigners, most likely from North Africa, carrying beer, soda and peanuts in styrofoam containers would loudly advertise their wares as they picked their way past the crowds. Screaming toddlers would splash in the waves as their chic, tanned mothers, toned and topless in string bikinis, watched them casually from the shore. 
But for now the Prom and the beach, even all of Vieux Nice, was just for the locals. The Bay of Angels belonged to us. 
An elderly French woman about seventy-five or eighty, dressed in an elegant skirt, matching jacket, gloves and heels, sat down next to me after I’d been there five or six minutes. She began staring at something and I followed her gaze. 
“C’est l’heure mauve,” she said quietly, gazing out at the lavender clouds rolling across the sky in the direction of Monaco. 
There was something in her low husky voice, and something in the gorgeous sweep of clouds to the east, that made me feel this was a good omen. 
French people normally call this time of day l’heure bleu. But this evening was different, special, splashed with color. L’heure mauve. For the 
first time since Karla’s death, I thought I felt her presence and with it a certain peace. Maybe, even maybe, she was somewhere nearby in spirit. 
I have an old friend from my days at the TV station in Palm Springs, Darrell Allison. Darrell was the veteran when I was arrived, the camera guy who knew where all the bodies were buried in the Coachella Valley. Darrell was in his late thirties when I worked with him and evidently had a wild past as he was by then a staunch member of Alcoholics Anonymous. 
“All you’ve got is today, Tulsa,” he’d say when he heard me worrying about something at work or fretting that I wasn’t moving on fast enough to the San Diego or Los Angeles television market. “Yesterday doesn’t exist and tomorrow isn’t here yet. Just live in the present and don’t make anything up.” 
Darrell’s 12-step aphorisms seemed like the irrelevant rantings of an old man at the time, but his words came tumbling back through time now with a comforting quality. 
I knew my time was running out in France and with Michel. But just as this moment, sitting in the blue chair, I only thought about today, about the dinner Michel was making for us back at 8 Jesus Street, about Voltaire perched on the windowsill, about shutting the bedroom door tonight and lying in bed with Michel and looking out at his garden. 
The old woman was still there when I got up to walk back to Michel’s apartment. 
CHAPTER FIFTY 
Usually it’s the Wednesday of the final week at the Ecole de Francais when students begin the transition back to being who they were 
when they arrived - or some sort of close approximation. 
The spell cast by the teachers and the formidable French language that turned accomplished global citizens into anxious, insecure pre-teens starts to wear off. It helps that everyone, even the debutantes who came not speaking a word of French, have all achieved some level of fluency. 
The new confidence is palpable around the Ecole, in the morning in the Grand Salon when students joke around with Alain, at lunch when they initiate conversation rather than timidly waiting for the teacher and even at late afternoon tea when the once appalling accents now bear at least a slight resemblance to native French speakers. 
Much of the focus has turned to the future, talk is of packing, flights and return to jobs. The real world is just up ahead. 
How I envied Hans, Luis, Akiko, Ulrike, Ingrid, Nigel and all the rest for their certainty about where they were going and how they were getting there. Most everyone had their flights long booked and most were scheduled to report back to work next Monday. 
All except me and Karla, I thought grimly late Wednesday afternoon when I was in the dining room grabbing tea and chocolate cookies. 
As far as Myron knew, I was returning to New York first thing next week with a visit to CNN arranged as soon after that as possible.
I’m assuming Michel thought the same thing. We’d never talked about it. I was too scared to bring it up and at the same time kept postponing the call to Air France to make my reservation. 
It bothered me a lot that he never asked me what day I was going 
home or what I planned to do when I got there. I hadn’t told him anything about the debacle at the network and my tentative future in television news, only that I would probably be looking for a new position. 
After I left school for the day and was walking down Avenue General LeClerc back up to my villa room, I tried to visualize a new job at CNN as both a triumph and vindication for me. 
Just weeks after I’d become national news myself for one of the most spectacular on-air acts of self sabotage in history, I could be back on TV in an anchor position. Wearing great clothes, the best makeup, and glossy hair blow-dried to perfection. And a fat paycheck again. 
Shit happens, it’s as if I’d be saying, but you can move on, even if some dickhead like Geoff Palmer says you have a “deep-seated instability.” Maybe I’d even do better than Geoff and with Camille Sanford in the ratings. 
Once upon a time (the French term is il y a une fois which I love), all of the above would have made me so stoked I’d be on the phone to Air France within seconds. 
Now, I thought glumly as I unlocked the door to my room and went to open the shutters, the thrill is strangely gone. I looked at my curls in the bathroom mirror. I almost couldn’t remember what it looked like when it was blown straight and swept into a blond bob. 
I had less than an hour until Michel was due to arrive to pick me up and take me back to Jesus Street. I could make the call to Air France and be done with it. Best to fly out Sunday night so I’d arrive Monday morning. 
Michel and I would have a few remaining days together and part 
as friends. Ours would be a brief affair that simply enhanced our lives for a short time, something to recount to friends in a cafe in New York or Nice, a fond memory of youthful passion to recollect in old age. 
Fuck, I thought as I lay back on my bed. What am I going to do? CHAPTER FIFTY ONE 
The ride on the back of Michel’s motorcycle from Villefranche to 8 rue du Jesus in Nice takes 12 minutes. I’ve timed it and it’s never more, or less. 
Each successive trip this week, though, seems to be going by faster and faster. As we whiz down the Moyenne Corniche to Nice, with the city spread out as far as the eye can see, I try to commit it to memory the way I do the apartment at 8 rue du Jesus but we always seem to be traveling too fast. 
I’d never mention all that to Michel but I finally decided the time had come to broach the topic of my imminent departure. 
“I’m going to miss it here,” I said Wednesday evening as casually as possible. Michel and I were in his kitchen chopping up tomatoes, onions, zucchini and cucumbers from his garden for a soup. Michel was quieter than usual. 
Oddly, Michel said nothing. He just kept cutting an onion into finer and finer pieces. 
“Did you hear me?” I said. I knew my French was pretty good by now. Like everyone else, I’d made a lot of progress at school and spending so much time with Michel had really helped both my speaking and comprehension. 
Michel looked at me sharply. “Yes, I heard you,” he said. 
Silence. I felt I was back at the Ecole that first week. Michel had a way of turning cold in an instant. 
I kept chopping.
But I couldn’t shut up for long.
“We’ll have to Skype,” I said as jauntily as possible. 
Michel set down his knife and put both his hands on the chopping board as if he was bracing himself for something. 
“I guess you’re looking forward to going back to New York,” he said. “To your friends. Your boyfriend? Your husband?” 
My husband? Did I just hear correctly? Even though Michel had told me about his wife, he’d never once asked me if I was involved with someone back in New York, never mind if I was married. That’s really the French for you.“I don’t have a husband,” I said. “I’ve never been married. I don’t have a boyfriend, either.” 
Michel showed no expression as he resumed chopping a tomato. 
“I guess you have to start looking for a new job as soon as you get back,” he said. 
“Yes, I suppose so,” I said. I’d never told Michel anything about Myron and his possible offer for me from CNN. 
“You’ve got that long flight ahead of you,” said Michel thoughtfully. “An airplane. Awful. I’ll never set foot in one again.” 
We finished cutting up the vegetables in more silence and Michel mixed them with some chicken stock in a big crock pot on the stove. Michel’s kitchen was the most modern room in the house, all granite countertops, a salmon-colored backsplash, glass cabinets and a silver-gray refrigerator, tiny by U.S. standards but big for the French. The whole thing cost less than $6000, Michel had told me. It came straight from Ikea two hours away in Toulon. 
Michel poured us each a glass of merlot and took his out to the living room. He sat down on the sofa and picked up that morning’s Nice- Matin. Terrible paper, Michel once said, but I somehow can’t help reading it. 
Voltaire was sprawled on the cream-colored chair, watching me as vigilantly as he had the first night I was there. Like any minute I was going to pull a fast one. He never missed an opportunity to hog that chair. Michel reached over and stroked him absent-mindedly and then returned to his paper. 
I sat at the dining room table, sipping my wine, feeling invisible. It was as though Michel was already preparing a return himself - to his life without me, the happy hermite of Vieux Nice and his super-sized cat. 
After about ten minutes of this, Michel got up and went back to the kitchen. He came out with two big bowls of soup and then brought out a salad and a basket containing a fresh baguette cut into slices. 
Michel had sent me out to buy it tonight. The best boulangerie in Vieux Nice was about two minutes away on the Rue Gilleshe. The old baker in the back makes baguettes around the clock and when the girl in the front hands you one, it’s always still warm and crusty from the oven. 
Normally I like butter on bread but it upsets and angers the French so much (seriously!) that I’ve just given up and learned to love it soaked in olive oil and sea salt from the Camargue. 
I dipped a piece into the soup. Like everything else Michel made, it tasted delicious. I swallowed my first glass of wine as quickly as possible to blot out my uneasiness with how things were going. Maybe Michel felt the same way because he got up and put on a Henri Salvador CD and the music filled the space taken up by the silence between us. 
I imagined myself suspended high above on the ceiling, as if having an out of body experience. I looked down at the unlikely tableau: an American woman from New York, a television broadcaster, sitting at a table eating silently with a Frenchman while a strange cat the size of a dog watches them. 
Michel took a sip of wine and put the glass down. Without looking up from his soup, he placed his hand on mine and kept it there for what seemed like a long time. 
“Ca va?” he asked. 
I nodded. 
“Thank you for everything,” I said awkwardly. “For having me over to your apartment, for all these wonderful dinners. I really —“ 
Michel gestured as if to make me stop talking and shook his 
head. 
“Why do you have to go back to New York right away?” he said. 
I wasn’t expecting that. 
“Well, I guess I don’t have to go right away,” I lied. 
Michel nodded and took a swallow of soup. He broke off a piece of bread, dipped it into some olive oil and poured some salt on it. 
“Maybe you could stay with me for awhile,” he said. “Maybe have a little holiday here in the Vieux Nice before you go home.” 
“Oh,” I said. “I never thought of that.”
I paused for a loud beat that only I could hear. 
“I guess that’s not such a bad idea,” I said. CHAPTER FIFTY TWO 
I was packing my Tumi suitcase, leaving one outfit on the bed for tomorrow, and clearing out the refrigerator. Only a few little pots of yaourt, a small carton of milk, some hardened pieces of Camembert and an unopened package of prosciutto remained. They all got tossed into a big plastic trash bag along with the rest of the detritus from my month-long stay. 
The plan, such as it was since Michel and I hadn’t discussed much in the way of specifics, was for me to spend my last night here so as to make the 10 am room checkout deadline tomorrow morning. After 
school ended on Friday, I was going to take the bus to the Vieux Nice, and walk over to 8 rue du Jesus. 
There was no point, Michel said, of blowing our cover on the last day by having someone see him take me back to his place after school. It would be a hassle to walk down the big hill and wait for the #100 bus outside the pharmacie but all I thought of was what was awaiting me: uninterrupted nights with Michel in his bed with the little garden on the terrace and days free to live like a local in Vieux Nice. 
I was trying not to think about the inevitable repercussions. After school ended today, I walked down to the Quai cafe for the last time to check my email and send messages to Myron and Lauren. 
I started with Lauren since that was easier. I hadn’t told her about the CNN job offer. She would definitely give me major shit for not coming back and nailing it. 
Hey, you! 
Can you believe I GRADUATE tomorrow? There will be no black robe and mortarboard but we’ll be having a little ceremony nonetheless. It’s sure to be hilarious with many of my more EARNEST, shall we say, classmates no doubt weeping and keening at the prospect of life without daily French grammar lessons. 
Seriously, though, I’ve managed to become pretty good in French without even realizing it! I think in it, dream in it, speak it without translating in my head.... Who knew? Kudos, little language school! 
I know I haven’t been in regular touch and I’m sorry about that - but as you know we don’t have wifi in our rooms or at school and I don’t make it down here to the cybercafe too often. But I hope you and the fam are doing well. 
I also realize that I originally said I’d be on the first plane back to France 
when school ended but there’s been a slight change of plans. 
Remember I told you about my French teacher? The one who didn’t like me? The one I didn’t like? Well, I’m not sure if I can even explain what happened myself but now we like each other. A lot. Well, at least I can tell you I like him a lot. He’s a little harder to read. 
Anyway, he’s invited me to prolong my stay a bit and I decided to accept his offer. He lives in Nice, the next town over from here. He actually lives in Nice’s old town, this utterly charming little quartier that dates back to medieval times. I’m not sure what I have a crush on more: him or his ‘hood. Wish you could come visit, I think you’d fall in love with all the little streets and gorgeous old houses right across from the Med yourself! 
I know what you’re wondering and NO, Michel is not married. He’s a widower with a cat. With a tragic and very French backstory that I’ll fill you in on some day. 
Still don’t know when I’ll be flying back to New York but we can be in much more regular contact once I move into Michel’s place since he’s obviously got an Internet connection. It might be sooner rather than later as Michel is a bit of a loner and it might be too much for him to have me around too long. 
I’m just going to, ahem, take it one day at a time. Miss you a lot, much love to you, the hub and the kids. T 
I sent the email to Myron last. 
Dear Myron,
First I want to thank you for being such a terrific agent and friend. You 
saw me through the worst incident of my career and went right back out there and got me another job offer. I appreciate that - and you - more than you will ever know. 
I’ve given this a lot of thought but I will have to pass on the CNN job offer for now only because my plans have changed and I will now be extending my stay here in France. For how long I’m not exactly certain. 
In a perfect world, the job offer from CNN would still be on the table when I come back but I know that’s impossible. Please thank them for me and give them some excuse. You’re so good at that. 
Please don’t be angry with me, Myron. I’m looking forward to having lunch with you when I get back to New York and making it up to you. 
Best, Tulsa 
Pullling the trigger made my head hurt. I said goodbye to Derek, left the Quai cafe and slogged back up the hill to my little room. There was still some light out so I opened the sliding glass doors and went out on the terrace. I sat down in a lounge chair and stared at the Mediterranean in the distance. 
Just think, when I first got here, I thought St. Jean Cap Ferrat was the Cap d’Antibes and I pictured St. Tropez as just ten or fifteen minutes away. I thought I knew French but I could barely put two words together that first day. I’d never met anyone who grew up behind the Iron Curtain. I’d never had a French lover. 
Except for the lingering sadness over Karla’s death and my own suspicions about it, my month here had been a success. I achieved my goal of getting out of New York until things blew over, and ended up with a job offer to boot. I could have quit when I was ahead, kissed Michel goodbye and been on my way. 
I could be landing at JFK tomorrow afternoon and be on the AirTrain back to the city by 3 p.m. 
Instead, I’d thrown everything over for a guy. Again. CHAPTER FIFTY THREE 
Hans was ahead of me and Ingrid and Ulrike behind as we walked single file down the slate-gray tiled path and up the stairs to Salle 6 for the last time. The sun was shining and there was an extra kick to the warmth in the air. April was almost here. 
Michel was already inside, seated on top of his desk, dressed in black pants and a crisp white shirt I persuaded him to buy at a men’s boutique in Vieux Nice. 
Michel played two songs from a classic CD of Patricia Kass, the “girl from the North.” Kass was French but of some German descent and I think she came from Lille, France up by the border with Belgium and Germany. I like Francoise Hardy better. Michel’s made me a convert. 
We’d be taking a brief set of final oral exams but Michel said that as far as he was concerned, we’d all worked hard and done well. 
“You may not have completely conquered French,” he told us. “But who really has? French people sometimes make the worst grammatical mistakes of all.” 
We sat in the familiar semi-circle and Michel asked us all to speak briefly about what had been most memorable about our month at the Ecole. I spent my time talking about Karla, what a good friend she’d been to me and how she’d opened my eyes to what it was like to grow up 
under Communism.
“Elle va me manquer toujours,” I said. 
Even Hans looked slightly moist-eyed when I finished but it was probably my imagination. 
We only spent that one hour in Salle 6. I looked around one last time at the little chairs, Michel’s big desk at the center, the plain white walls, the dusty old stereo system and speakers and the windows on one side with a peek of the sea in the distance. I didn’t have to memorize Salle 6. It would be impossible to forget. 
Everyone in my class met individually with Laurence one last time. It turned out the final oral exams were the same as the ones we’d taken the first day. Laurence laughed when I realized how much easier the same questions were, four weeks later. 
“We charge all that money for a reason!” Laurence said. 
Nathalie put together a gala last lunch, a rosbif, fish, scalloped potatoes, a three-cheese tart and a gateau chocolat. Michel sat at the table in the back of the dining hall, right next to the window. I caught his eye once and we smiled. 
We were all still seated at lunch when Alain came over and told me Madame Monique wanted to see me in her office. For a second it was the first day all over again and I was scared. 
“Bonjour Tulsa, venez dedans,” she said, as I walked into the familiar office with the striking view of the harbor in the distance. 
She looked at me a little too carefully as I sat down. A chill ran 
through me. Did she someone know about Michel and I? We’d gotten pretty careless, walking around Nice, holding hands. 
Madame Monique allowed a rare smile.
“Pourquoi si nerveuse, Tulsa?” she said. “Vous avez reussi! You made 
it. Laurence and Alain said you did very well on your final tests. Your French has improved very much since your first day. You’ve obviously made quite an effort with your studies.” 
She leaned forward on the desk. Her gaze was still piercing. 
“Are you glad you stayed with us after all?” she said.
I nodded.
“Yes,” I said, and without even meaning to, I apologized. 
“I’m sorry for being so rude in the beginning,” I said. “I’m not sure what came over me.” 
Madame Monique laughed. 
“Oh, I understand,” she said. “Michel has that effect on some people.” 
Maybe she did know, I thought, as I thanked Madame Monique and left her office. I saw Michel down at the end of the hallway, shaking hands with some departing students – and walked in the opposite direction. 
As predicted, a number of students teared up and dabbed at their eyes when Alain and Madame Monique handed out certificates attesting to the completion of our immersion course in French at the Ecole de Francais. Akiko was given an award for most motivated student and a young guy in the debutante class got a small trophy for the most improved. 
Trays of Champagne and chocolates appeared after the ceremony in the Grand Salon. Madame Monique stood beaming under the portrait of the black cat, in her element, as students swarmed her, some kissing and hugging her. The clock on the wall to the right read 3:30 p.m. My classmates looked as if they never wanted to leave. The teachers, 
including Michel, all had to stay until the last student left. 
But I was ready. I slipped out into the front hallway. I pulled my Tumi suitcase out from the little room off the foyer. Laughter and the chink of champagne glasses filtered out of the Grand Salon. I opened the big front door quietly and walked up the steps. 
The gate swung open for the last time and locked behind me as I stepped on the street and turned to walk down the big hill. As I maneuvered the suitcase down a set of steps, I paused for a minute to check the pocket of my jeans. 
Yes, it was still there. I pulled it out and it glinted hard in the afternoon sunshine, the big silver key Michel had given me Thursday morning before we left for school. The key that unlocked the front door to 8 rue du Jesus as well as Michel’s apartment on the second floor. 
The #100 bus comes by the Villefranche pharmacie every 15 minutes during the day. I wouldn’t have to wait too long to get home. 
CHAPTER FIFTY FOUR 
The bus stop for the Vieux Nice, which is in front of an imposing, 200-year-old high school called the Lycee Massena, is technically not in the old town. It lies across from the two parallel boulevards that cover over what was once the formidable Paillon river separating Nice from the old town. 
Old oil paintings hanging in local museums show 18th and19th century women at the edge of the river, washing clothes for their families. Several bridges allowed citizens to cross back and forth between the old town and the centre ville. Some remnants of those old bridges were visible, little reminders of another lost generation, when the city dug up the area a 
few years ago to build the new tramway. 
Nice’s more recent past is hidden as well, at least to the tourists who make it the second-most visited city in France. They flock here for the famous azure sky, the sun, the beaches, the cafes, the Cannes Film Festival and the beautiful people, for the mythic south of France. 
Some even pay to ride on a miniature white train that starts on the Promenade des Anglais and circles around some of the picturesque sights in the old town. 
The little train does not pass by the plaque at the Lycee Massena that involves a darker chapter in Nice’s history. The plaque lists the twelve young Jewish students who were taken out of class one day in 1943 without warning and shipped to Dachau where they were all killed. 
The Jews who came to Nice in the late 1930s to escape the growing spread of Nazism thought they had found safety in the sunny south of France. 
The old Jewish ghetto, which ran the length of Rue Benoit Bunico in the old town, was as buried in time as the old castle up on the hill. It dated back to the 1400s, when Jews had to remain behind the locked gates on either end of Rue Benoit Bunico from sunset until dawn the following day. 
During World War II, Nice seemed a safe haven for Jews who either didn’t have the money to sail to America or wanted to remain on European soil. All that sun and sky. It was as if nothing bad could happen here. 
Which made it all the worse when the Vichy government, a puppet of the Nazis, took control of the region. Americans grow up 
hearing only about La Resistance but as many if not more French collaborated with the Nazis. 
Jews who might have escaped to America, who might have ended up as diamond cutters or lawyers or doctors or stand-up comics from the Lower East Side, were tricked by the sunshine and got caught in the dark. It was too late to get out. By 1942, Jewish citizens of Nice were being called up to board the buses that took them to the camps. Five hundred and sixty alone were shipped off to the Drancy concentration camp on August 31, 1942. 
I walked down Rue Benoit Bunico to Michel’s apartment, trying to visualize where the locked gates from the 15th century might have been. I remember someone telling me the Jews built little tunnels that allowed them to go in and out at night anyway. 
My key worked perfectly to get into the door at 8 rue du Jesus and I heard Voltaire before I even climbed two steps. He had a habit of meowing loudly as soon as he heard someone coming, as if he hadn’t been fed for weeks and needed food. 
I hauled my suitcase up the stairs and unlocked Michel’s door. Sure enough, Voltaire was right there, agitated, pacing at my feet. I fought the feeling he might somehow go on the attack and knock me down. 
“I have every right to be here, Voltaire,” I said as loudly and authoritatively in English as I could. “Michel has given me permission to come live with you for awhile so you’ll have to get used to it.” 
I set my suitcase down as inconspicuously as possible in a corner of Michel’s bedroom and sat down on the bed. I noticed he’d cleaned the clutter on his desk and apparently vacuumed since I’d been there last. 
For once, it was quiet and peaceful. The garbage trucks, the noisy motos, the barking dogs, the screaming kids and the loud music had apparently called a temporary halt for a few minutes. I stared out at the terrace garden which was bathed in the last of the afternoon light. Nothing bad could happen here. 
CHAPTER FIFTY FIVE 
Michel went back to school Tuesday to greet an entirely new group of students taking the exact same immersion course we had just finished. 
Four days had passed since I made the not exactly seamless but pretty smooth transition from studio-dwelling Villefranche language school student to resident of a two-bedroom apartment in the Vieux Nice. 
“Did anyone come to class late?” I asked Michel when he came home Tuesday afternoon. “Was it a girl from New York and did you yell at her?” 
“I don’t remember yelling at you,” Michel said. “I just wanted to make myself clear about the importance of being on time and I think you got the message. But no, there’s nobody from New York in my class this month. The only American is a man from Los Angeles named Peter.” 
Michel cooked dinner Tuesday night, the way he did every night. I felt guilty about this but considering I never learned to cook, there wasn’t much I could do about it. 
He quizzed me about what I made for dinner in New York every night and I explained the concept of takeout. 
“Why?” said Michel. “You pay for someone else to make what you can do so much better at home?” 
I told him I did specialize in burritos, which he had never heard of. 
“I buy these flour tortillas and a can of refried beans and I grate cheese and onion and put the whole thing in the microwave,” I said, even though I know however I said “refried beans” in French probably meant nothing to Michel. 
“This burrito you consider a meal?” Michel said, horrified. “That is not a meal.” 
Ever the professor, Michel slowly schooled me in the ways of buying fresh food every day. We both got up pretty early, around 7:30, and I’d start the coffee while Michel usually went out to the boulangerie for croissants or a fresh baguette. 
I’d spread raspberry jam and butter on the baguette or, if I was feeling particularly wicked, a smear of Nutella - the breakfast choice of French children everywhere. 
Michel left for work on his moto around 8:15 but not before leaving me a list of food to buy at the market for the evening meal. A typical list might read: 
Six oeufs
Asperges
Champignons
2 kilos des pommes de terres
Deux tranches de saumon (faut aller a Place St. Francois) Trois pommes 
Sac des clementines 
French people, including Michel, go to the market with these 
big purse-like baskets slung over their shoulders. Michel kept his right by the door and I grabbed it every day before going out to the Cours Saleya market. 
I had to get there before noon at the latest since that’s when most of the vendors started getting ready to close. The market was a mess at closing time, the scattered remains of fruit and vegetables all over the pavement while the vendors broke down their tables and shoved them in their little trucks. 
Around 2pm, city workers dressed like firemen appeared with giant hoses, forcing the detritus of that day into big piles that they swept up within minutes. France is a Latin country but unlike Italy and Spain, it has a touch - just a touch! - of German efficiency which is all that explains why it’s still the world’s fifth-largest economy. 
After I came back from the market, I washed and dried the vegetables and fruit and put them in the bowls on the kitchen counter. 
It also fell to me to give Voltaire his lunch. Normally, Michel said, he left a little round feeding machine for Voltaire with an alarm that caused the cover of the machine to slide open at 1 pm with his food. 
Voltaire, however, was so clever that half the time he figured a way to pry open the machine and stuff himself as soon as Michel left for work. When I was there, I put out a bowl of dry cat food for him. He ate it and then, like clockwork, went into Michel’s bedroom closet and sacked out for a couple of hours. 
After lunch I got in the habit of going for a run. It turns out that the length of the Promenade des Anglais, which stretches from the old town to the outskirts of the airport, and back again was about six miles, almost the same distance as the loop around Central Park. 
I heard the key in the lock every day at about 5:15 pm. Michel was back from school. 
I looked for signs that first week that Michel was feeling a little crowded by me or missed his days an an hermite but I didn’t see any - yet. 
We had dinner and still couldn’t resist heading to bed right afterwards, even though we didn’t actually go to sleep for a few hours later. 
“We’re like an elderly married couple,” I murmured to Michel Thursday night. “In bed at 8:00.” 
“Yes,” Michel said. “I like being old.” CHAPTER FIFTY SIX 
Antoine was the one who asked the question Michel and I never seemed to bring up. 
I ran into him Monday, the start of my fourth week with Michel, in the Place Rossetti where I was sitting outside at Cafe Antonia having an espresso after finishing my shopping at the market. 
Antoine, without his bloody apron, looked to be returning to his butcher shop after lunch when he spied me at the cafe. 
“C’est l’americaine!” he shouted as he changed direction and came toward me. “Can I sit with you for a minute?” 
Antoine ordered an espresso as well and turned to me, beaming. 
“It is a miracle,” he said. “You and Michel. He told me last week that you two are together and you are staying with him. I almost fainted.” 
I smiled. “Yes, it’s true,” I said. “I’ve fallen for the hermite de Nice.” 
Antoine looked at me as if I had special powers. 
“I thought Michel would be alone forever,” he said. “That’s what he wanted. He said he could never trust another woman ever.” 
I nodded. I didn’t know what else to say. Antoine sipped his espresso. 
“Vieux Nice must be a little slow after being on television in New York,” he said. “I’ve wondered if you could find enough to do. How long are you planning to stay with us, Tulsa? Have you made any decisions yet?” 
No, I said, no I hadn’t. But I wasn’t finding Vieux Nice too slow after New York. In fact it was a perpetual challenge. Living with a French guy and living the life of a local kept me on my toes. 
Antoine nodded and said he was sorry but he had to get back to work. 
“I’ll see you around, Tulsa,” he said, as he got up from the table, “and I wish you and Michel the best of luck.” 
The conversation with Antoine haunted me all day. I returned to 8 rue du Jesus and sat down in the big cream-colored chair to think. Thankfully, Voltaire was still sleeping. He wouldn’t be stalking the living room and sulking when he saw me in his chair. Even though I noticed that 
sometimes he’d come over and perch on one of the arms of the chair and even let me pet him a little. 
What was I going to do? 
I had no job in France and of course no way of getting work. My French was good but not good enough to persuade a French TV network to hire me. The French always said they found the American accent charming (so hard to believe!) but it was quite another thing to subject them to it while delivering the news on live television. 
After years in TV I had a lot of money saved up, but I also had a mortgage in New York which would eat up that cash in no time if I wasn’t working. 
Anyway, when Michel invited me to stay with him, he specifically made it sound like a visit, a little holiday tacked onto my month at the Ecole de Francais. That may be why he’s not finding it hard to adjust to my presence. He knows I’ll be gone soon. 
But when? How much time do I have left? Was Michel expecting me to give him my departure date soon? 
I looked around Michel’s living room, at the books, the CDs, the dining room table that I’d set for dinner later this evening. The idea of leaving this behind to return to West 72nd Street depressed me even more. 
I closed my eyes and drifted off to sleep. Sitting in that damned chair will do it every time. 
I woke up in the nick of time, shocked that I’d slept so long. Voltaire, who always sensed Michel’s presence before he even began climbing the stairs, zoomed up to the door, meowing loudly as always. 
Thirty seconds later, as I ran out to the kitchen to pretend I was getting things ready to dinner, Michel walked in the door from work. 
He came in the kitchen and took me in his arms, kissing me passionately, before I had a chance to say anything. 
“It’s so good to have you here,” he whispered, smoothing the hair at the back of my neck. “It makes me look forward to coming home.” 
CHAPTER FIFTY SEVEN 
It started as a joke and then Michel got serious. If my one and only culinary specialty was burritos, he said, then I should make him burritos. 
“Are you sure?” I said. This was Wednesday night. Michel had been cooking for us every night for almost two weeks, not counting the time I was with him when I was still in school. 
“I can’t promise any of the ingredients will be fresh,” I said. The only reason I agreed to make burritos all was that I spotted a Mexican food section, of all things, at the Monoprix supermarket down the street. 
Thursday morning I went to Monoprix and bought some cans of refried beans, tortillas, creme fraiche (the French version of sour cream), a jar of guacamole, grated cheddar cheese, onions, chicken and two containers of salsa (one mild, one hot.) I also bought a big bag of plain nacho chips and some Mexican rice. 
Then I stopped by the cave and splurged on the most expensive Burgundy they had. Maybe Michel will be so tipsy on the wine that he won’t notice the processed Mexican food. 
I’ll still never know if Michel was just being nice or if he genuinely liked the dinner I made. He ate every bit of it, the burrito, the rice, the chips I put out in a basket beforehand. 
“It’s much better than I thought,” he said. “Very spicy, very good. I do prefer fresh ingredients but something like this is wonderful for a change of pace.” 
We ate on the terrace tonight, amid Michel’s tomato plants and geraniums and chrysanthemums. After we finished eating we put the plates down and Michel lifted my feet onto his lap, rubbing them. 
I took a deep breath. 
“Michel,” I said. “I know we never talk about it but maybe we should.” 
Michel looked at me quizzically. 
“I don’t want to overstay my welcome,” I began. “I like it here but I know I can’t stay forever.” 
Michel raised his hand as if to shush me. 
“Why don’t we wait a little longer before we have that conversation,” he said. “It doesn’t have to be tonight.” 
I nodded. I felt I should pursue the topic anyway but I didn’t want to. I’d much rather postpone it, even if it meant the issue would continue to hang over my head. 
Michel turned his chair to look directly at me. 
“Do you know,” he said slowly, “that the Cote d’Azur is like a poison apple to many people.” 
“Poison apple? What does that mean?” 
“Meaning they come here believing it to be paradise and instead it turns out to be the opposite,” Michel said. “Usually they’re running away from something. They think all the money and glamor and excitement here is going to rub off on them and make everything OK. But it doesn’t. It makes them very bitter. I’ve seen many people come here and bottom out.” 
“Sounds scary,” I said. “Because I was kind of running away from something when I came here.” 
Michel shook his head. 
‘That’s why I brought it up,” he said. “For you I don’t think it is going to be a poison apple. I think you see it for what it is.” 
I smiled. 
“Yes but I can never tell the truth about it,” I said. “If I write so much as one tiny complaint on my Facebook page about anything here, I get a barrage of my friends telling me how lucky I am to live in this... paradise.” 
“No one wants to hear the truth,” said Michel. “They have to believe there’s a paradise. That even if they can’t come here, the important thing is that it’s here. There’s a place they could go in the world that’s better and more glamorous than where they are. Telling them it’s just like anywhere else would kill them.” 
CHAPTER FIFTY EIGHT 
It’s Monday morning and it’s hard to believe I’m midway into my second month living with Michel. 
I’m perched on a stool in the kitchen at 8 rue du Jesus with two big mixing bowls, a bag of white sugar, flour, a big slab of softened fresh butter, six eggs, two egg yolks, three egg whites, a little bottle of lemon juice and two lemons from Menton. 
It’s a rare cloudy day with some gray drizzle in Nice but I like it. It’s cozy and a nice change of pace from the sunshine. Michel’s gone off to school and he has no idea about this but I’m about to take on my biggest challenge since arriving in France. Well, maybe I’m exaggerating but this feels major. 
We spent yesterday in Menton, the last coastal town before Italy. People often forget it’s there, sandwiched between Monaco and the border. Menton, dignified, elegant and filled with mostly old people, gets a shot in the arm every February when it hosts the Lemon Festival. 
Michel and I picked a few real Menton lemons off some trees in the hills above the town and I found a brochure in a boutique for a recipe written by a Madame Tosan of Menton for what was titled La Meilleure Recette de Tarte au Citron dans le Monde. Translation: “The World’s Best Lemon Meringue Pie.” It’s only the best, Mme. Tosan wrote, if it’s made with lemons from Menton. 
I slipped the recipe into my pocket and went to Monoprix this morning to buy all the needed ingredients. I did cheat a little I have to admit by buying the ready-made pie crust. I just figure that pie crust made in France must taste almost homemade to an American. 
It’s a complicated recipe but my plan is to work on it all day and present it as a surprise to Michel tonight. I want so much to make something fantastic for him, something French and difficult. 
It’s turning out to be more difficult than I even envisioned. Here’s a sample step from the recipe: Etaler la pate entre deux feuilles de papier sulfurise pour eviter que la pate colle au rouleau. I have to consult the dictionary every two minutes. The sneaky little secret about thinking you’ve almost mastered a foreign language is forgetting that every time you confront a new experience, going to the doctor, buying cat food, reading a recipe etc., there will be a ton of vocabulary you won’t know. 
Madame Tosan included a phone number on the recipe. So a little before noon, when I had figured out most of the directions but was still stymied about to make the meringue, I dialed the number in the hope of getting some help. 
A hearty-sounding, older French woman answered on the second ring. Yes she was Madame Tosan and yes she could help. She said she lived in a farmhouse high above Menton and she and her husband cultivated lemon trees. 
“Is that an American or Canadian accent?” she asked kindly. 
When I said American, she said she thought so and added that she loved Americans. How nice! Love her, love the French! Well, at least for today I do. 
“Even French people have trouble with this recipe,” she said. “You’re brave to even undertake it.” 
“I’m making this as a surprise for my boyfriend tonight,” I told her. “It says it can take up to six hours to make it and bake it and I’ve already 
been working on it all morning. I just need some help understanding how to add the meringue.” 
Madame Tosan went over the directions in slow, easy-to-understand French and I got it. “I just hope I can get it all together and baked by 5pm,” I told her. “That’s when my boyfriend gets home. I want it to be perfect for him. He’s a great cook and I want to make something for him for a change.” 
Madame Tosan was confident. “I think you have it down,” she said. “It’ll just take a bit of time to bake the two parts and add the meringue. Your boyfriend is a lucky man. You’ll be fine.” 
She was right. By 3:30 I was actually humming Blurred Lines - I just heard it outside the window from someone’s radio - as I checked the oven and saw the lemon mixture filled out the top of the pie crust beautifully. All I had left to do was take the pie out in about half an hour and put on the meringue. 
I took a quick shower and was just toweling my hair dry when I heard a knock at the door. I checked my watch: 3:45. Damn, Michel never came home this early. Anyway, he wouldn’t knock. 
Oh wait, the shower. I think I remember Michel telling me that every now and then there’s a water leak problem and the downstairs neighbor will come running up to tell him. 
I threw on my sweatpants and T-shirt and ran a quickly ran a comb through my hair. 
“J’arrive!” I called out - and hurried down the hall.
I started to open the door and I got thrown back on the floor by 
the force of the door being pushed back onto me. I landed on my back, stunned, as a tall male figure quickly stepped inside the apartment and shut the door. 
As I struggled to get up, the man jammed his boot on the side of my chest to stop me and I recognized him. 
Gilles.
CHAPTER FIFTY NINE 
“Don’t move,” he said, as I struggled to get up. He kicked me, hard, in the ribs, and laughed when I winced. 
“Not so tough now, are we baby?” he said.
The pain radiated down my side. Gilles smiled down at me. 
“You sick fuck,” I hissed. “What do....”
Gilles reached down and pushed his hand over my mouth. It 
smelled vaguely like honey and coconut soap. 
“No,” he said. “You don’t get to talk this time. Except when you’re told to. Is that understood?” 
I stared up at him. Dad would hate to see me in this position. Whatever you could say about my father, he did his best to teach me not to end up under some asshole’s boot. 
“I’m gonna take my hand away in ten seconds,” Gilles said. “And if you start making noise or talking shit, I’m going to smash your face in. Plastic surgery won’t do any good after that. Is that understood?” 
I nodded. Gilles withdrew his hand. He looked around the apartment. 
“A bookworm, huh? Your perfect French boyfriend likes to read! Isn’t that sweet. I bet he’d much rather read than fuck and that suits you just fine, right baby?” 
His voice was even more evil than I remembered.
I saw the clock on the far wall next to the window. At least sixty 
minutes before Michel would be home. Plenty of time for Gilles to rape me and leave me for near dead and still get away. 
He must have been reading my mind since he suddenly kicked me in the side again and laughed. 
“Get up,” he snarled, “and go sit down on that sofa. And don’t say a word until I tell you to.” 
I held onto my ribs as I pulled myself up, painfully, and hobbled over to the sofa. It hurt to breathe, he’d probably cracked at least one of them. 
“Maybe now you understand how I felt after you kicked me in the nuts on the boat and hit me with a vase,” Gilles said. “You had some goddamn nerve you little piece of American trash.” 
Even though I was looking directly at Gilles, I was checking out the room with my peripheral vision. Gilles was stronger and taller than I was, but if I could get my hands on something that would serve as a weapon... 
Gilles pulled a pistol out of his side waistband and aimed it at me. 
“Yeah, we have guns in France too,” he said. “You just have to know the right people. They’re a little harder to get but oh, you value them so much more.” 
“Are you going to kill me?” I asked. 
“Goddamnit!” Gilles yelled and slapped me in the face. “I told you, you don’t talk until I tell you to talk. Do you want me to get some duct tape and shut your mouth for you?” 
I shook my head. 
“Good,” said Gilles. “I’m glad to see the little American finally understands the value of a gun and some old-fashioned violence. After all, you guys ripped off the world that way didn’t you?” 
He looked around the apartment again and gestured at me. 
“Get up,” he said. “Show me around. And don’t forget to shut the fuck up.” 
I stood up and Gilles shoved me in front of him and put the barrel of the gun at the back of my head. 
I almost felt I could take him. I know Dad would want me to try, to jump back onto his feet, whirl around and bust him in the nuts. I didn’t dare. Gilles just seemed too ready for me to try something. 
“Please,” Gilles said. “Give me a guided tour of your love nest with your little professor.” 
He pushed the gun harder into my head. “I mean it, bitch,” he said. “Start talking.” 
“This is the living room and dining area,” I said in a flat voice. “What do you and the monsieur do here?” he said.
“We sit, we read, we eat, we relax,” I said. 
“I bet,” snarled Gilles, pushing me in the direction of the hallway. “What’s down here? What’s that smell?” 
The pie. It was baking in the oven and the tangy, lemony aroma lent an air of surreal coziness to the situation. The bowl of frothy meringue sat on the counter. 
“Baking?” Gilles said, practically sneering as he pressed the butt of the gun in my back and peered over my head into the kitchen. 
“It’s gotten to that point, has it? You’re playing house and baking for your little Frenchman?” 
He pushed me forward. “Whatever’s in there take it out and turn off the oven,” he said. “You’re not going to burn this place up, I am.” 
I gingerly moved forward and took one of Michel’s oven mitts off the wall. I opened the oven and slid the tart out. For a fleeting moment I hope it had baked enough in case Gilles decided to call the whole thing off and leave. I put the tart next to the meringue bowl. 
But Gilles wasn’t taking his eyes off me. 
“You’ve got one more important room to show me don’t you, girl? Let’s go.” 
Gilles stepped into the kitchen and gestured to me to go ahead, walk across the hall and into Michel’s bedroom. I had cleaned in there earlier today, made the bed and it was neat enough to pass for a hotel room. 
“Wow, looks like you don’t get that much action in here, baby doll,” Gilles said, striding around the room and kicking the bed. “What, 
does the professor prefer to read to you than fuck you?” I said nothing. Gilles looked back at me. 
“I asked you a question!” he yelled. “I told you to only speak when I asked you something.” 
I stared at him evenly despite the fact that my heart was racing and my intestines were collapsing into themselves. 
“Are you going to rape me and kill me?” I asked. 
Gilles walked over to the French doors that opened onto Michel’s patio and laughed. 
“You’d probably like that, right?” he said. “The rape part at least. Doesn’t look like much is happening here in that department and I know alpha girls like you just love it rough.” 
He went over and sat down on Michel’s bed, leering at me up and down. I was glad I was dressed in old clothes today and nothing form- fitting or sexy. 
“Nope, I’m not gonna rape you or kill you,” he said, finally. “I’m not stupid enough to do that. You wouldn’t suffer that way!” 
He stroked the butt of his gun. 
“What I’m gonna do,” he said, “is show your boyfriend what a little slut you are.” 
He leaned over and picked up the landline phone on Michel’s nightstand. He dialed a number and I heard him speaking French. 
“Yes, this is Mr. Michel’s downstairs neighbor,” he said. “I live right below him and there is a bad leak coming from your bathroom. I knocked on the door but it was locked and I heard loud noises inside, like there are people playing in the bathroom or shower. I am going to call the police and fire department if he doesn’t come home right away and stop the leak.” 
I still wasn’t getting it. Shower? Leak? Why would he want Michel home right away? 
Gilles replaced the receiver and stood up.
“He’s coming home right away,” he said. “We’ve got work to do.” 
CHAPTER SIXTY 
Turned out Gilles had the smallest pair of handcuffs I’d ever seen in his back pocket. He whipped them out and cuffed me to the chair at the edge of Michel’s bedroom. 
Then he stripped naked and went into the bathroom to turn the shower on full force, twisting the shower head to spurt water on the floor. He ran into the kitchen and brought out the lemon tart and a couple of plates. He shoved them onto the nightstand and grabbed a fistful of tart and mashed into onto the plates, making them look half eaten. He returned to the kitchen and I heard him expertly open up a bottle of wine and bring it back to the bedroom with two glasses. Gilles took a long swig and then another. 
“I’m pumped, baby!” he cried. “I’m every bourgeois Frenchman’s worst nightmare, the guy who plays around with his wife when he’s at work all day.” 
It slowly began to dawn on me, as dull an ache as the cuffs digging into my wrists. 
“You’re going to stage this?” I said. “You’re going to pretend we’re lovers? What is the point? Do you really think Michel is going to believe any of this?” 
Gilles laughed. “Well, not everything is going to be staged,” he said, and began playing with himself. 
I looked away. 
“This part is very real,” he said. “Thank God I’m an experienced wanker.” 
He masturbated himself to orgasm within about two minutes, coming directly on Michel’s sheet. “There it is!” he said. “The proof is in the wet spot, isn’t it baby?” 
He poured the wine clumsily into the glasses and took a full sip. He brought a glass right up to my lips. “Drink it!” he commanded I gulped most of the glass down and he started stripping me. 
“I thought you said you weren’t going--- “ Gilles slapped my face before I could get all the words out. He stopped and reached over to his jeans on the floor and the gun next to them. 
“I’m not here to kill you or rape you,” he said, pointing the gun at my face. “How stupid do you think I am? But if you say one more word without being told to, I’ll beat your face in with this pistol. Now shut up while I take your clothes off.” 
I stood, humiliated, furious and terrified as Gilles pulled off my pants and thong and tore off my sweatshirt and bra. Then he unlocked the 
handcuffs. 
“Get in the shower,” Gilles said, pushing me into the bathroom and under the stream of hot water gushing out of the nozzle. He backed out with his gun still cocked, looking both maniacal and comical in his nakedness. 
I had a peek of what he was doing from the shower. He put all his clothes in a deliberate heap not far from the door and tucked his gun underneath. He messed up the bed a little more and lay down on it, grabbing a mouthful of lemon pie and another swallow of wine. Then he leapt up and went down the hallway to the living room. 
He was crazier than I ever thought. He might not have raped me or beaten me but Michel will call the police immediately and God knows what kind of prison sentence he’ll get. 
“Stay in the shower, bitch!” I heard him yell. “I just saw you have a cat. A big fucking cat. If you make one move out of the shower, this monster gets thrown out the window.” 
Voltaire. I froze. I completely forgot about him. He usually sacked out in the afternoon under the sofa in the living room. He must have somehow surfaced. 
I heard Gilles put some music on but it didn’t sound like anything Michel owned. He must have brought his own iPod and put it in the speaker box. It sounded like bad ‘70s soul or something, the kind of music Michel didn’t like. 
Gilles walked back in the bedroom and a split-second after that I heard the key in the lock. Gilles heard it too and he continued right into the bathroom and stepped in the shower with me. 
His face was such a tight mask, an inch from my face. I didn’t dare 
say anything as he thrust his body next to mine in the shower. His breath smelled of wine and lemon. My heart was beating and I wanted to call out to Michel but didn’t dare. Water was overflowing out of the shower onto the bathroom floor and into the bedroom. 
“God baby you have the most beautiful body,” he said in loud French as he took my bar of olive soap from Marseilles and began soaping my breast. I heard Michel crash into the bedroom hollering in French. “Qu’est qui y a!” 
I saw Michel first in the sliver of view I had over Gilles’s shoulder. His face was twisted in fear and confusion and he stopped in his tracks when he saw me. 
Gilles turned around in the direction of Michel. 
“Hey, who’s this, the husband?” he said in French, looking at me. “You never told me you were married, baby!” 
Naked, dripping and my heart racing, I pushed past Gilles and lurched out of the shower. 
“Michel!” I thought Gilles was going to pull me back or hit me or kill us both. “Call the police!” 
Something was wrong. Michel was backing away from me with a horrified look on his face and Gilles wasn’t saying anything. I heard him turn the shower off behind me. 
“Michel, this man broke in here and took me hostage, you have to....” 
Gilles maneuvered skillfully behind me and grabbed his pile of 
clothes (and hidden gun) off the floor. “So sorry, man,” he said calmly to Michel in French. “No idea she was married. My apologies.” 
“Menteur!” I screamed, “Ce sont les mensonges. He’s a liar! He broke in here and forced me into the shower at gunpoint.” 
Michel wasn’t saying anything. His face was pale and now expressionless. He was looking at me as if he didn’t know me. I reached back into the shower and draped a towel around myself. 
“Michel, he has a gun!” I yelled in French. “We have to call the police.” 
Gilles was in the hall pulling on his pants. “Tulsa, don’t be a fool,” he said to me in French. “Don’t make this worse than it is.” 
I started for the phone on Michel’s nightstand. Michel blocked my path. 
Gilles called from the hallway. “Don’t worry,” he said in French, addressing Michel. “I won’t be back. It’s over between me and Tulsa.” 
I heard him slip out the front door and I turned to Michel. 
“Why didn’t you do anything?” I asked Michel. “Do you have any idea what I’ve been through?” 
Michel said nothing for a minute and gritted his teeth. He practically spat out his next words. 
“Get dressed, get your things and get out,” he said. “I don’t ever want to see you again.” 
My eyes widened. 
“Michel,” I said. “You can’t believe this, can you? This was all a set-up. He’s a guy I met in Monaco when....” 
I stopped when I saw the fury in Michel’s eyes. 
“I will call the police,” he said in a low, menacing voice. “If you don’t get out of here right now.” 
“Michel, won’t you even let me explain?” I was crying and my tears were mixing with the water dripping from my hair. 
“Get out!” Michel yelled. “Get dressed and get out!” 
He opened my two drawers in the bedroom dresser and dumped my clothes in a pile on the bed. He yanked my Tumi suitcase out of the closet and started shoving the clothes into it. I pulled on the jeans that Gilles had pulled off me and slipped my sweatshirt over my head. 
I wasn’t able to think clearly or focus. I was afraid to open my mouth again and I couldn’t stop crying. Everything was spinning completely out of control. 
Michel grabbed a fistful of my stuff out of the bathroom cabinet and jammed it on top of my clothes. I walked over to him softly as he was zipping my suitcase shut and tried to touch his arm. 
“Michel, I love you,” I said in French. “I would never cheat on you in a million years. That man is really evil. You have to let me tell you what really happened.” 
Michel pulled away from me roughly and walked out of the bedroom with my suitcase. I stood rooted to the spot in his bedroom. I 
didn’t want to leave. I would not leave. 
I heard a scary-sounding crash. Was Gilles still in the apartment? I didn’t want him to hurt Michel but I thought it could help me prove what was really going on. 
But when I stepped in the hallway I saw Michel standing in front of a open window in the living room. He looked at me with a icy glare and gestured down at the street. 
“Your suitcase is down there,” he said. “Do you want me to throw you out the window too?” 
I started to protest and he cut me off again. 
“You have two minutes to look around here and see if there’s anything left belonging to you,” he said. “Then get out and don’t come back. I never want to see you again.” 
Tears burned my eyelids. 
“The only thing here that means anything to me is you, Michel,” I said. “I can’t believe how cruel you’re being to me. You won’t even let me explain.” 
“Cruel?” Michel said, his voice so tense and modulated that I thought his jaw would snap in two. “Cruel? I’m cruel? I come home to find you with another man and I’m the one who’s cruel?” 
He walked over to the front door and opened it. “Vas-y!” he said. “Get out!” 
I heard Michel slam the door behind me and I almost fell down the 
wide, ivory-colored stairs leading down from his apartment. I caught myself while flailing head-first down onto the landing and paused to catch my breath. I slung my purse that Michel had flung at me around my shoulder. 
I listened for the sound of Michel’s door opening, of him relenting and coming after me, telling me at least to come back and explain my side of the story. I thought about going back up, pleading one last time, but the violence in Michel’s voice was too much for me. In those moments after Gilles left, Michel seemed even more dangerous than Gilles. 
Walking down the last steps to the door felt physically painful, as if Gilles had actually pistol-whipped me as he’d threatened. I pushed open the heavy green door of 8 Jesus Street and stepped outside in the warm sunshine. My Tumi suitcase was inches from my feet, facedown next to the curb. I picked it up and hoped I could still roll it. 
I took a last look up at Michel’s window. Neither he or Voltaire were there. 
CHAPTER SIXTY ONE 
It only took me about ten minutes to walk over here with my suitcase and it was the only place I could think of even though Nice is chockablock full of hotels. Given the circumstances, I guess the Hotel Beau Rivage is appropriate too, given that Nietzsche stayed here when he lived in the south of France. Along with the usual Riviera suspects like Matisse and Chekhov. 
The desk receptionist spoke to me in English and I didn’t even try to correct her, to explain I wasn’t some tourist, I wasn’t some grande enfant (that’s what the French call Americans, big children,) that I actually live at 8 rue du Jesus. 
My watch had stopped working. It must be because I wore it in the shower. I never wear it in the shower. It’s my grandfather’s watch, one of only possessions of his that I have. I had to ask the reservations agent (in English of course) what time it was. 
So I started drinking at approximately 6:25 p.m. local time. (There were wine bottles in the minibar.) I just lay back on the bed in my room and didn’t even open the draperies and see what the clerk called a “peek at the sea.” I wanted it dark. 
For the first time since I began seeing Michel, I worried about being able to sleep. Sometime after I moved into 8 rue du Jesus, I stopped using my sleeping pills. I couldn’t even tell you when. 
I reached in the inside compartment where I kept my toiletries and fingered the familiar bottle. I was too exhausted to try to call Lauren and I couldn’t face it anyway. What was I going to tell her? Yet another relationship had gone up in smoke? A guy for whom I’d torpedoed my chance at a TV comeback? 
Even Lauren would write me off at this point and there was no one else I felt I could call. My mother? Wouldn’t she love to see me now, heartbroken and drinking alone in a hotel room. “I knew more and more of your father would come out in you,” she’d say. 
I knew I should have gone to the police right away. I couldn’t face that either. I kept feeling as if I had done something wrong. I tried to relive the whole horrible scene from this afternoon and it was still as if Michel was right, I had done something wrong. 
My wrists ached. I saw telltale signs from the handcuffs. I was handcuffed! By a fucking psychopath! I did nothing wrong. I was 
drinking straight from the bottle now (merlot) and I considered calling Michel. He must have calmed down by now and was having second thoughts about throwing me out without letting me explain. 
Wait. I’ll email him. That’ll give me the chance to tell the whole hideous story and then he’ll understand and I can go back. We’ll go to the police together. 
Did I even have my iPad? I flipped open the suitcase and felt under the tangle of clothes. It was there. Michel threw it in there as well. I pulled it out and attached the cord to the socket. I heard the familiar Apple chimes and I logged in to my email. 
I scanned it quickly to see if there was anything from Michel. Nothing. I wasn’t interested in anything else but one email from an unfamiliar address caught my eye: READ THIS AS IF YOUR LIFE DEPENDED ON IT. 
It had to be spam, but still, I had a bad feeling. I clicked to open it. 
Dear American Citizen, 
I understand you may have had a challenging day. It happens to the best of us. 
In case you are thinking about taking any action in regards to your difficult day, I’d suggest you think otherwise. 
I’m not sure if you’re aware that citizens of other countries are regarded as guests in France, unless they have French citizenship as well. They are expected to abide by the laws of this land while they are here or face serious consequences, including lengthy prison sentences for certain offenses. 
It has come to our attention that a video exists of you snorting lines of cocaine 
aboard a yacht in the harbor off St. Tropez in March 2014. Your DNA is presumably also on a rolled up dollar bill that was used on the occasion and saved for posterity. 
Should you ever speak to anyone about your difficult day, the video taken of you (please see the link to the video here and the attachment) will be brought to the Nice Police Department and released on Youtube for your fans back in America. It would be a fitting denouement to all those stories in the New York City media about your rather shocking departure from television. 
Fame isn’t everything it’s cracked up to be, is it? 
The good news is, the video has already been emailed to your boyfriend, who will probably be very disappointed to see not only that you’re breaking the law, but that you’re cheating on him as well. (Sadly, there’s no time stamp on the video.) 
All the best,
A concerned friend 
I read - and re-read the email. I opened the video and saw a woman leaning over a high table on a yacht, snorting long fat lines and laughing with the guy next to her, who kept patting her butt and kissing her. It was me and Gilles. 
What time was it? That’s the last thing I remember thinking. I washed the entire rest of the bottle down and swallowed two Ambien tablets. I lay back on the bed and waited for oblivion. 
CHAPTER SIXTY TWO 
The Hotel Beau Rivage was built along the Promenade des Anglais in 1860, the same year the French emperor Napoleon and the Prime Minister of the Kingdom of Sardinia made a secret deal in Torino that 
allowed for the unification of Italy but took Nice from the Italians and gave it to France. 
Napoleon, who was actually Corsican which explains a lot since those people are still crazy, dangerous pirates, had a hand in a lot that would define the future of France. But my favorite has to be the Napoleonic code, the arcane but enduring code of laws first enacted in France in 1801 and which later spread around Europe. Not to England, though. The U.S. Legal system is based on English common law, very different from the Napoleonic code. 
A key difference? Scholars will argue the intricacies but the bottom line is this: In the U.S. you are considered innocent until proven guilty. In France? You guessed it, guilty until proven innocent. 
Having woken up with a headache and a bad hangover at 5:30 a.m., I spent two hours in a daze on my computer, researching all this, along with devastating, worse-than-Midnight Express descriptions of foreigners serving prison sentences for drugs in France. 
I looked down automatically at my watch and it was working again. It was a little past 8 a.m. I took it as a sign from my grandfather. I had to formulate a plan to get out of this mess. 
After calling room service to order coffee and a vanilla yogurt, I pulled open the draperies and sunlight filled the room. I jumped in the shower and turned it to as cold as I could possibly stand so I’d wake up. 
I managed to get in a change of clothes by the time breakfast arrived, along with a copy of Nice-Matin. 
I half expected to see a front page headline with a photo of me, freshly thrown out of Michel’s apartment, standing disheveled in front of 8 
rue du Jesus with my battered suitcase in hand. FORMER ANCHOR AWEIGH - YET AGAIN! 
I wanted to dive back into another bottle of merlot and wash it down with more Ambien and deal with everything tomorrow. The back of my neck ached despite the shower. I thought of where I would be right now, waking up in Michel’s bed, if it weren’t for that goddamned asshole Gilles. Getting involved with those guys had cost Karla her life, I was sure of it, and now I’d lost the only thing that meant anything to me in the world. 
This isn’t my fucking fault! I wanted to open the windows and scream it down at all the people parading by on the Prom. I didn’t choose a bad man this time! He wasn’t another one of the jerks I always pick. Even if he acted like it at first, he’s a good man, I know it. And I belong with him. I wasn’t wrong this time. It isn’t my fault this time! 
Antoine. He was the only person outside school who knew me and knew Michel. Antoine was cool. He was someone I could reach out to, I hoped. 
It was 9 a.m. Antoine once mentioned starting work as early as 7 or 7:30. I grabbed my purse and left the hotel, traveling down the rue St. Francois de Paule toward the flower market on the Cours Saleya. 
Antoine owned a little boucherie, or butcher shop, at 16 rue Droite, only about a 90-second walk from Michel’s place. My heart began to race as I walked almost the entire length of the Cours Saleya, turned left at the Rue de la Poissonerie and turned onto the Rue Droite. 
Antoine was behind the counter, slicing up some meat for an elderly man who was standing in line behind a young woman. His apron was still clean at this time of day. 
It wasn’t until after the old man left and Antoine looked up that he saw me. I knew instantly that he knew. Already? Oh, God. 
My face flushed. 
“Salut Tulsa,” Antoine said in a not unfriendly voice as he took his other customer’s order. But he didn’t sound as warm as he normally did. There was a gentle wariness to it. “Ca va?” 
“When you have a second,” I said to Antoine in French. “Can I speak to you?” 
Antoine frowned slightly as he cut the last of the saucissons and bundled them in a white bag to give to his customer. He looked past me as if he hoped someone else would come in. 
“I don’t know, Tulsa,” he said. “This is my busy time.” 
“S’il te plait, Antoine,” I said. “I don’t know what you’ve heard but I can tell you it’s wrong. I’m only asking for ten minutes of your time. If you don’t want to ever speak to me again, that’s fine. I just need ten minutes. And I know you take lunch. You’re French.” 
Antoine smiled very faintly and paused for a moment. 
“I’ll tell you what,” he said. “Let’s meet at Cafe Antonia on the Place Rossetti for a quick coffee before I go home for lunch.” 
I nodded.
“I’ll see you there at noon,” he said. “For now you better go.” 
CHAPTER SIXTY THREE 
Cafe Antonia was just across from my favorite building in Vieux Nice after 8 rue du Jesus, a beautiful five-story yellow building that formed itself into a V between Rue Mascoinat and the Place Rossetti. It was a miniature version of the Flatiron Building in downtown Manhattan. 
“See?” I used to say to Michel, gesturing at the building. “It’s a metaphor for my life. Everything has gotten smaller, but prettier.” 
I ordered a noisette and nervously checked my watch. It was now 12:07, Antoine probably wasn’t coming. He must have called Michel who threatened to cut him off as a friend if he ever dared speak to me again. 
A little after 12:10, I saw Antoine, without his apron, loping by the Cathedrale Ste. Reparate and watched him as he finally spotted me in a front row outdoor table at the cafe. 
As he drew closer, he gestured inside the cafe. “Not out here,” he said, and I followed him inside. We sat down and face each other. He seemed grim. 
“Antoine,” I started. 
Antoine raised his hand. 
“Tulsa, I don’t even know why I’m here,” he said. “Michel is a very, very close friend of mine. He told me what happened. I almost couldn’t believe it. Except that I’ve never seen Michel so upset. Not even after the death of his wife.” 
His words cut right through my heart and tears stung my eyes. 
“I can’t believe you would do something like that, Tulsa,” he said softly. “You just seemed so different from that. You seemed so in love with 
Michel.” 
Tears spilled down my cheeks onto the cheap white paper placemat. Me, who never cries. I got ahold of myself. A waiter appeared and took Antoine’s order. 
“I am in love with him, Antoine,” I said. “I would never, ever cheat on him or betray him in any way. Something horrible happened.” 
Antoine began to look even more uncomfortable. 
“Michel told me you tried to explain it,” he said. “Come on, Tulsa. He told me what he found when he came to the apartment.” 
“Antoine,” I said. “Will you please let me tell you what happened, just let me tell the story and then when I’m done if you still don’t believe me, you can go.” 
“D’accord,” he said. “But better be quick since I haven’t much time.” 
I told him everything. From the first time I met Gilles with Jean- Pierre and Karla at their house in Cap d’Ail, to the awful night in St. Tropez right up to yesterday afternoon at Michel’s. I told him about the email I got from Gilles today and my suspicions over Karla’s death. 
“You can check with Michel about that one,” I said. “He came with me to the police station in Beaulieu-sur-Mer after Karla’s car crash.” 
When I was finished, Antoine just sat there. 
“Is there anyone else who knows how you met this guy and what happened in St. Tropez?” he asked. 
“No,” I said miserably. “The only person who could vouch for me is lying dead in the Mediterranean.” 
I did everything I could not to cry. 
“I don’t know what to do,” I said. “Michel’s apartment was broken into by this crazy guy who handcuffed me and then forced me into the shower with him and made it seem we were lovers. But I can’t talk to Michel and I can’t go to the police because of the video.” 
Antoine still wasn’t saying anything. 
“So you don’t believe me?” I said. “You really think I made all that up? I can show you the email and the video!” 
Antoine sighed. 
“En fait, Tulsa, I do believe you,” he said. “I don’t need to see the video. I go on my instincts a lot and I just don’t take you for a liar or a cheater. You’re a big American news star. I don’t think you’d settle down with Michel unless you really loved him.” 
Antoine’s statement was the first thing I’d heard in 24 hours that made my heart soar. 
“Yes! Thank you,” I said, reaching over to touch Antoine’s arm. 
Antoine flinched and I withdrew my hand. 
“The problem is not convincing me,” he said. “Michel is a very complicated man. My wife and I could not believe it when he started seeing you, much less living with you. I never thought he’d go out with another woman in his life. He prefers to go it alone. You were obviously 
very special to him. But Michel has major trust issues. For some reason, he let down his guard with you.” 
“But can’t you just go see him and explain everything for me?” I asked. “You can even tell him I have the email and video to show him.” 
Antoine shook his head. 
“Michel’s gone,” he said. He shrugged his shoulders as if to say the whole idea of reaching out to Michel was futile. 
“What do you mean, gone?” I said. “He is supposed to be teaching at the Ecole this term.” 
“He has a lot of sick leave,” Antoine said. “He just told me that he was taking time off and getting out of town. He left very early this morning on his motorcycle.” 
“Did he say where he was going?” 
“No,” said Antoine. “No, he didn’t.” 
He called to the waiter asking for the check and pulled out a ten euro bill to pay for us both. 
“I’m very sorry, Tulsa,” he said. “I don’t know how to advise you. I agree with you that going to the police isn’t a very good idea under the circumstances.” 
Something in Antoine’s eyes made me wonder. 
“Are you sure you don’t know where he is?” I said, as Antoine stood up to leave. 
He hesitated. “Please, Antoine.” 
“Michel didn’t say...” his voice trailed off. 
“He didn’t say what?” I asked. 
“He didn’t say where he was going,” Antoine said. “And I don’t know for sure. I do know there is a place Michel goes when he’s upset or in a dark place.” 
“Where?” I said. “Please tell me.” 
“I have no idea if he’s gone there,” said Antoine, “and I definitely would not advise you following him there. It’s too far away anyway.” 
“Where is it?” I asked. 
“It’s on the way toward the the center of France, in the Cevennes mountains,” he said. “I don’t know if you know Michel has a thing for wolves. He goes to this special wolf park up there, I think it’s called the Parc a Loups du Gevaudan.” 
“Gevaudan?” I said. “As in La Bete du Gevaudan?” “Oui,” Antoine said. 
CHAPTER SIXTY FOUR 
I gripped the steering wheel of the rented Renault Clio as if I were twelve years old again and Dad was teaching me how to drive. I 
gingerly pointed the car toward the big green sign reading “A8/LA PROVENÇALE en direction de CAGNES/CANNES/AIX-EN-PCE.” Five years in New York City without needing a car made me feel as if I was learning to drive again. 
My mind flashed back to the wide dirt roads about a mile from Dad’s old house on the outskirts of Tulsa. He began taking me out there to teach me how to drive his pickup truck with the five gear stick shift the summer before I started seventh grade. 
“You’ll get a jump on the boys this way T,” he said. “You’ll impress them the right way. They won’t try to take advantage of you and with me not being around all the time, that’s important. Your mother isn’t going to save you, that’s for sure.” 
Who was going to save me, I thought, as I gunned the engine and swung the Renault past the entrance to the A8 and onto the highway. I had a printout of a map balanced on my knees but what I needed were the kind of directions nobody could give me. 
I missed Dad so much. “The man drinks, Tulsa,” my mother once snapped at me in exasperation when she caught me staring into the distance outside our Colorado home, hoping to spot Dad’s pickup on the horizon. I was probably about seven at the time. “What do you expect? I can’t understand why you’re so attached to him.” 
At the same time I heard Lauren’s voice in my head, something she said to me, not unkindly, at my 36th birthday party at Nello’s two years ago. Sean was there but I was keeping him at arm’s length, as usual, and Geoff wasn’t there because he was married. 
Lauren had had a few drinks and the two of us were standing at the bar, apart from everyone else for a few minutes. “You don’t really 
bond with anyone do you, Tulsa?” she said. I was startled and a little shocked before a more unpleasant emotion set in: shame. Someone had correctly diagnosed what was wrong with me after all these years and it was a fatal disease called inability to bond. 
“What do you mean?” I said defensively. “I’m bonded to you, aren’t I?” 
Lauren immediately took my hand. “Of course you are,” she said. “I didn’t mean to make it sound bad. I just meant on a deeper level, like maybe with men. Forget I even mentioned it, Tulsa, I’m probably totally wrong.” 
I pushed the map onto the passenger seat and checked my watch. It was just after 8:15 a.m. I had wanted to get an even earlier start but Elite Car Rentals on Avenue Meyerbeer didn’t open until 8. I had more than 250 miles to cover if I wanted to get to Saugues, the little town in the Haute-Loire that was ground zero for the Bete de Gevaudan, by nightfall. 
My plan was to look around Saugues tomorrow and see some of the places I’d read about in the book about La Bete in the school library and gather my courage before going to the wolf park. Whenever I was sent on a difficult assignment, I often needed to familiarize myself with the area first. Then I could move in for the kill. Saugues was not far from the wolf park in St. Lucie and maybe I could even get a travel article out of it. 
The first toll plaza on the A8 was unexpectedly backed up. I picked up the map and traced the green and red lines leading out of the Alpes-Maritimes that I’d almost memorized last night, the ones going east into Provence and due north, into the Cevennes and Margaride mountains of south-central France. 
As I paid the two euro toll, the gate went up and I saw an infinite 
stretch of highway ahead, broad and inviting, as if designed to lure me somewhere ultimately more crooked and complicated. 
The Renault slowly picked up speed again as I moved into the fast lane and I thought of Michel on his motorcycle whipping along the same route up to the wolf park. Or at least I hoped Antoine was right and this was where he’d gone. 
Sun poured down from the foothills and a slight, dry wind rustled the palm trees that dotted both sides of the wide concrete ribbon of road as I crossed into the Var, the next departement in Provence. The crowded, touristy busy-ness of Nice might well have been left behind on a distant planet. The Var was wide-open and uncrowded. Brad Pitt and Angelina Jolie had bought a vast estate here, Chateau Miraval, and they were photographed with their family in the local newspaper during my first week at the Ecole de Francais. 
At one particular curve of road, I spotted a sign for the Massif de Maures and memories of my nighttime ride to St. Tropez with Gilles overwhelmed me. Images of our fight on the yacht and Gilles’ boot on my throat in Michel’s apartment filled my head. 
I thought of Lauren at home in New York with her family. Her investment banker husband and two little kids. Her funny emails to me about life on the Upper East Side and sending her oldest child to one of the toniest private schools in the city. About what it was like to quit work and be a stay at home mom and listen to her husband vent about life on Wall Street. It sounded so safe and cozy and wonderful to me now, alone on this highway, headed to an unknown fate. 
What a great distraction! Cezanne’s famous muse, Mont St. Victoire, loomed into view in the distance way off to the right of the highway. If Fellowes Davis, my art history teacher at my Steamboat 
Springs boarding school could see me now. It’s because of him I knew instantly it was Cezanne’s mountain. 
I passed signs for Frejus and St. Maximin and Brignoles and before I realized it, the Mediterranean had faded from my rear view mirror. After driving almost two hours, I had already made it past Aix-en-Provence and Arles. I felt an almost physical ache for the noisy bustle of 8 Jesus Street and Michel. I’d be there right now, I thought, maybe shopping for the night’s dinner while Michel was teaching his new group of students at the Ecole. 
Just after Nimes, I pulled into one of the national highway gas stations attached to restaurants that make you feel you’re back in America. Big, brightly-lit places with souvenir shops and rows of candy, cookies, chips and prepared sandwiches. I bought a chicken Caesar wrap and some lemon Carambars and studied my map. About ten miles ahead, I’d be getting off the main highway for the first time since leaving Nice. There were still 185 kilometers between here and Saugues. 
“Prenez la prochaine, c’est pas loin,” said the clerk after I paid for a bottle of water and asked him if the turn-off for Route 10 was far. To hear it was the the first one after getting back on the highway almost seemed too soon for me. 
After having traveled in a soothing, southwesterly direction for three hours, the exit I took led me north on a smaller highway careering rather abruptly into the French countryside, “la France profonde,” that I recalled Michel saying one day in class. The palm trees, eggshell-blue skies and rocky beaches of the Cote d’Azur might as well have belonged to a fantasy France. 
“You’re in Hollywood-on-the-Riviera,” Michel told us one day in class. “Do not mistake it for the real France. The real France is la France 
profonde.” 
Majestic chestnut trees filled deep valleys dotted with old castles and stone farmhouses. A winding river began to shadow me on the curving two-lane highway. Mountains and gorges in the distance seemed covered with thick vines that as they got closer turned out to be impenetrable forests. Plum orchards gave way to woodlands and sun- baked meadows of sunflowers, broken up every now and then by villages that looked almost unchanged from medieval times. None of the tacky and sprawling overdevelopment - the boxy concrete seafront hotels, the hilltop McVillas - that tarnished the beauty of the Cote d’Azur had reached here. 
It was just a little after noon and the sun was high in the sky but I was driving along a fairly deserted stretch of road and thinking how close I was La Bete country started to get the better of me. I checked the levels in my gas tank to make sure I wouldn’t run out. I saw the outlines of a village or maybe even a town quite far in the distance - it looked like Florac on the map and felt myself reflexively relax. People were not too far away. 
Just then I saw a sign welcoming me to the Lozere department, the province formed after the French Revolution that had absorbed what had been called the Gevaudan. Like trying to erase the stain of the beast forever associated with the name? I wondered. 
About a mile into the Lozere, the landscape grew more dramatic. The volcanic rock gorges of Les Crozes Hauts rose up on either side of the highway, which now had fencing to protect cars from skidding into the valley below. I saw an odd little sign just beyond a small clearing off the highway bearing the words Espace Stevenson. I wasn’t so far from civilization, stopping for a moment wouldn’t hurt. 
A plaque on a tree about 20 feet from the road commemorated 
Robert Stevenson’s trek through these hills in “Travels with a Donkey in the Cevennes” in 1878, more than a century after La Bete had been here. I flipped on my iPhone to Google Stevenson and his donkey book. I couldn’t even pick up 3G and barely got Edge. It wasn’t enough to go online. I moved onto on a bench next to the plaque and finished off the remains of my chicken sandwich, gulping down the last of the water in my bottle of Vittel. 
A truck coming from the opposite direction rumbled by, the older man driving didn’t even glance over at me. Birds flew close overhead and a creek with a small waterfall rippled down a wooded hill. I checked the map. I was only about fifty miles from Saugues but was aware of how tired I was, how I wished I could stretch out on this bench or even under Stevenson’s tree and take a quick nap. 
Something rustled in the woods and my heart almost stopped. I jumped to my feet, running for the car, kicking my water bottle out of the way in my haste. Car keys in my hand, I looked back and saw two squirrels playing in leaves. I locked myself inside the Renault and threw the shift into reverse by mistake. Maybe it’s because I suddenly wanted to turn back, to fly down the highway back to Nimes and through the Luberon and Aix to the warmth and palm trees and beaches of the Cote d’Azur. 
I shifted into drive, returned to the highway and continued north deep into the Auvergne instead. 
CHAPTER SIXTY FIVE 
So many of my decisions in France seem to involve an actual fork in the road, like the day I decided to turn left and walk up the steps to 
Salle 6 rather than straight up the stairs leading out of the Ecole de Francais. Or the night I left Karla at Jimmy Z’s in Monte Carlo and hopped on the back of Gilles’s motorcycle. 
I remember so plainly seeing the ruins of the Roman aqueduct on the old Salt Route glinting under the Mediterranean moon as Gilles paused at the entrance to the A8 and made a hard left in the direction of St. Tropez. 
Now came another and it made me think of that adage about how you never know the difference between a good and bad decision at the time you’re making it, only later. According to the map, I had to take the St. Clichy exit off the A75 and turn right - onto a road heading deep into the heart of the land of La Bete - or at least that’s how the guide book for this area worded it. La Bete was most active in a triangle formed by the towns of Saugues, St. Flour and St. Chely-d’Apcher. 
The landscape changed again as soon as I steered the Renault down the exit ramp onto a narrow two-lane road. I was in a wild and desolate land, surrounded on all sides by an unbroken series of low, undulating hills, some studded with high, gnarled trees and almost no evidence of life. 
I pulled out the last raspberry Carambar from a bag I bought back in Nimes and rolled it around in my mouth. Glancing around as I drove, watching the landscape roll by in my rearview mirror, it wasn’t hard to envision the wretched peasants who scraped together a miserable life here between the rolling green hills and mud brown river plain 250 years ago – all while living in fear of a man-eating beast. 
Details from the La Bete de Gevraudan filtered back into my consciousness even though I had long since returned the book to the school library. The peasants who lived here when the attacks began in 
1764 were dirt poor, illiterate and isolated from the rest of country, especially Paris where the aristocracy and the clergy paid no taxes and the monarchy reigned supreme. They often had only stewed wild chestnuts to eat to survive the long, harsh winters. The only communication between villages was on horseback or on foot. 
Women had more to fear from La Bete, I remembered. Shepherdesses and children were among the beasts’ favorite victims. I could still recall the story of Madame Merle, just one of the victims of La Bete, from the book. 
“She had her eyes scratched out and La Bete spat out a stream of her blood,” read one passage. It was just one account out of many reported and recorded in court and still on view in extensive public archives in the cities of Montpellier and Clermont-Ferrand. 
The road curved around the hills so you could rarely see what lay beyond the next one. So I came onto the rather crude little village of Paulhac by surprise. This was a name I remembered well from the book and sure enough, just ahead was a big sign, La Route de la Bete. 
Paulhac was a dangerous place to live. It had been ravaged twice in recent history. From March to June 1766 La Bete attacked 14 people within six miles of the little village. It was later burned partly to the ground by German soldiers during the Occupation in 1944. 
It was here where Marie-Jeanne Valet, just 20, held the beast at bay the morning of August 11, 1764. Valet was the servant of the curate of Paulhac and was accompanied by her younger sister Therese as they walked from Paulhac to a nearby farm. They had to cross a small bridge over a river. It was here that La Bete leapt out at Marie-Jeanne, who was armed with a homemade spear like a lot of the frightened locals at that time. 
Marie-Jeanne stepped back about five paces in fear and then struck back, piercing the beast with her spear in the center of its chest. La Bete let out a shriek, placed a paw on the wound and fell back into the water. Therese confirmed the story to three men who were on patrol looking for the beast and who showed up minutes after the attack. They described seeing the spear, covered in blood up to four inches, when they made their proces-verbal. 
Paulhac consisted of a small church, a few houses and simple shops but it was dominated by a non-descript tavern with a clump of motorcycles outside. It took less 60 seconds to pass through the entire town and before I knew it, I was back on the curving Route de la Bete in the silent countryside again. I slowed to check the map. I was near close the tiny village of La Bessyre-St. Mary, which was key to the story of La Bete. 
La Bessyre-St. Mary was where a local man supposedly killed the beast. When I drove into the miniscule town, even smaller than Paulhac, I spotted a little sculpture in front of one old white-washed home set back on the side of a hill in a quiet area with just a few other houses. 
“AU PAYS DE LA BETE DE GEVAUDAN,” read the sign. “ICI VECUT JEAN CHASTEL QUI TUA LA BETE LE 19 JUIN 1767.” 
Jean Chastel, wearing a cocked Napoleon hat and shouldering his hunting rifle was outlined in a tableau next to the sign. He lived from 1708 to 1789 and was 55 years old when he killed the alleged Bete. Chastel was a farmer and inn-keeper. 
Some of the more florid reports from 1767 say Chastel got into position on Mont Mouchet when he heard La Bete was in the area, opened the Bible and began reciting prayers. He fired two shots at the beast that came from “silver” bullets supposedly taken from a medal representing the 
Virgin Mary. The last shot hit La Bete in the heart. 
But like so many of the accounts of the alleged killing of the beast, things didn’t add up. Chastel also supposedly said that La Bete stared at him for awhile. For a beast that always attacked on sight, that sounded pretty dubious. 
Another book posits the theory it was actually Jean Chastel’s mentally-disturbed son who was responsible for creating a monster who killed people. Chastel’s son was reportedly abducted as a kid, been imprisoned in the Middle East and castrated. The theory is that he may have trained a wolf type animal to attack, like a serial killer by proxy. 
I stared at the sculpture of Chastel, wondering who he really was and if the beast he shot was truly La Bete. The killings stopped after Chastel shot his wolf, but the events surrounding it sounded too bogus, too much of a religious fairytale. 
I got back in the Renault. I was losing the light. I didn’t look back at Chastel but I felt his eyes on me. He wasn’t giving anything up. 
I wanted to get to Saugues before nightfall. CHAPTER SIXTY SIX 
Saugues turned out to be the kind of walled medieval French town you can imagine yourself carrying a pitchfork in - or at least holding. a torch aloft, possibly on your way to see a few witches burned at the stake. I hadn’t had time to look up places to stay overnight so I was relieved to spot a small, quite picturesque hotel, La Terrasse, its light stucco walls covered with ivy. It was just off the central square, dominated by a tower called La Tour des Anglais, a name that came from an incident during the Hundred Years War when English soldiers routed the town. 
I parked the Clio across the street and walked into the small, dark lobby. 
“Bonsoir, jeune femme,” said a square-jawed man with salt and pepper hair who looked to be in his late sixties, looking up from behind a small reception desk where he appeared to be reading a newspaper. 
“Vous avez une chambre pour ce soir?” I asked, without even realizing the French was rolling off my tongue automatically. 
“Vous etes tout seule, mademoiselle?” he asked. 
“Oui,” I said, as he took my credit card and handed me a key. “I’m looking for information about the Bete de Gevaudan,” I told 
him.
The man nodded. 
“Yes,” he said. “She comes from this area.” 
“Is she still here?” I asked. “You used the present tense.” 
The man did not smile. “She hasn’t been here for a long time,” he said. “But there is a lot of mystery surrounding her. Tomorrow I suggest you go to the museum.” 
He pushed a little card with a picture of a wolf-like creature and the words, “Musee fantastique de la Bete du Gevaudan.” 
Then he handed me the keys to my chambre. It was just one flight up and “tres simple,” he said. 
“Bonsoiree,” he said, quietly. 
He was right. The room was nothing extravagant but it would do nicely after such a long, tiring drive. It was hard to believe that just this morning I had driven down the Promenade des Anglais, the shimmering blue Mediterranean on my left, the grand old resort hotel the Negresco on my right. 
My room here consisted a double bed covered with a white chenille spread, a white ceramic basin and a tiny table. The toilet and shower were in a space almost smaller than a closet. Lacy, cream-colored curtains covered part of the room’s one window which looked onto another building. It looked spartan but very clean. 
It was nearly 7 o’clock. I longed to lie down on the bed and sleep until morning, but I knew if I did, I’d probably wake up before midnight, famished and without anything to eat. I dumped my blue Balenciaga overnight bag (yes it looked very out of place here!) on the bed and washed my face in the basin. I tied my hair back in a ponytail and slipped back down the front stairs of the hotel. 
To my relief, I found a little brasserie open just down the street. I ordered an omelette paysanne and a glass of red wine. After a second glass, I felt relaxed and sleepy and went back up to my room. 
After getting undressed and putting one of Michel’s old shirts on, I turned out the lights and lay down in the bed. I got up and double- checked that I’d locked the door. It seemed like such a flimsy lock. 
I didn’t miss my little white pills. I missed Michel – and falling asleep so quickly in his arms. I lay on my back on the bed, trying to pretend he was there with me. But the ruse didn’t work and I was awake for hours. I woke up when wisps of pale sun sun filtered through the curtains and bathed the room in a kind of gray light. It was already 9:30 
a.m. 
The petit dej included in the cost of the room so I hoped I wasn’t too late. I splashed water on my face and body and skipped the shower. I put on a pair of jeans, an old Thierry Mugler sweater and my boots. I carried my jacket on my shoulder. 
The tiny dining room was just off the lobby. The three tables were already set for breakfast but the place looked empty. The owner, rubbing sleep out of his eyes, shuffled out a few minutes later carrying a small cup of espresso and a basket of croissants and pain au chocolat. 
“Bonjour Madame,” he said. “Est-ce que vous etes prete pour la Bete?” “Yes,” I said. “Just tell me how to get there.” 
“The morning show starts at 10 a.m,” he said. Show? 
“It’s not really a museum,” he said. “They put on a show for you so you can understand La Bete better.” 
It took less than ten minutes to walk from the hotel down the nearly empty, deathly quiet narrow streets of the old village. 
I found the museum in an eerie alleyway. It looked like nothing from the outside; just a big gray stone block of a door with the words Musee Fantastique de la Bete du Gevaudan. 
On the other side of the door, a dour woman about 65 sat behind a little table. She barely looked up as I walked in and just mumbled something about “la spectacle” beginning in five minutes and costing 10 euro. 
The interior of the museum hardly seemed worth 10 euro. All it contained were some kitschy little paintings and sculptures of La Bete, all by the same artist and all equally bad. Each one showed the beast poised 
above a female form, as if about to sexually ravage her. 
Before I even realized it, about seven other people, all French since this wasn’t exactly a tourist town, arrived. The older woman ushered us downstairs to what turned out to be like a big basement dungeon. 
It was pretty dark down there but I could make out what seemed like little exhibits with mannequins or something in the corners. 
“Mesdames et messieurs!” The booming announcement startled all of us. What little light there was went out and a noise like thunder boomed out of the audio speakers. A light shone on one corner of the room, an eerily life-like tableau of 18th-century peasants dressed in rags and shepherds in a field. 
And so began an eerily authentic and grisly 35-minute light and sound spectacle involving various tableaux of extraordinary life-like old peasants and bergeres. Their voices came out of tinny stereo boxes in the ceiling, describing how they became terrified and maimed victims of La Bete. 
They said they were out walking alone or in the fields, doing what they had to do to survive, when out of nowhere, this monstrous wolf appeared, often ripping them to shreds and decapitating them. One girl was badly injured but did not die. Instead she lived, for months, slowly dying and in terrible pain in her family’s miserable one-room hovel. 
A light would come up on one scene more gory as the next and then we walked up a short flight of stairs to the grimmest exhibit of all. 
In this one room, realistic-looking figures of children in impeccably authentic period costumes lay dead on the snowy ground or dirt, torn apart by La Bete. Blood was everywhere. One woman was 
shown lying dead without her head, again lying in the snow. Bonnets and clogs belonging to the women and children were scattered near their dead bodies. 
When it was over, the lights dimmed and the wretched, mutilated figures disappeared into the darkness. I walked upstairs with the rest of the group, who seemed as stunned as I was. It was as if the people who designed the museum wanted to cut through all the mythology of La Bete herself and show the nightmare the natives of this area endured. 
The older woman was still there, counting money and cutting up little paper tickets for the next show. I approached her gingerly. I wanted to know more. 
She didn’t seem surprised by my question. 
“I’m not the person to ask about La Bete,” she said. “The man who is the expert is named Jean Richard. He’s written several books on La Bete de Gevaudan.” 
“Do you have any here I can buy?” I asked. 
The woman shook her head. She raised her head from her tickets for the first time. 
“Vous avez un petit accent,” she said, but not unkindly. “Yes,” I said. “I’m an American.” 
“Une americaine?” she repeated. “Les americaines ne connaissent pas l’histoire de la Bete de Gevaudan.” 
“I do,” I said. “Well, a little bit. I’d like to find out more.” 
The woman looked me up and down. 
“Jean Richard lives only five kilometers from here,” she said. “You should go to him and ask your questions.” 
“OK,” I said, feeling a rush of excitement. “But how do I know if he’s there and how do I get to him?” 
Wordlessly, the woman got up and went to an old-fashioned phone with a cord plugged into the wall. I couldn’t hear the conversation well but when she replaced the receiver, she nodded for me to come over to her. 
“Monsieur Richard is happy to talk to you,” she said. She wrote down his address and phone number on a small white piece of paper. 
“Are you staying in a hotel here?” she said. “Then ask them to give you directions. It’s not far.” 
I returned to La Terrasse and, while paying my bill, asked the hotel owner how to get to Jean Richard’s house. I planned a quick visit to satisfy my curiosity about the beast and get enough for an article if I ever decided to do one. By then I’d have my feet on the ground here and I’d be ready to drive to nearby Marvejols and look for Michel at the wolf park. 
The proprietor sketched out my route to La Vachellerie, which he said lay out the outskirts of Saugues. 
“Bonne chance,” he said as he waved goodbye to me from the hotel doorway. “Don’t get eaten by any wild animals!” 
CHAPTER SIXTY SEVEN 
The sprawling farmhouse belonging to Jean Richard, local Bete expert extraordinaire, was down a long, winding dirt road, set back among hills and pastures. Cows roamed around the back and I counted at least four cats, two dogs and a lot of rabbits around the property. 
I pulled in down the long driveway and had barely switched off the engine of the Renault when I saw a tall, white-haired man about seventy years old wearing a khaki shirt and jeans open the front door. Two more dogs ran out of the house. He stood waiting for me as I got out of the car and motioned cautiously at the dogs. 
“Pas de probleme!” he said, “Ils sont tres gentils!” 
He didn’t even ask my name. Instead he ushered me into a large, old-fashioned kitchen where his wife, in a dress and flat shoes, was chopping vegetables on the counter. A tray of cheese lay on the kitchen table and I noticed an open bottle of rose. 
“Will you have a little lunch with us?” he said. “My wife is making a salade paysanne.” 
His wife seemed shy, especially when Jean Richard told her I could speak French. Then he gestured for me to follow him out of the kitchen and down a long hall into a large living room. A big bow window overlooked what seemed to be miles of green hills and pastures. 
His study was just off the living room. The shelves were lined with books and documents and as I got closer, I could see that most of them were about La Bete de Gevaudan. 
“I was just at the museum,” I said. “I was so shocked at how 
graphic it was. How could such a thing have happened? What was La Bete de Gevaudan?” 
Jean Richard began taking books and documents off the shelves. I sat where Jean Richard indicated, in a stuffed armchair next to the window, and he began bringing them over to me, as if they were information for a student he knew someday would appear. 
“It is my life’s work,” he said. “Understanding La Bete. It is an extraordinary story.” 
I began leafing through some of the thick folders that Jean had compiled. The amount of detail in the dossiers was voluminous and painstaking. 
“What I don’t get,” I said to him, “ is how just one animal could cause so much destruction. Was La Bete really a wolf? I read all these theories, like it was some type of hybrid animal or maybe even something supernatural.” 
Jean Richard’s wife brought us in two heaping bowls of salad and chunks of French bread. She returned with two glasses of rose and a one slice of quiche each/ 
“I have a thesis,” said Jean Richard, “based on years of my study and research. You must know that there are many records by witnesses at the time on file. La Bete is not a legend or some fantasy. She is not Nessie. She was here. People, intelligent people, saw her and they testified and those accounts hold up today. But before I tell you, I have to explain a few things.” 
Richard handed me a copy of what was clearly a very old document, dated December 1764. I could barely make out the old French 
verb tenses and the way the words were written. 
“C’est un mandat,” Jean Richard said. “The Bishop of Mende, which was the county seat at the time, issued this mandate ordering special masses to be held against La Bete. He also said La Bete was a punishment from God for the local people were such sinners. He said it was their fault the beast had come for they were such bad people.” 
“What happened after that?” I said. 
“The fear and hysteria just got worse,” Jean said. “It was a little bit like the panic that spread during Salem witch trials in America. Here are these poor people, in the grip of something terrifying that nobody can understand, and their bishop blames them for it.” 
At the same time, he said, what happened to the peasants in Gevaudan presaged what would happen to the tyrannical aristocracy and monarchy in Paris less than 25 years later. 
“The beast tore people’s heads off, decapitated them,” Jean Richard said. “In 1789, it was the King and Queen who were beheaded instead.” 
What makes La Bete de Gevaudan different from other legendary monsters, Jean repeated, were the number of normal, intelligent people who witnessed the attacks or knew people who had. He showed me a book by Jean-Pierre Pourcher, the local abbe, who wrote more than a thousand pages on the subject. His books mentions some of his own relatives that were taken by the beast. 
“People saw La Bete,” he said. “It was real. The king sent his finest wolf-catchers to get him. There were platoons of dragoons beating the bushes and the forest every day. The soldiers even camped out in the 
peasants’ little homes. One soldier thought he had captured the beast and they brought the body back to the king. But back here, the killings continued.” 
“I saw Jean Chastel’s house and the shrine to him,” I said. “So he really was the one who killed La Bete?” 
Jean Richard smiled at me.
“All we know,” he said, “is that the killings stopped after that.” 
I waited for more.
“You said you have a theory,” I said. “What is it?” 
Jean Richard paused.
“I believe it was a wolf,” he said. “It’s true that many other 
people who have studied the story will tell you that’s not possible. They say wolves never attack humans.” 
He walked over to the window with his back to me. 
“But there are times when a wolf will attack a man,” he said, “if he runs or shows fear. There was an epidemic of fear around this wolf. The bishop’s condemnation made it even worse. The peasants feared the wolf and because of their fear, it attacked.” 
“Really?” I said. “You think the fear that the peasants had of this wolf after the Bishop told them God was punishing them was enough to cause it to keep attacking them?” 
Jean Richard took a sip from his glass of rose. 
“Nobody knows for sure and I’m not sure anyone will ever know for sure who or what La Bete was and why she attacked as she did,” he said. “Unless, of course, she comes back.” 
I raised my eyebrows. He was joking now, right? Jean Richard shook his head. 
“Fear is a very powerful emotion, more so than most people realize,” he said. “You attract that which you fear the most. The peasants way back then may have believed that Jean Chastel really did kill the wolf which is why they were no longer frightened and it may be why the real wolf never came back. But normally there’s only one cure for that kind of fear.” 
I looked at him expectantly.
He put down his wine glass and stared at me steadily. 
“Il faut rester.” He said, looking directly at me. “You can’t run. You must stay and not show any fear.” 
CHAPTER SIXTY EIGHT 
My lap held another map as I backed out of Jean Richard’s long driveway, as he, his wife and two of their dogs watched from the farmhouse doorway. Jean had drawn me crude directions on a napkin to get to the wolf park in St. Lucie outside the town of Marvejols, which was about an hour south. 
As the Renault purred along another curving two-lane road cut from between sharp volcanic rocks and rugged mountain faces, I looked 
out onto the beautiful but inhospitable land and felt a sense of doom. I wondered, as Michel predicted so many weeks ago, if I was like a bull being led into an arena, an especially dark arena. 
I should never have gone to Saugues. I didn’t need to find out about La Bete de Gevaudan. I wasn’t going to solve the mystery, nobody was. I probably wasn’t going to write a travel article about it, either, even after seeing that crazy museum and meeting Jean Richard. My appetite for journalism had disappeared with my desire for everything except Michel. Now all I’d done was spooked myself when I needed all my courage to find and confront Michel. 
As I drove into Marvejols, the first thing I saw was huge statue of a ferocious wolf in the middle of the square. After parking my car, I walked up it and read the plaque. It was a homage to La Bete, still very much dominating the landscape after 250 years. 
I smoothed out Jean Richard’s crude little napkin map and took my sunglasses off to peer down at it. He’d drawn a line leading from one street off the square to what looked like a endless winding road leading up to the tiny town of Sainte Lucie, which he said was perched high on a ridge above Marvejols. 
“It overlooks Le Val d’Enfer,” he had said. The Valley of Hell. 
Wind shook the sides of the Renault and the engine’s gears grunted ominously, as if the effort was too much, as the road out of Marvejols up to Sainte Lucie grew twistier, narrower and higher on both sides. I saw not a soul for what seemed like an hour but it was probably less than 25 minutes until I came to the far end of a wooded plateau. I rolled the window partway down and turned onto a dirt road that led 
along the treeline. 
The silence was eerie. In the distance, far below, sheer limestone crags rose up in between fast-flowing rivers and gorges covered in vegetation. 
Up ahead, I saw the dirt road turn into a a parking lot with only a few other cars. After I pulled in, I wide wooden steps leading up to the park entrance and two iron silhouettes of wolves facing off against each other above the entrance sign. I drove around the lot cautiously, looking for Michel’s motorcycle but it wasn’t there. 
I parked the car and swallowed the last of my water. I got out and walked up the wide steps to what almost looked like a summer camp type facility until I saw an impressive sphere-shaped wooden structure under a glass dome. Inside, two women stood behind a massive counter near a gift shop and a snack bar. The outer half of the sphere was also glass and I saw an enormous deck outside overlooking the park. 
I went up to the counter and said I was a journalist seeking information about the park. 
“You need to talk to Sylvane,” one of the women told me “He’s the director of the park. He’s feeding the Mongolian wolves right now. You can go out on the deck and wait for him. We’ll tell him you’re here.” 
She smiled at me. “Sylvane’s the real wolf man.” 
I opened one of the doors leading to the deck. Nobody else was out there. I couldn’t even see the wolves right away. As my eyes adjusted to the expanse of bushes, trees and open spaces, I saw the fenced enclosures – and then I saw the gray fur wolves, here and there, blending effortlessly into the surroundings. 
A path led up and around the different enclosures. I saw a few people with cameras at various points along the path. None of them were taking pictures, though. They were looking, but not getting too near the fence. 
Way down on the right side, I saw the figure of a man inside the enclosure with some wolves. A few people gathered nearby. I couldn’t quite make out what he was doing but assumed that must be Sylvane and he was feeding the wolves. 
The wolves didn’t look that fearsome from up here. Some of them even seemed to be playing with each other. I was all involved with watching a couple of wolf cubs wrestle each other when I heard the deck door slam. 
Sylvane was probably only about 37, with a lean, muscled body packed hard into a pair of blue jeans. His hair was graying but it set off his cheekbones and clear blue eyes; the effect was more Hugo Boss model than wolf man. 
“Je ne parle pas un mot d’anglais,” Sylvane said by way of introduction. 
“That’s okay,” I said. “I speak some French, enough to understand you.” 
Sylvane arranged himself on the bench next to me and stared out at the wolves. “Vous etes journaliste?” he asked, and then before I could answer, said, “What do you want to know?” he said. 
I decided not to ask him if he knew Michel or if Michel was here. I told him wolves fascinated me but I didn’t know that much about them. 
“C’est bizarre,” said Sylvane, looking at me sharply. “Most people who are interested in wolves already know a lot about them before they come here.” 
He pointed at the different enclosures and said the wolves were grouped according to their ethnic status; the wolves at the park were Mongolian, Polish and Canadian. 
“Wolves are the ultimate opportunists,” he said. “They are super-predators, like lions and tigers. Nobody screws with them because they’re at the top of the chain.” 
He stood up and moved to the edge of the deck and motioned for me to join him. 
“See those two wolves there,” he said, pointing to the Polish enclosure. “There is always a couple who dominates.” 
Sylvane said wolves are always looking to dominate.
“If a human raises a wolf, at some point the wolf will turn on him 
because he has to dominate,” he said. 
“They don’t look that scary from here,” I said. “They look sort of like German shepherds. They let you come in and feed them, right?” 
Sylvane shook his head. 
“Let me explain so you maybe can understand,” he said. “Never try to caress or pat a wolf. They interpret a touch like that as a power move. When wolves feel a pat from one another, it’s a signal of domination.” 
Sylvane feeds the wolves only three times a week, a mixture of meat and dog food kibble type bits. They let him in because they don’t see him as either dominant or inferior. 
“I am invited in, so to speak,” he said. 
Wolves are not to be confused with dogs in any way, he explained. 
“At the age of 5 months a wolf will have a full set of 42 teeth - 20 for the top jaw, 22 for the bottom,” Sylvane said. “Teeth with which a wolf can easily snap a bone - owing to a massive pressure of 150 kilos per square centimeter which it can exert upon you. An German shepherd, even an Alsatian or a Rottweiler can’t do that.” 
“Wolves are never obese either,” he said. “Super-predators are never obese. Their bodies are so impressive and powerful. Make no mistake, they are killers. Their bodies are simply conduits for their powerful legs.” 
I mentioned the Bete de Gevaudan and her killing spree in this very region so long ago. 
“So it must have been a real wolf,” I said. “I read about how La Bete ripped people’s heads off and from what you’re saying that makes sense.” 
“No,” said Sylvane. “Wolves don’t attack humans. Hardly ever. They certainly don’t go on three-year rampages.” 
“So what was the Bete de Gevaudan if not a wolf?” I asked. Sylvane waited a good minute to respond. At first I thought he 
hadn’t heard my question. 
“Nobody really knows and anyone who says they know is a liar,” he said, finally. 
“It couldn’t have been any kind of animal that we are familiar with. Was it a hybrid? Maybe. Was it an alien of some sort? Possibly. I don’t know if we’ll ever know and maybe we’re not meant to.” 
Sylvane gestured into the distance. The view, he said, extended to Mont Lozere to Aubrac. 
"Did you know that the French state has always given money to kill wolves?” he said. “Because wolves have always been man’s competitor for game. Wolves are not like dogs. You can whistle at a wolf - but he will only ever come when he wants to. We have never been able to domesticate wolves as pets, or for hunting, independence is the watchword. Which is his strength, of course, but also his weakness. Because man does not like what eludes him and what he can’t control.” 
Sylvane turned to face me. 
“What kind of article are you writing about the wolves?” he said. “What’s your angle?” 
I hesitated.
“I’m still figuring that out,” I said. “One thing that interests me 
are the type of people obsessed by wolves.” 
Sylvane snorted.
“People who are a little crazy, that’s who,” he said. “We even 
have some little shelters on the other side of the building where some of them come to stay and study them.” 
The next thing he said made my heart fall through my stomach and onto the blond wooden planks of the deck. Ten wolves could have appeared right next to me and I wouldn’t even have noticed. 
“An old friend of mine who loves wolves is up here right now,” 
he said. “He lives down in Nice but he’s here for a few days to get away from it all. He just left for the day about an hour or so ago. If you come back tomorrow around noon or so maybe you can watch him while I let him feed the wolves – if that’s the type of thing you’re looking for.” 
My mouth felt dry and it was difficult to respond. “Merci.” I said. “Thanks for the invitation.” 
I tried to think as rapidly as I could. 
“I’m not sure I’ll be able to come back tomorrow so there’s no need to mention it to him,” I said. “But if I can come back, I will look for you and see if we can do this.” 
Sylvane nodded and stood up to shake my hand. 
“Whatever you decide, nice to meet you - and I’ve forgotten your name.” 
Actually, he had never asked for it. 
“Harriet,” I said, thinking of my favorite heroine as a child. “Harriet M. Welsch.” 
CHAPTER SIXTY NINE 
As a busload of shrieking young French school children emptied out into the parking lot and raced by her, Harriet the French Spy walked back down the wooden steps to her car, feeling mighty relieved. I had 24 hours before I had to come back and possibly face Michel. I wanted it to be over but also thought maybe I could use the time to devise a good plan as what to say to him. 
Strategy #1: Find a hotel room outside of Marvejols because I’m assuming that’s where Michel would be staying. The last thing I wanted to do was run into him on the street or a restaurant in town. At least if he was at the wolf park I’d be able to plan the encounter beforehand. I needed to lay low before tomorrow. 
I got in the Renault and leaned back on the seat. Cars and motorcycles had filled up most of the parking lot since I arrived just an hour or so earlier. My neck felt tense and sore. I needed a massage but I couldn’t imagine a place where I’d be less likely to get one. I pulled the big map of France from the glove compartment and studied the little towns around Marvejols for a good place to start looking for a hotel. 
I’d find someplace out of the way, check in, take a long, hot bath and “recalibrate,” as Dad used to say. Maybe find a nice restaurant for dinner and practice what I was going to say to Michel. 
I backed out of my space and waited behind another school bus which was slowly lumbering out of the parking lot. It picked up astonishing speed and began racing down the dirt road to the end of the plateau. Typical French driver, I thought, didn’t even concern him that his passengers were kids. 
There was another impatient driver behind me, almost right on my tail, I realized with irritation as I increased my speed. I loathe tailgaters. One of the lessons Dad drummed into me as a kid driver was to always leave two spaces between me and the next car. 
Obviously, the guy - or girl - behind me never got that memo. The car was dark-colored, looked like a BMW, and was breathing down my neck. The road was so narrow there was no space, really, to pass without fear of sailing over the side. I deliberately slowed down a hair. The car stayed on me. 
I turned right off the dirt road onto the winding drive leading down off the plateau. Crack. My chest hit the steering wheel as I heard the sickening sound of metal on metal. Fucking stupid asshole! The Renault began to spin to the right as I tried to straighten the wheel, more angry than shaken. What a goddamn idiot, typical arrogant Frenchman trying to intimidate me into driving faster down the hill and he ends up hitting me! 
I looked back in the mirror and saw the BMW much farther back. Yeah, now he’s scared, I thought, probably wonders if some big-ass guy is driving this instead of me and is going to get out of the car and lay into him. 
Thank God this is a rental, otherwise I’d probably have to stop and make sure he didn’t do real damage. But I just want to get out of here and back down to civilization. 
I heard a sound and in the split second it took for me to look in the rearview mirror, the BMW rammed me hard from behind. The steering wheel was vibrating in my hands and I was vaguely aware of a pain in my gut where my stomach had hit the lower part of the wheel. The Renault was skidding into a spin and I could see the BMW backing hard into reverse only to, Holy crap!, start back in my direction again. 
I managed to maneuver the car back to the left and pressed down on the gas. The BMW just missed the passenger door side and hit the lower right end with a horrible crunching noise as the Renault spun back out again. Then I saw him, the driver of the BMW. 
Gilles. 
His face was dark, contorted in rage. I desperately tried to get a grip on the steering wheel and point the Renault back down toward the 
center of the road as Gilles began crashing into me, backing up and crashing again. I got some traction and the car skidded back into a straight line. I hit the gas hard and roared down the road, a cloud of sand like smoke rising up in my rearview mirror. 
For a minute I couldn’t even see him. I pressed down on the gas pedal, hoping to outrun him, my hands welded to the steering wheel as I focused on the narrow strip of road. 
I heard a peal of skidding rubber behind me and the force of his car smashing my rear fender sent the Renault spinning along the right side of the embankment, half on the road, half on the sandy flank. I felt the tires hit the stumps of the Scottish pines and low bushes as it bounced along the edge of the dizzying slope below. 
Gilles kept on my tail, bumping the back of the Renault, each new crash sending me perilously close to the edge of the plateau. It was impossible to move the car back fully onto the road. My best bet was to try to keep driving in between the road and the side of the plateau until the road got low enough that it began leveling off. 
I don’t remember the exact sequence of what happened next. Gilles must have pulled back again for a moment and come at me sideways this time. The force of the crash caused the Renault to spin around so fast that I saw the BMW skid past and disappear down the steep embankment just before I found myself hurtling down after him. I was vaguely aware of the Renault plunging down the side of the plateau, slicing through trees, bushes and rocks and then I blacked out. 
When I came to, I was slumped against the driver’s side door. It hurt to open my eyes and I felt something hot and sticky on the top of my head. I reached to feel my head but I was pinned in by the steering wheel. 
As I squinted through the window, I saw a beautiful patch of blue 
way up high through trees. It was so quiet. I couldn’t hear a sound. I noticed again that my head hurt. Then I realized the Renault was partly tipped over on its side. Part of a tree - a trunk, a big branch, I couldn’t tell - was sticking through the broken windshield into the passenger seat. 
I managed to straighten up as much as I could in the seat. I felt the top of my head with my left hand and it was covered with blood. A gash on my scalp above my left temple. 
I must have sat there five minutes before I gradually became aware that my car had driven off what was pretty much the side of a mountain and I had to get out. Then I remembered Gilles. The BMW that had crashed into my car. Where was he? 
CHAPTER SEVENTY 
I worked at the driver’s side door for about five minutes before giving up. In the end, it was easier to squeeze past the broken glass and the tree trunk and crawl into the back seat where the side door was relatively unscathed. The lock wouldn’t pop open but the window was broken and close to the ground. I knocked out as much of the window as I could with my elbow and wiggled out. 
Surprisingly, I stood up quite easily. My stomach and chest still hurt from the initial impact, I had scratches and welts all over and my body ached, but I couldn’t feel any broken bones or sprains or any deep cuts except the one on my head. I was fine. I could make out the plateau about 100 yards way up the steep slope through a welter of flattened trees and bushes made by the plunging cars. 
Gilles. See, there is something wrong. I’m not thinking clearly. Where is he? I looked back at the wrecked Renault, lying on its side. 
About 50 feet away, through the trees, I saw the crumpled heap of the BMW. It was planted firmly on the ground but the center of the car seemed to have collapsed into itself, leaving only the front and back end visible. 
I heard a rustling noise and the snap of twigs. Gilles, looking dazed and cradling his left arm, emerged from behind a tree near the BMW. I froze, afraid to move and make a sound. I wondered if I should make a run for it up the steep slope to the top of the plateau, if I had enough strength. 
Gilles saw me. He was about 60 feet away. 
“What, you’re not dead yet, you little bitch?” he snarled. “Look what you made me do. You could have killed me.” 
He started in my direction, stopping for a second to wince in pain and adjust his arm. I scanned around frantically for an escape and I saw a partial clearing way over to my left. It looked as if it led down, where I didn’t want to go, but I knew I’d never outrun Gilles up the hill. 
I took off like a shot. It reminded me once of being way out back on a ranch owned by Mom’s boyfriend Steve in Colorado. I must have been about nine or ten and was playing with some neighbor kids. We came across a guy alone in the brush, playing with himself. I’m sure he meant no harm to anyone but I was a paranoid kid and wasn’t taking any chances. I ran off so fast my little friends yelled at me to wait but I never even heard them. 
Branches tore at my face as I raced past a a clump of Sylvester pines and forced a path through the brambles and bushes and trees and rocks by hurling myself, serpentine-style, through whatever sliver of space I could find. I heard Gilles cursing somewhere behind me, how far back I 
wasn’t certain, but I had gravity on my side as I plunged further down the ravine. 
Sweat poured down my forehead and I heard a sound I realized was my own gasping for breath. I almost fell once and kept getting stuck to one bush or another as the nettles lassoed my shirt, halting my progress every two or three minutes. My only hope was that Gilles, still crashing through the brush behind me, wasn’t having it any easier. 
It was getting darker the lower down I got until the ground started to level out and I saw a small incline leading to a gully. I got to the top and looked down. A small, twisty river not too much bigger than a creek, maybe about ten feet across, lay about 20 feet below down a sharp incline. Across the river loomed a giant granite rock face surrounded by boulders and tall trees on all sides. 
I heard Gilles panting behind me and I impulsively slid on my butt down toward the river. I plunged in and the cold hit me like a freight train, sending a spasm through my aching chest. I tried to stand but it was too deep. Almost flailing because of the cold and my injuries, I swam across and tried to grip on the slippery rocks leading up the other side. 
Somehow I managed to haul myself up over them awkwardly, slipping on one and falling painfully on my wrist. I stared up at the cold, granite wall above me. 
“Well, look at you!” Gilles’ mocking voice sounded uncomfortably close and I didn’t want to turn around. I was looking at every available inch of the rockface, which stretched up in the sky about 50 or 75 yards in every direction. As a result of my adrenaline-fueled panic, though, I was able to focus and make out some potential routes up what I thought was sheer, smooth rock a moment before. 
Mom, I thought. Mom, thank you for moving us to Colorado. Thank you for letting me take rock climbing classes so young. Thank you for letting me climb as many Fourteeners as I could. Thank you, thank you Mom. 
“You starting to panic yet Rambo?” 
I was afraid to look back at him, I didn’t want to see how close he was to me. I moved forward on the smaller rocks, trying to figure out my first foothold. I saw one likely groove and my eyes moved quickly up and away from it, to see if I could forge a path halfway up the rockface to an opening midway that seemed to lead behind somewhere. It had no other choice. The only way out was up. 
“You’re not looking so slick now, are you babe?” 
Gilles voice sounded as if he hadn’t moved location in the last minute or two so I finally turned around. He was standing on top of the gully, still nursing his shoulder or arm, his face scratched and dirty. 
“What are you doing out here all alone by the way?” he said, his eyes boring into mine from across the river, his tone half menacing, half sarcastic. “Didn’t anyone ever tell you that it’s a bad idea to go solo in the wild? It’s not just animals who are supposed to travel in packs, you know. Did you leave yours? I bet you never even had one - or maybe the rest of the pack threw you out.” 
I said nothing. I was calculating at what point I should make another break for it up the side of rock and what I should do if I ran out of grooves and got stuck midway up the sheer face. 
Gilles smiled evilly. 
“You don’t have a pack of your own because nobody wants you,” he said. “You’re a vicious, tough bitch. You think your boyfriend cared about you? No, you were just a piece of ass from his class.” 
“What do you want from me Gilles?” I said, my voice coming out hoarse, almost with a croak, when I wanted to sound strong. 
“I want to teach you a lesson, that’s what I want,” Gilles said, with a calmness that I found un-nerving. “You think you can take a punch at me and run off and go screw your little professor? That’s not how it works.” 
I balanced myself with some difficulty on the shifting rocks beneath my feet. 
“Gilles, we just crashed down the side of a mountain,” I said. “We’re both weak and hurt. Don’t be crazy, let’s just ————“ 
“Don’t call me crazy, you slut!” Gilles roared, summoning a strength I couldn’t believe he had. “You don’t have that right! You shut the hell up and know your place. Look around you. You should have stayed in New York, gotten married and settled down. But I guess no one would have you, right? So now you’ve got nobody to call for back-up and I’m coming to get you.” 
He started down toward the river and I turned back to the rockface. Andrea’s voice came into my head. I was ten and with a bunch of other little girls and boys out on our first real climb with Little Goat Adventures, looking up at the basalt walls of North Table Mountain outside Boulder. Andrea, tawny, lithe, superfit, probably all of 22 or 23, was our teacher. She was also a yogi and had a sweat lodge behind her house. She never ate sugar. I idolized her. 
“Know your holds, know your holds!” Andrea drilled into us. “How you place your hands on the rock will make a huge difference in how your climb goes!” 
We’d repeat after her: “Pinch! Undercling! Sidepull!” 
I crossed over the slippery rocks and my boot hit the first indentation I saw, about two feet up the side of the rock. My left hand grabbed a tiny outcropping of granite and I pulled myself up. I didn’t even think about it. That was another one of Andrea’s catchphrases. “Don’t think about it!” she’d say. “Know your holds, know your footings. Be one with the wall!” 
I kept advancing upward. My foot in an infinitesimal crack here, my hands on two inches of ledge there. It was so unbelievably quiet, at least in my head. The noise was switched off. It was like being in that dead space in television when you’re in the field about to do a live shot and the producer in your ear tells you there’s 45 seconds to air. Nobody talks to you after that, not your crew on the ground, not the team in the control room. You’re suspended between the veils between the worlds. 
I finally stopped to catch my breath and pressed my face against the cool rock. I was so thirsty and my hands felt raw and painful. 
I allowed myself to look down for the first time. It was stunning. I’d climbed up about 70 or 80 feet, much farther than I imagined - and so unreal to be doing this without a harness. But the break in the rockface that I was aiming for was still about 20 feet away. If I didn’t make it, there was no escape back to the ground without a rope to rappel down with. Just be a horrible fall onto the rocks and river. 
I saw Gilles directly below, as if he hadn’t decided whether to try to come after me or not. If I can make it the next 20 feet, I thought, 
maybe I can get away from him for good. 
“No thinking!” called Andrea from down below. “No ifs, no buts, no thinking. You are the wall. The wall is you!” 
I gazed up, searching for my next toehold, and resumed the climb. 
CHAPTER SEVENTY ONE 
The break in the rock came after probably twenty minutes of painstaking progress up the side of the gorge. The sun was starting to set when I pulled myself over to the little grassy ledge. Sure enough there was space big enough to walk through and I saw sky on the other side of the opening. 
Just standing at that point was difficult. My legs trembled and I needed water so badly that the dryness of my mouth made it hard to swallow. I peered down the side of rock to see if I could see Gilles but it was too dangerous to lean far enough out to see to the bottom. 
I took a few steps forward and crawled under a low overhang of rock. Stretched out in front of me, on the other side, was was a vast, empty landscape of hills, meadows and valleys punctuated by dramatic granite and limestone gorges above one large flowing river. 
Tawny brown vultures with enormous wingspans crisscrossed the sky like tanned paragliders. I saw an old aqueduct in the distance, and even what looked like a tiny village beyond it. The Valley of Hell was very picturesque. 
Best was that the back of the wall was all sand, trees and volcanic rock, making a descent much easier and safer. I looked over at the village 
and wondered if could make it there before nightfall but I knew I probably had less than two hours. 
I had to zigzag down the hill and devise my own switchbacks before making my way down to a flat, boggy surface not far from a fast- flowing river carved out from between two crags of limestone. It was like walking on a damp beach. I kept sinking down. But being on the ground after so long precariously up the side of the rock felt almost euphoric. 
If I could get to the village tonight, I could call a taxi to get me back to Marvejols and arrange for a new rental car. Gilles would never be able to find me out here. I’d find a hotel, get a good night’s sleep and find Michel in the morning. 
Michel, Michel. I gazed all around me at the Vallee d’Enfer. Michel was somewhere out there, probably in Marvejols about to have dinner and head back to his own hotel. It made me feel good to think of him nearby. I had a hunch I was going to reach him this time, he was going to understand what happened and how much I wanted him back. If he only knew what I was going through, he’d want to take me in his arms and just hold me. 
I didn’t know what to do about Gilles. I was still nervous about going to the police. The most important thing was to get to Michel as soon as I could. Once I got him back, maybe we could go to the police together. 
I passed a small creek and was tempted to drink from it. I was so lightheaded and dizzy by now that I wasn’t sure how far I’d get if I didn’t get some water inside me soon. But I grew up in the mountains. You know you only drink from the fastest-running rivers and streams. This one was too stagnant. I dipped my hands in to rinse off the dirt and I felt an immediate stinging from all the cuts and blisters. 
The boggy stretch of lava-like sand abruptly ended. The wind was picking up so I grabbed a long sharp stick on the ground to help keep my balance as I began scrambling over a series of moss-covered rocks and boulders, sometimes losing sight of everything when I had to hike way down past thick trees and bushes to get around another soaring granite gorge. 
I heard the sound of a river even before I could see it - and prayed I’d be able to cross. There was no possibility of turning back. The rushing water looked as if it had carved its path out from between the big gorges but it only took me a few minutes to find a place narrow enough to cross. 
I bent down over the river before I jumped across and drank and drank. The water was cold, clear and delicious. The air temperature was cooling down fast but I couldn’t resist dipping my whole head in. I felt the caked blood on my scalp dissolve in my hands and I washed the gash on the side of my head as thoroughly as possible. Except for the sound of the wind whooshing through the valley, it was as silent and peaceful as a church. I squatted down and shut my eyes. 
“Think you’re getting away from me this time?” 
I wheeled around so fast I almost slipped backwards into the river. 
Gilles was less than ten feet away, on his way down some rocks leading to the sandy strip near me. I could barely make out his face in the growing dusk. 
“You don’t fucking get it do you?” he growled. “You. Don’t. Run. Away. From. Me. Understand?” 
Then he was on me before I could even get my footing, slamming me down under the water on my back and pulling me up again. 
“Enjoying this you spoiled little rich bitch?” His face was an inch from mine, his eyes wild and manic, as I gasped for breath and he pushed me underwater again. 
His right hand clenched my jaw as he pushed me in and out of the water like a rag doll. Water was filling up my nose and it was harder to breathe even when he brought me up for air. I was drowning and I had only one chance. It was a move Dad taught me before he even bought my little boxing bag. 
In the split second I had when Gilles roughly pulled me out of the water again, I formed what Dad called a “horseshoe” with my right hand, curling the two middle fingers in and using the outer two to gouge Gilles in his eyes. He cried out in pain and immediately let go of me. I hurled myself on the riverbank and grabbed my walking stick. 
I felt Gilles’ hands on my shoulders, trying to pull me back down. I stepped backwards on his foot which caused him to crash sideways into the water. I tried hit him with the stick but I was so weak that it barely grazed him. The stick slipped out of my hand into the water and we both went to grab it. I got it first and somehow in the confusion realized that this time the sharp point was at the other end. 
I backed onto the sand and Gilles lunged at me. I reached back with the stick and stabbed him, hard, first in the chest, and then the stomach. He lost his balance, falling forward onto the sand. 
I took off, splashing across the river, and starting to run. I ran for as long as I could, which was probably less than ten minutes because I was soaking wet and exhausted. I waited until I got past a stretch of 
boggy meadow, hid in some bushes and scanned the landscape for any sign of Gilles, any noise, any movement. 
I saw nothing but by now I was convinced he might still be right behind me, despite the odds. It would be pitch black within minutes and while I could see the lights of the village in the distance, I had no idea how long it would take me to get there in the dark. Or if indeed there was a path I would find to get me there. 
The only bright spot is how much water I’d managed to drink before Gilles caught up with me. That water made all the difference. I never could have fought him off without it. Now if I only had something to eat. I flashed on the quiche Jean Richard’s wife had made for us, was it just earlier today? How could it be? My visit to him felt as if it had taken place a week ago. 
It was such a relief just to sit for a moment but my teeth were chattering and I was freezing. I had to keep moving. My pants were completely wet and my sweater stuck damply to my chest. My boots made a squishing noise as I got up and walked slowly out of the bushes in the direction of the village. 
A three quarter moon hung in the night sky but it was of very little help. I found myself with little warning in a rather large open meadow and panicked, wishing for the camouflage of rocks, trees and bogs. I slinked as fast as I could through the open spaces until I came to a particularly huge, moss-covered rock outcropping. 
I slipped twice while trying to cross it. I found myself in thick brush on the other side, scared that the noise I had to make forcing myself through would alert Gilles to my location but I had no choice. 
I pushed on for what must have been another forty five minutes, at 
times losing the light of the village entirely. I hid behind a particularly inpenetrable clump of pines at one point, listening for even the faintest sign that Gilles could be hunting me down anywhere nearby. 
I could barely make out my watch but it seemed to be close to 9 o’clock when I neared a very high ridge of rock, partially covered with sylvester pine trees. I was way too tired to even think of climbing it, but I couldn’t see any way around it. 
I walked around the base of the rock and spotted something that almost looked like a cave on one end, back behind bushes and trees. I was so tired, as tired as I’d ever been in my life. If I could just lie down somewhere for a minute. To get to it I had to crawl on my hands and knees and when there, I could see I wasn’t the first person to discover it. 
Cigarette butts and beer cans lay scattered on the dirt floor of the opening, which was about three feet high. Normally I’d be scared of what I’d find inside, but at the moment I was terrified of what lay outside. I maneuvered myself just inside the opening and saw that it went even farther back. I arranged my head near the entrance and stretched my legs back. I was wet, cold and frightened but inside the cave it was warm. For the first time in hours I also felt strangely safe. 
CHAPTER SEVENTY TWO 
I opened my eyes. My right cheek was stuck to the gritty dirt floor of the cave and every inch of my body ached. I looked out and saw a fat blueberry bush hovering above the entrance, the little black-blue fruits glinting in the sunshine. I tried to get up and hit my head. I managed to crawl partway out and looked down at my watch. 9:15 a.m. Unbelievable. 
Gilles. Was he here somewhere, just waiting for me to wake up so he can come and finally finish the job? Smash my face on a rock and be 
done with it? I pulled myself painfully out of the cave and stayed on my hands and knees, peering through the bushes at the clearings at the base of the rock. I saw nothing and heard nothing, except a few birds swirling overhead. 
I made my way through the bushes and stood up. I felt naked, exposed, in my mud-encrusted boots and still-damp sweater and jeans. Gilles was probably right behind some tree, ready to pounce. I wanted to scream, “I give up you fucking bastard! Come get me, I don’t care anymore. I just want this to be over!” 
I wiped my face with filthy hands. I could only imagine what I looked like. I gazed up to the right, at the top of the massive chunk of Pleistocene rock and saw something sticking out at the top. I pushed aside a bush and walked out into the clearing. 
A huge white wooden cross stood at the edge of the summit, leaning slightly forward. In the brilliant sunshine, with a harsh, cloudless blue sky overhead, the cross appeared almost maternal in its stance, as if vigilant over the activities down below. Next to it was a big television antenna. If only I could go live and ask for help. 
A series of stone steps with a green railing on the left side clearly led to the top. It was all like a pretty stage set that had been constructed in the dark while I slept. I walked over to read a modest plaque next to it inscribed on a large stone: Roc de Peyre. There was some history about a barony that had once been atop the rock in 1586 but no practical information about exactly where I was. 
Just beyond the clearing in front of the Roc de Peyre, I saw another path that looked like the end of the a trail. I hoped it led back out to that little village I’d been aiming for like Gatsby’s green light at the end of the dock. 
If only some tourists or hikers would pass by, I thought. It was so still here and I was scared that Gilles knew he had me cornered and was preparing to attack me. 
I calculated the distance to the start of the trail leading away from the rock, about thirty feet, and most of it was in a clearing. Bushes and clumps of trees prevented me from seeing where the trail went and if it was also in open space. 
If Gilles was somewhere back in there hiding, the most I could hope for was to get a running start down the trail as soon as he came after me. I took a deep breath and without looking, reached back and touched the Roc de Peyre plaque lightly with my left hand. Then I bolted across the clearing. My heart was pounding and my ears were ringing as my feet skimmed along the sandy brush. 
At first all I could see was the curve of the trail disappearing into another mass of trees and shrubs but as I sped up, emboldened by my own pace, the brush leveled off and I was in an open meadow. If only I hadn’t stopped last night, if I had gone just a little further I could have made it out. 
The village that seemed to be about fifty miles away every time I gazed in the distance yesterday was now clearly visible, just past a sloping incline up out of the grasslands and beyond what looked like a long stone wall bordering the horizon. I saw the steeple of a small church and smoke coming out of a chimney. Sheep with blurred red markings grazed near the stone wall 
As I hit the start of the low sloping hill, I slowed down just long enough to look over my shoulder. Nobody was behind me. The low bleating of the sheep sounded almost human to me. I ran toward them. 
CHAPTER SEVENTY THREE 
An young couple, taller than I would expect, were the first people I saw. They were just starting down the trail as I felt my feet hit the village pavement. The man wore a shirt, a vest, leather shorts and heavy hiking boots and a woman I presumed to be his wife or girlfriend wore a cream- colored wool sweater, matching leather shorts and similar hiking boots. 
“Guten tag,” said the man, as I passed. The woman started to smile but it quickly faded when she got wind of me - a cut on my head, wrecked clothes, muddy boots. I could only imagine. Her expression took on an air of wary bemusement. 
“Sprechen sie Englische?” I asked. The man nodded yes, a little cautiously. 
“Do you by any chance know the name of this village?” I asked. “Yes,” the man said. “It is Saint Sauveur de Peyre. Didn’t you just 
come from the Roc de Peyre?’”
“It’s a long story,” I said. “Do you have any idea how far we are 
from Marvejols or Sainte Lucie?” 
“We’re just visiting here but I don’t think you’re too far,” said the man, gesturing remotely in the distance. “There’s only one real road in and out of here. Maybe ask one of the locals.” 
The woman caught me looking over my shoulder. 
“Are you all right?” she said. She looked in the direction where I had gazed back. “Was there a problem?” 
I hesitated. She was probably about 28, her companion a few years older. They looked extremely sinewy and fit and since they were either German or Austrian, this was pretty typical. But could they take on Gilles? Was he back there somewhere near the Roc de Peyre and would he try to hurt them as well? Or maybe I’d stabbed him so hard he died out there in the middle of the nowhere. Or at least was having a hard time getting out. 
It was so complicated and I felt dizzy, thirsty and hungry standing in the late morning sun. I hadn’t even considered what I’d tell people. I had just wanted to stay alive long enough to find Michel. 
“I’m not sure,” I said carefully. ”Maybe my imagination got the better of me. You know about the Bete de Gevaudan don’t you?” 
The woman shook her head, confused, and looked at her husband. 
“Our English is not so good,” he explained. 
“It was a beast that attacked a lot of people around here about 250 years ago,” I said. “The Beast of Gevaudan?” 
The man seemed equally puzzled. Then, as if a distant bell rang in his mind, he gave his wife a quick glance. 
“Oh, that’s a fairy tale I think,” he said. “Yes, I believe I’ve heard of it.” 
Now it was my turn to shake my head.
“No,” I said. “It’s not a fairy tale. It really happened. But then 
again, it was a long time ago so I guess you can take your chances out there.” 
The German or Austrian couple had enough of me by that time. The man forced a grin. “Tschuss!” he said quite cheerily and took his companion by her arm down the trail. 
Almost the second we said goodbye, I began feeling how much pain I was in. My head was aching all over, especially where it had been sliced open in the car crash. The left side of my neck was throbbing from where Gilles grabbed me while he pushing me underwater. My hands were blistered and raw and my feet were swollen in my muddy, dusty, cracked boots. 
Just up the narrow street and set back in a corner, I saw an old- fashioned water fountain that looked as if it had once been used for horses to drink, and maybe still was for all I knew. Saint Sauveur de Peyre appeared fairly untouched by time. 
Not a soul stirred behind the low row of old stone dwellings leading to the fountain so I made my way there and washed up as best I could. I splashed water in my face and hands and scrubbed off what I hoped was all the dirt. I took off my filthy sweater and remarkably the black, long-sleeved T-shirt I was wearing underneath looked relatively clean. 
I was still checking behind me every couple of seconds for Gilles. I knew I couldn’t have killed him when I stabbed him. Or at least I hoped not. That would be murder, right? I just don’t think the stick got him hard enough. He must have just been incapacitated long enough for me to escape but that means he must still be out there looking for me. 
Michel. I looked down at my watch. It was almost 10:30. Sylvane 
said he was due at the wolf park at noon. I had to get there and tell him everything. I just needed some food for fuel. I noticed what looked like a little cafe up toward a tiny village square. 
My wallet. I was just about at Restaurant Roc de Peyre when I remembered. It had been left behind in the crashed car. I had nothing. No cash, no credit cards, no passport, no identification. I paused outside the front door of the cafe, stepping backward as a pair of elderly French men came out and strolled down the street. The aroma of coffee and freshly- baked bread wafted out. 
Fuck. 
Now I really felt like crying. What was I going to do. Hello! I’m a crazier than shit American woman pushing forty stranded here in your one-horse town in Bumfuck, France and I don’t have any money or ID on me on account of a near-death fight to the finish with a psychopath in the Valley of Hell but could you serve me up a couple of croissants with a side of butter and raspberry jam and throw an espresso or six into the mix anyway? 
The cafe was small and on the dark side, with a long, narrow bar at one end and about five tables. A middle-aged waitress was taking an order from one couple and a man about fifty with two-day-old stubble and a tea towel thrown over his shoulder was rinsing glasses behind the bar. 
My best bet was kind of rash but it was my only option. I was going to order some food and then say I forgot my wallet. (Hey, it worked for a guy who asked me out on a date once in New York once.) 
“Bonjour,” I said to the guy at the bar, who acknowledged me with a not very promising gruff tilt of his head. 
“Je peux avoir un cafe et aussi un croissant ou bien du pain?” 
The man nodded, said nothing, and turned to the espresso machine. He set a basket with a croissant, pain au chocolat and a baguette in front of me and brought the coffee. I hoped he didn’t notice how ravenous I was as I spread butter on the croissant and swallowed it down in about three gulps. 
The coffee was so hot it burnt my lips and tongue but it made me feel halfway human for the first time since driving out of the wolf park and down the plateau. I didn’t notice at first that someone had come up next to me and was staring. 
“You’re not, you can’t be —— Tulsa Kelly?” 
The accent was unmistakably American, with the flat, nasal tones of the Midwest, and it belonged to a beaming, balding guy about sixty-five who looked as if he’d seen a ghost. 
“Hi,” I said, rather weakly. “Yeah, that’s me.” 
“My wife’s never gonna believe this,” he said, gesturing over to a rather timid-looking woman in a powder-blue sweater and khaki pants who sat at one of the tables. 
“Ella, come over here you were right, it is Tulsa Kelly!”
The man thrust his hand in mind as if we were long-lost friends 
but maybe I’d forgotten his name. 
“Jim Polanski,” he said. “This is my wife Ella. We’ve been big fans of yours for years - ever since you co-anchored with Jeremy Lutz in Chicago!” 
“We’re from Evanston,” Ella said. “We were sad to see you leave for New York but we love you on Live from New York now too. We never miss it That gorgeous Geoffrey Palmer! What a lovely guy. You two seem to get on so well.” 
They didn’t know? And God, hearing Geoff’s name after all this time is still like a punch in the heart. 
Jim and Ella had been doing all the talking until it dawned on Jim that it was maybe weird to find me alone in a small cafe in rural France. Also there was the small matter of how beat-up I looked. 
“Are you here all by yourself?” said Jim, as if a spell had been broken and he was seeing me for the first time. I also saw Ella checking out my, er, outfit. Not quite what she was used to seeing me in. 
“Funny story,” I said, thinking as rapidly as I could. “I took a little vacation from work to travel around France. I was out on a hike and I took a tumble in a river while I was trying to cross it.” 
“Oh, no,” said Ella. “Are you OK? You weren’t out there alone, were you?” 
“Silly me,” I said. “I thought a break from everything would do me good and I do have an independent streak...” 
“You do!” said Jim. “You don’t take any guff from that Palmer guy, do you? You’re a real modern woman, all right. But you look as if you got a few scrapes on you.” 
“Here’s the thing,” I said. “I’m so glad I ran into you both. I took a bit of a bad fall and lost my whole backpack with my wallet and 
everything else in the river. I couldn’t find my way back last night so I ended up camping in a cave.” 
“Camping in a cave out there all alone?”
Ella looked horrified. “You poor thing, I can’t imagine anything 
more frightening.” 
“Yes,” I said. “It was. It’ll teach me never to go out in the wild again by myself. I’ve learned my lesson.” 
“I think you got a little too independent there, Tulsa!” Jim said, laughing. 
“I agree,” I said. “Listen I wonder if I could ask the two of you a giant favor. First of all, I’m assuming you two are on vacation too? 
“Yes,” said Ella. “Jim retired last year and we’ve been traveling all over France by car for the past three months. We’re due home in two weeks, after we spend our last week in Paris.” 
“Ah, Paris,” I said. “Lucky you. I don’t think I’ll make it there this time. But to be perfectly frank, I really need a ride to a place not too far from here to meet a friend of mine. He’ll be able to straighten everything out as far as helping me get to a bank to get some money and start replacing all the credit cards and my phone and all the other things I lost when my backpack fell in the river.” 
“We’d be more than happy to take you there,” said Jim. “We’re on the move ourselves. Just checked out of our hotel this morning and were having some lunch before we got on the road. And let us pay your bill here. We don’t want a big TV star like you to have to dine and dash.” 
Relief washed over me like a big warm wave. 
“Oh that would help me more than you could possibly imagine,” I said. “The place is called Sainte-Lucie and I hope it’s not more than 30 minutes from here. Once I find my friend, everything will be OK.” 
CHAPTER SEVENTY FOUR 
Sitting in the back of Jim and Ella’s rented Land Rover on a dusty road leading up a hill out of Saint Sauveur de Peyre gave me a stellar view of my nightmare. Images of the Vallee d’Enfer floated by like a fierce and sexy land dreamed up by C.S. Lewis and J.R.R. Tolkien. Pale-blue limestone crags in almost mystical shapes towered over sunburnt glens and rocky basins decorated with shrubs, brush, moss and sparkling pine trees. I looked for the cross on the Roc de Peyre but it was hidden in the shadows of ridges and rocks. Or maybe I had dreamed it. 
Had I really been out there? Lines from my favorite poet, memorized during a particular morose time in college when I was pining over Michael Frontiera, came to mind. William Wordsworth was writing about England but no matter. 
Far from my dearest Friend, ’tis mine to rove, Through bare gray dell, high wood, and pastoral cove; 
Where Derwent rests, and listens to the roar That stuns the tremulous cliffs of high Lodore; 
Where peace to Grasmere’s lonely island leads,
To willowy hedge-rows, and to emerald meads;
Leads to her bridge, rude church, and cottaged grounds, Her rocky sheepwalks, and her woodland bounds; Where, undisturbed by winds,
Winander sleeps;
‘Mid clustering isles, and holly-sprinkled steeps; Where twilight glens endear my Esthwaite’s shore, 
And memory of departed pleasures more. 
“You know what I loved?” Ella had been talking for quite some time and I realized I hadn’t been following her. “I loved when they did that montage of your hair styles over the years. Was it just a few months ago or last year?’ 
“It was last summer,” I said from the back. “Summer sweeps.” 
“Summer sweeps, that was it!” said Jim. “Do they have any big plans for you and Geoff this summer? Going anywhere exotic? Loved when you two went down to Australia a couple years ago. Ella and I have always wanted to go down there ourselves.” 
I hated to lie to them. Jim had even insisted on thrusting a one- hundred euro bill into my hand like some sort of doting daddy seeing his daughter off for the weekend. 
“I’m not sure,” I said. “In fact I might be making some big changes myself in terms of career. I wish I could say more but my agent won’t let me.” 
“Oh my!” Ella turned around in her seat. “Is there any chance you might be returning to Chicago? Boy we’d love that. It’d be like Jay Leno coming back to host the ‘Tonight’ Show!” 
“I can’t say right now, Ella, but after all you’ve done for me I will get in touch with you personally to tell you,” I said. “Please write down my email address and me your mailing address and phone number so I can pay you back and also have a way of keeping in touch.” 
Ella was glowing. “I still can’t believe we ran into Tulsa Kelly!” she said to her husband, almost as if I wasn’t there. “And that we get to 
give her a ride in the middle of France!” 
We turned up the road to the wolf park at Sainte-Lucie about thirty five minutes later. I couldn’t even look at the spot where our cars plunged off the plateau into the ravine. I was already so nervous I thought I might throw up. 
Jim pulled into the parking lot. Impossible to believe I’d been here, intact, less than 24 hours before. 
“So your friend is visiting the wolf park?” 
For the first time Jim sounded as if he might have the teensiest doubt about me. TV news star Tulsa Kelly, hiking alone in the Valley of Hell, penniless, needs a lift to a wolf park in the middle of nowhere to meet someone? 
“Yes,” I said as smoothly and enthusiastically as I could. “We decided to split up for a few days so I could do some hiking and he could hang out with the wolves. They’re his passion.” 
“He is it?” said Ella, smiling. “Something in the romance department maybe?” 
“Maybe,” I said, as I unbuckled my seat belt and opened the car door. Jim had left the Land Rover running but he and Ella got out to say goodbye. 
I was halfway out of the car when I saw it: Michel’s motorcycle. It was chained up at an almost rakish angle next to a Vespa at the bottom of the stairs leading up to the park entrance. About 20 feet away. 
Jim must have felt the cold sweat breaking out on my hands when 
he reached over to “bid me farewell,” as he put it. 
“You’re sure you’re OK?” he said. “Ella and I can wait until we get an all clear from you. What if your friend’s not here?” 
“Oh, he’s here,” I said. “I see his motorcycle. I better get going. Thank you both so much.” 
I walked as slowly as I could toward the steps leading up to the wolf park, turning around to wave at Jim and Ella as they circled the parking lot and drove out, the gravel crunching under the Land Rover’s wheels. My heart was pounding and I didn’t know what I was going to say to Michel but there was no time to lose. I just had to find him. 
Inside the park building, I recognized the same two women behind the counter. 
“I came to find Sylvane again,” I said. “He said he’d be feeding some of the wolves now.” 
One of them nodded and gave me the same once-over as Ella Polanski. But there’s nothing worse than a French woman checking you out, and they do it all the time. 
“Just take that door downstairs to the outside,” she said pointing back to the right. “I’m not sure where Sylvane is but he’s out there somewhere and you’ll see him from the path.” 
I was trembling as I began walking down the narrow, pebbled path I’d seen - was it just yesterday? - from the deck. A few visitors passed in different directions. 
Four wolves were relaxing almost on top of one another at the 
far end of one enclosure, like a gaggle of super-sized pups. Their enormous paws rested casually at their sides. 
I spotted two figures way down to my right who looked to be inside another enclosure further down. I started walking slowly toward them. The sign read CANADIAN WOLVES. 
Then I saw him. Michel had his back to me and was carefully feeding a wolf while Sylvane, who was facing in my direction, stood next to him supervising the feeding. 
Michel’s black jeans and black motorcycle jacket were so familiar to me that I instantly relaxed. It was a surreal moment, as if I had come to the park with Michel, not to stalk him. I felt such love for him. 
I almost tiptoed closer and heard Michel purring something in French as a wolf took some kibbles and meat from his hand. 
Sylvane caught sight of me and nodded in recognition. He patted Michel softly on the shoulder. 
“C’est une journaliste ici qui veut bien parler avec les gens qui aiment les loups,” I heard Sylvane whisper to Michel. 
Michel turned around. He saw me and made what sounded like a harsh, involuntary cry, pulling his hand away from the wolf. 
The wolf growled and reared back. Sylvane quickly took Michel’s arm while offering more meat to the wolf. He ushered Michel quickly out of the small gate in the enclosure while he soothed the wolf, who kept growling. 
Michel’s face was white with what I was slowly realizing was 
anger and he was shaking.
“Michel,” I said. “Je suis desolee. I didn’t mean to startle you...” 
My voice, speaking halting French, sounded very tinny to me and I felt dizzy and very small. 
“Qu’est ce que tu fais ici?” Michel almost spat out the words. He was glaring at me but checked over at the wolf, who had 
backed up into the enclosure as Sylvane murmuring something to him. 
“I wanted to see you,” I said. “I want to make you understand what happened. It’s not what you think happened at all and you have to let me explain. 
“Pourquoi?” Michel thundered. “Je n’ai aucune envie de te voir. I don’t want to see you and I don’t want an explanation from you. I know what happened.” 
I stepped back and searched for words. It was as if I had forgotten how to speak French. 
“Mais,...” I said, trying to find the words in French as Michel stared at me with absolute hatred. 
“Je t’aime Michel, je t’aime pour toujours.”
Michel put up his arm as if to shush me. For a second I 
wondered if he was going to take a swing at me. 
“Tu m’aimes?” he said. “Et moi – je ne t’aime pas. Pas du tout! Au contraire. I don’t love you at all.” 
As badly as I felt, I would not cry. 
“Je t’ai flatte. C’est tout. Tu es comme les autres, tu veut etre francais pour le weekend,” he said. “Tu ne fait pas le bon musique, tu fait the mauvais musique comme tous les Americaines.” 
I tried to protest but all that came out was a mishmash of stammering and stuttering. 
“I don’t want to hear your American accent anymore!” Michel was shouting now and gesturing up at the exit. “I detest your accent. Go! Leave! Go back to New York and speak American again. You can’t speak French.” 
I stood frozen to the spot. I saw Sylvane out of the corner of my eye looking at us in shock. 
“Allez!” Michel yelled, pointing to the exit. “Allez!”
I heard Jean Richard’s words in my ear: Il faut rester. Stay. 
Don’t run, don’t show fear.
“I love you,” I said in English. “I didn’t cheat on you. J’etais 
fidele.”
“Non!” Michael yelled. “Non, non, non!” 
Sylvane looked at me with a mix of pity and confusion. 
At that moment, a much-larger, charcoal-colored wolf appeared out of what seemed like nowhere to line up behind Michel. He was close enough that the lupine, golden-yellow irises of his eyes locked with mine. 
A noise like a gunshot rang out. 
Michel grabbed at his shoulder. He staggered forward, almost into my arms, to keep from falling to the ground. 
Sylvane pointed up at the observation deck. “Run!” he screamed in French. 
I turned around. It was Gilles. He was standing on the deck with what looked like an assault rifle. 
A third crack whistled by my ear a second before I saw a uniformed security guard rush out onto the deck and push Gilles to the ground. A fourth shot rang out. 
I swung back in the direction of Michel. He and Sylvane were bent over the body of the charcoal-colored wolf. Blood was streaming from its chest. 
I moved toward the enclosure. 
“Non!” With one hand nursing his shoulder, Michel gestured angrily again for me to leave and Sylvane shook his head at me. Before I could say anything more, a security guard materialized at my side and took my arm. He pulled me roughly back up the walkway, so hard that I stumbled. 
My vision blurred and the pebbles on the path began swimming in front of my eyes just before everything went black. 
CHAPTER SEVENTY FIVE 
A waiter led me to a table outside in front, under a heat lamp. “Vous attendez quelqu’un?” he asked.
No, I told him, “Que moi.” Party of one.
He deftly removed the placemat, cutlery, water and wineglass 
opposite me and I stared past the empty chair across at the Mediterranean. 
I deliberately chose Le Canne au Sucre on the Prom not far from the Negresco Hotel for my last meal in France. It’s in a beautiful but touristy area where Michel would never go. 
I ordered a veal dijonaise, roasted potatoes, green beans with garlic and a glass of red wine. More diners came and their muffled conversations in French, German, Russian and a smattering of British English, became nothing more than white noise as I fixed my eyes on the horizon. The days were so much longer now. It was just after 8 pm and there was still light in the sky. Even so, I couldn’t see North Africa anymore. 
They told me in the hospital, the Hopital Local Saint Jacques in Marvejols, that it took me a few hours to understand French after I regained consciousness. When I finally opened my eyes, a detective was there. A nurse later said that he asked me, first in French and then in broken English, who I was. 
“I’m Jed Kelly’s daughter,” I said. 
The questioning, first by one detective in the morning and two more in the afternoon, was repetitive and frustrating. What I mainly remember about it ithey had everything wrong and how much I just wanted to go back to sleep. 
Gilles was dead. His gun discharged into his chest during the scuffle with the security guard. The last thing he said before he died right 
there on the observation deck was that the American woman “couldn’t decide between two men.” I wanted him and Michel both, one detective told me. 
Michel had been grazed in the shoulder but not seriously wounded. He had refused to come to the same hospital where they took me. 
The wolf had died almost instantly after being shot. 
I explained what happened, in both French and English, desperate for them to understand. Meeting Gilles for the first time. The night that began in Monaco and ended in St. Tropez. The afternoon he appeared at Michel’s apartment and took me hostage. The car crash at Sainte-Lucie and the run through the Vallee d’Enfer. I asked that Michel be given a copy of my official statement. 
One of the cops, Frederic Latty was his name, was sympathetic. He came to see me one last time before the hospital released me. I was there for two days. The official diagnosis was dehydration and exhaustion, like some phony excuse given by a publicist on behalf of an American movie star felled by drugs and alcohol. But in my case it was true. 
Det. Latty presented me with a paid train ticket back to Nice and said that the U.S. Consulate there was working on getting me a new passport. 
“What about Michel?” I asked him. “Is he OK? I want to talk to him.” 
Det. Latty shook his head.
“I’m afraid that’s not possible,” he said. “He has been very adamant 
that there is to be no contact. He’s taken out an ordonnance restrictive.” A restraining order. My heart sank.
“Didn’t you show him my statement?” I asked. 
Det. Latty nodded. 
“You found our cars down the ravine, didn’t you?” I said. “So it happened just the way I told you it happened!” 
Det. Latty hesitated for a second. “Yes, we found the cars,” he said. 
“Don’t you believe me?” I said. 
I knew before he answered that he didn’t. He watched me like someone who found me charming and different, but he wasn’t buying what I was selling. 
“Mademoiselle Kelly,” he said. “What I believe or don’t believe has no relevance. The case is closed. Because of the shooting at the wolf park and the death of Mr. Rossi, we had to investigate.” 
“What do you mean, investigate?” I said. 
The police had traced my steps back to Saint Sauveur de Peyre. They spoke to the barman at the cafe there and even found Jim and Ella, who had stopped for one night in the Loire Valley before continuing on to Paris. 
“Apparently you didn’t mention to the staff at the cafe or to the Polanskis that you were being pursued by Mr. Rossi,” Det. Latty said 
gently. “You gave no indication that you were in any real trouble.”
I tried to protest. Det. Latty waved his hand as if it was no use. 
“Mademoiselle Kelly,” he said, not unkindly. “I’m not sure if you know that your 90-day tourist visa to France has expired. You are now in our country illegally. You need to make arrangements to return to the U.S. immediately.” 
I drained the last of my Bordeaux and asked the waiter for 
l’addition.
“Ca y etait?” he said, as he came over and cleared my plates. I 
always loved that expression, meaning “was everything okay?” 
It wasn’t, of course, but I smiled at him and handed him the brand new American Express card that had been overnighted to me from the U.S. 
“C’etait super,” I said. “Merci.” 
I got up from the table and stood out on the sidewalk, watching the palm trees sway in the evening breeze and the waves crash on the pebbled shore. The sea, full of blue light, even in the darkness, dazzled. 
If I headed to the left, I could walk down the Promenade des Anglais, cross the park and take one last stroll into Vieux Nice and maybe even sneak down the Rue de la Prefecture and peek down at 8 Rue du Jesus one last time. It’s dark, I could get away with it. 
I turned right to the Hotel Negresco where I had booked a room on the second floor. It was already close to ten o’clock and my flight back on Air France to JFK left at 8:10 the following morning. 
NEW YORK CITY SIX MONTHS LATER 
CHAPTER SEVENTY SIX 
Lauren still can’t believe it but I don’t mind the afternoon shift at WINS, New York’s all-news radio station. In fact, I like it. I miss the hair and makeup but my curls seem to be thriving without the blow dryer burning them to a near crisp every morning. Plus no one can see me during the August humidity when my head can turn into sheer frizz. 
“You’ve got a face for television, Tulsa, are you kidding me?” Lauren said when I called her, three weeks after I landed in New York, to tell her I had a job. Myron was pretty annoyed with me. I think he figured I’d never take the first job he managed to get me. But I did. 
Yeah, that was me going live from the four-alarm fire on Frederick Douglass Boulevard in Harlem at 11:30 pm and from a boat on the Hudson after a mother threw her baby in the river at 90th Street and it miraculously survived. 
I like working late because I’ve given up Ambien and it’s still really hard to sleep. I get home a little after midnight if I’m not in the middle of anything breaking and it takes a couple of hours to unwind. I usually manage to doze off by 4 or 5 a.m. 
I love my dreams. I’m speaking French in so most of them and I’m often in Nice at 8 rude du Jesus with Michel. I’m cooking in the kitchen, or rather Michel is, and I’m helping chop vegetables. I’m petting Voltaire on his perch on the windowsill, I’m reading Nice-Matin in the big, cream- 
colored armchair in the living room or reading one of Michel’s dog-eared books of French poetry. What’s horrible is the moment I wake up. The dreams are so real that I can’t believe I’m in Manhattan. 
Live from New York airs from between 8 and 11 am and I try to sleep through it so I won’t be tempted to watch. It’s doing OK in the ratings though the TV critic at New York Daily News (Thank you Ben Tucker!) wrote that the show “sorely lacks the wit and bite of Tulsa Kelly. Camille Sanford is very much a deferential 1950’s wife dressed up in millennial clothing. All that’s missing is the pearl necklace and vacuum cleaner.” 
Sean texted me after he heard I was back and asked if we could get together. I said I was sorry but no thanks. 
I called Lauren to tell her. 
“I know you think Sean is the right guy for me but I just don’t want to be with anyone else right now and I don’t want to lead him on,” I said. “In fact, I’m fine if I’m never with another guy again. I’ll never find anyone like Michel.” 
There was silence on the other end of the phone. “Lauren?” I said. 
“Tulsa, Sean is getting married next month,” she said. “Somebody he met at St. Bart’s last Christmas. She’s a yoga instructor in San Diego and Sean is moving out there to be with her.” 
“Oh,” I said. 
I told my new therapist, Catherine, the Sean news. She came recommended by another student in my advanced class at the Alliance Francaise. Catherine was half French, half British but had moved here and 
started a counseling practice specializing in “family constellations.” I went to her on a whim when Drea, a lovely marine biologist who was brushing up the French she learned in France as a child, told me Catherine had helped her through a difficult divorce. 
Catherine said my difficulties with men all stemmed from my subconscious. 
“You set yourself up to fail over and over again,” she said. “You have to start seeing the men like Sean differently. You have to learn not to reject them just because they’re normal and available.” 
“It sounds as if I have to learn to love Brussel sprouts,” I complained, sinking into the burgundy loveseat in her windowless, womb- like office on Prince Street in SoHo one Wednesday. “I’m not a woman in medieval times or even, like, 1920. I don’t need a man to provide for me. I want to feel passion. I want to be in love and I was never in love with Sean.” 
Catherine faced me squarely from her hard-backed seat against the pale pink wall. She was five months pregnant with her third child, her first boy. Her accent when she spoke English was a lovely melange of British and French and she used a lot of English slang. Once I suggested we conduct a session in French but I began crying a after a few minutes in and we reverted to English. 
She told me upfront that she was “practical” and focused on getting results or, as she put it, “getting you sorted.” 
“You’ve got to face facts, Tulsa,” she said. “You did not have a good role model in your parents. Especially your father. A lot of us don’t. The challenge is overcoming the patterns ingrained from our early years.” 
I said nothing. It sounded like a lot of work with the only reward being landing a nice guy in the end. 
Catherine laughed, as if she could read my mind. 
“Think of it like ice cream,” she said. “You go for the petrol ice cream. You were hardwired to crave it. But there are other, better, flavors. Strawberry cheesecake, mint chocolate chip, Chunky Monkey, Rum Raisin. I hope you get to the point where you like them too. You’re always going to be tempted by the petrol ice cream but that’s OK as long as we can bring in other flavors.” 
“Michel wasn’t petrol ice cream,” I said. “I know he might have seemed like it from what I told you but he wasn’t like Geoff and the others.” 
Catherine sighed.
“But he’s not here, is he Tulsa?” I stared stonily at her.
“No,” I said.
“And he’s not coming, is he?” “No,” I said. 
“You’re almost thirty eight and you’ve told me you’d like to meet someone and have a lasting relationship, is that correct?” 
I nodded.
“But you have no men in your life except for the one who’s not here 
who you’re pining over. Much like the one you pined over before him and the one you pined over before him and so on and so forth.” 
I gazed down at my nails, the one thing that pleased me about myself today and probably the only thing. My one nod to my old life as a TV news star was that I began having French manicures again. 
“This is hard work I know, Tulsa,” said Catherine. “You just have to have faith no matter what.” 
I looked up at her sharply. 
“That’s what my father always said to me,” I said. “ Faith no matter what. He said the best church is the one in my mind.” 
Catherine pointed at the gold cross around my neck. “I guess you and your father are religious,” she said. 
“No,” I said. “Just the opposite. My father said the real Jesus would be so appalled at what’s taken place in his name that he wouldn’t come back even if he could.” 
CHAPTER SEVENTY SEVEN 
I can’t sleep. I know. Where have you heard that before? But I don’t care because I’ve got a lot to write. Who knew? It’s just pouring out of me. I’m not saying I’m the new Fitzgerald. I can hear the reviewers, dripping with sarcasm, now. As a novelist, she makes a fine TV morning host. 
God, I’ve got to stop that. Catherine says I’m addicted to self- deprecation, something I also learned as a child along with my love for petrol ice cream apparently. Christ what a truckload of tiresome and 
tedious baggage I’m carrying. I’d like to pack it up in a U-Haul and send it down the cliff at Sainte-Lucie where the ghost of my rental car must reside. 
They pulled the original out with a hydraulic lift, by the way. That was noted in the full police report about the shooting at the Parc du Loups de Gavaudan mailed to me from Nice in a thick Chronopost envelope three months after I got home. Among the conclusions? Gilles and I had been lovers right up to the time of the “incident.” Det. Latty inserted a lone paragraph saying I refuted that statement with a very condensed version of what I told him, including my belief that Karla’s death might have been caused by Gilles or his business partner, Jean-Pierre. 
The report came with a personal note to me from Det. Latty saying that Michel had extended the ordonnance restrictive for another six months, even though he knew I’d returned to New York. Not taking any chances, I thought miserably. He knows me too well. I didn’t sleep for two nights after that. 
I canceled my online subscription to Nice-Matin the day after a long, sensational article came out about Gilles Rossi, his mysterious background with Interpol, his shady business connections in Russia, France and Monaco and his spectacular denouement on the plateau high above the Valley of Hell, shooting at either his two-timing American girlfriend or her French professor boyfriend or both, we’ll never know. 
Bitch journalist - Emilie Hoffs - never even bothered to contact me for my side of the story or get one damn quote from me. She swallowed the official version given her by “police sources” - that I was having a longtime affair with both Gilles and Michel and something in Gilles snapped. Hoffs said I was “unavailable for comment.” The only bright spot was that Hoffs was such a bad reporter she didn’t even Google me to find out I had somewhat of a public profile in New York so the story didn’t get picked up by AP or Agence France Presse. 
I’ve got a new boyfriend. Sort of. We’ve been going out for two months and Catherine is very pleased. We met on Match.com. Even writing that sickens me but, as Catherine loves to point out, what you’ve been doing so far hasn’t worked for you. 
Scott is chocolate chip cookie dough ice cream, we’ve decided. Not vanilla like Harmon, the investment banker I suffered through two dates with, or petrol like Aaron, who was cute but had five “cocktails” the first time we went out and referred to Tanqueray gin as a “beverage.” As in, “I deserve a beverage,” which is what he said to me when picking me up for dinner after supposedly a tough day putting his new flatscreen TV together. 
“Run!” said Catherine. 
I have to tell you I’m not overly attracted to Scott. He’s good looking enough, that’s not the problem. He’s very tall, almost 6’5” and played serious college basketball at Duke. He has dark hair, graying at the temples, nice blue eyes, big hands and he’s the CFO of his grandfather’s hugely successful hardwood flooring company based in Orange, N.J. If that sounds boring, Scott to his credit was the first person to say so. 
Scott himself isn’t boring. He’s witty enough to make fun of his job but he enjoys it and loves that he’s continuing part of a family tradition. He grew up in a very happy home and is so close to his parents and siblings that they all schedule a Friday night dinner once a month at Scott’s parents’ sprawling estate and I mean sprawling in Alpine, N.J. I just went to one the other night. 
Catherine beamed. “Now that’s is more like it, well done you,” she said when I reported how welcoming Scott’s parents and sisters and brothers were to me and how lovely their home was. “You want to go 
where it’s warm, Tulsa,” she said. “You’ve been out in the cold too long.” 
Scott’s loft downtown was warm, too. He bought it after his divorce and had it done over in a lot of browns and creams with comfortable Seagrass wingback armchairs, a slight gentleman’s club vibe but nice. I started spending nights there, but I still couldn’t sleep. I faked falling asleep along with everything else even though Scott was not a bad lover. 
“This is normal, Tulsa,” said Catherine. “You’re learning new behaviors and new ways of relating. It’s going to feel a little flat at first.” 
What kept me going was my writing. Every morning, before I reported to work at WINS, I sat in front of my old desktop computer and wrote. I began the story as a memoir at first but then decided no one would believe it. So I turned it into a novel. The hours passed by in a flash as long as I was writing. During that time I wasn’t really at my desk in my bedroom in New York City. I was in Nice with Michel and nothing else mattered. 
Sometimes I even felt Voltaire’s presence, staring at me from across the room as if he teleported in occasionally to check on my welfare. 
CHAPTER SEVENTY EIGHT SIX MONTHS LATER 
I can’t take my eyes off it. I just wish I could tell someone other than Catherine. 
What irony that Scott chose a pink diamond engagement ring that was twice as beautiful as the one Geoffrey Palmer promised to get me - and I’d never mentioned how I love pink diamonds! If anything, Scott said he was afraid I might spurn it - and him. 
“I figured it was 50/50,” said Scott when he took my hand at our table at the River Cafe in Brooklyn where he proposed and I accepted, eight months to the day after our first Match.com date. The twinkling lights on the Brooklyn Bridge, high above us, lit up the dark, roiling waters of the East River as if cued up by a Cupid from central casting. 
“I know you’re kind of a free spirit, Tulsa, and I was almost prepared for you to walk out,” he said, pausing mid-sentence to reach over and kiss me. “I wasn’t sure if you were the ring and wedding type.” 
Truth was, I almost couldn’t breathe when Scott pulled out the little dark blue velvet box and put it next to my wine glass. I knew what was coming. When I opened the box, I didn’t even see the beauty of the ring. I was hoping that my smile hid the huge effort I was making to not to hyperventilate and run for the exit. New behaviors. Fake it till you make it. Catherine would be so proud. 
Dinner with his parents a few days later went exceptionally well. I think Scott told them ahead of time but he swore he didn’t and they did look surprised. But the Hanovers’ private chef made us such an incredible dinner of sea bass, truffled fingerling potatoes and herbed zucchini I had to wonder. 
“I hope you know how happy you’ve made Scott - and us,” Mrs. Hanover told me, as she invited me into the palatial kitchen to help with the chocolate fondue. “We never had a good feeling about his first wife. I think he got it right this time.” 
Mr. Hanover asked us over dessert if we planned to move out to New Jersey, or even Connecticut or up by Scarsdale. 
“I think that’s pushing it,” Scott laughed. “Tulsa’s a city girl, that 
much I know. I can’t imagine her anywhere but Manhattan.” 
It was a wonderful evening. That night I made up some excuse about how I had to get up early and so Scott dropped me off at my apartment. It was a little past midnight when I said goodnight to Jose, the night concierge, and took the elevator upstairs. I threw off my coat, cued up Benjamin Biolay on my iTouch nestled in the Bose dock, slid in my front of the computer and was in the south of France less than five minutes later. I still had Voltaire as my screensaver. I had told Catherine that and promised her I’d get rid of it which I plan to do any now. 
In the meantime, Voltaire’s spirit may have been bringing me luck. Incredibly, a publisher was interested when I persuaded Myron to show the first draft of my manuscript to one of his literary agent pals. Now Myron has a cut of the book deal so I’m back in his good graces. 
I relayed the news about my engagement to Catherine when I took the subway down to SoHo today to see her. I haven’t mentioned my writing at all. I’m not sure it’s that relevant. 
“Thing is,” I told her. “I feel as if I’m just acting, I’m some poseur going through the motions. I know Scott’s a great guy, smart, funny and we have some things in common. It’s just that...” my voice trailed off. 
“It’s just what, Tulsa?” Catherine said, but it sounded more like a statement than a question. “Would you feel more for Scott if he didn’t care so much about you? If he dumped you tonight would he be more desirable in your eyes?” 
“I don’t know,” I said. “You know we agreed to try things your way for a year. I never expected to wind up with an engagement ring so soon.” 
Catherine leaned back uncomfortably. She was due in three weeks 
and said the baby couldn’t come soon enough. 
“No is a complete sentence,” Catherine said. “You could have turned down the proposal and given yourself more time to get to know Scott.” 
I said nothing, just played with the beautiful ring on my finger. I wanted to want to tell people and show it off. Show Lauren. My mother, even. I just couldn’t. 
“For what it’s worth, Tulsa,” said Catherine. “I think you’re doing the right thing. From everything you’ve told me about Scott, he’s a wonderful man and men like that don’t last very long in New York before someone snaps them up. You need a partner in life. You’ve gone it alone too long. I also don’t need to tell you that your biological clock is ticking.” 
I wet the tip of my finger and rubbed it on the rose-colored diamond so it would gleam even more, if possible. 
“All that chemistry and passion you think you want?” said Catherine. “For someone like you, it’s a trap.” 
For someone like me. God, Catherine’s words could really sting. Unfortunately, I knew she was right. 
I sighed and got up from the chair. I paid Catherine and we made an appointment for next week, “unless he comes,” she said. In which case I wouldn’t see her for three months. I almost looked forward to the break. 
Outside on Prince Street, I saw the Freedom Tower glinting in the late afternoon sun over Battery Park City. It was 4 p.m., the witching hour in the city when the taxi drivers end their shifts and finding a cab is impossible. 
I ducked into the subway and texted Lauren while I was waiting for the #2 train. You’ll never guess what, I typed. You’re back on TV, she texted back. Nope, I wrote back. I aimed my iPhone at my pink diamond ring. It’s real and it’s spectacular. 
OMFG!, Lauren texted back. I knew Scott was the guy! Tulsa I am so happy for you! When can I see it in person? 
My phone began ringing, it was Lauren, but my train pulled up. I could barely hear her in the crush of passengers and subway noise. 
“I’m heading home,” I said. “I’ll call you from there.” 
When I got off at 72nd Street, I stopped at Gray’s Papaya for some juice before walking down the two blocks west to my apartment. I recognized James working the door, even though his back was turned to me and he was looking inside. He was my favorite, he always had all the dirt on everyone in the building and I usually stopped to talk to him for a good ten minutes every day. 
“Hey James!” I said, and he wheeled around. 
“Ms. Kelly,” he said. “How are you?” 
My plan was to start with James. I was going to show him my beautiful rose diamond ring. From that point on, the engagement would be real. Legally, I was going to be Mrs. Scott Hanover, married woman. 
“Well, I’ve actually got some pretty great news,” I began but James uncharacteristically cut me off. 
“Someone’s here who says he knows you,” James said, looking at me a little strangely. “He’s waiting in the lobby.” 
“Really?” I said, squinting past James down at the long entrance way. “I wasn’t expecting anybody.” 
By James’ demeanor, I almost wondered if a process server was poised at the reception desk, lying in wait. Larry was there, in the ridiculous concierge uniform with shoulder epaulets management was now making the guys wear. 
“Ms. Kelly you have a visitor,” Larry said much more formally than usual, pointing to the waiting area. 
A man dressed all in black with an olive green khaki backpack at his side sat on the sofa where he was in the midst of lighting an electronic cigarette. All I could think was, he looks so much like Michel. 
He looked up.
“Bonjour Tulsa,” he said. 
CHAPTER SEVENTY NINE 
I guess I didn’t say anything because the next thing I heard was Larry’s voice behind me. 
“Ms. Kelly, is everything all right?” 
I nodded without turning back to look at Larry. If I did, Michel surely would disappear. 
He was wearing new black motorcycle boots. They weren’t the old scuffed ones I’d recognize anywhere. So that must mean this is a dream. They are dream boots purchased online in my mental eBay. 
“Je suis desole, Tulsa,” Michel said, without getting up off the sofa. He was watching me carefully, as if he understood that if he made any kind of move, I might topple over in a dead faint. 
As it was, hearing French and being required to speak was too overwhelming. 
Michel also seemed to grasp this. 
“I am arrived,” he said, speaking English in a comically thick French accent. “I am very sorry also.” 
“Since when do you speak English?” I said, regaining my sea legs. “You sound like Inspector Clouseau.” 
I had forgotten how handsome he was, how even his features and how soulful his eyes. My heart was beating so fast that I felt vaguely comforted knowing there was a hospital just two blocks away. Incoming shell-shocked! 
Michel just sat on the sofa as as stunned as I was - and as if his store of English had just run out. 
“I have been studying English,” he said slowly, enunciating each word. 
“Pourquoi?” I said, my French coming back in a rush. “Why? Is it because I can’t speak your language and I have a terrible accent?” 
Michel shook his head.
“Je suis tres tres desole Tulsa,” he said. “I am very sorry I didn’t 
believe you.”
Larry cleared his throat behind me. 
“Ms. Kelly would you and your friend like to go into the residents’ lounge?” he asked. “You might have more privacy there.” 
I backed into the residents lounge, which was just off the reception desk, because if I took my eyes off Michel he might change his mind and leave. At the same time, I was strangely angry. 
Larry shut the door noiselessly behind us. Michel gestured for me to sit down on one of the dark brown leather sofas the condo owners had voted to buy for the lounge just last year. 
“I’d rather stand,” I said in French. 
Then I thought of something in the midst of the thousand other questions I had. 
“How did you get here?” 
“Dans un avion,” Michel said.
“You said you would never fly again,” I said. 
“Je sais. Mais c’etait necessaire de venir de te voir.” 
“Why was it necessary to come see me, Michel?” I was amazed at how tough I was sounding when a bigger part of me just wanted to go over to him and never let go. 
“I had to tell you I was sorry for not believing you,” he said. 
“You mean about Gilles?” I kept watching Michel. Any minute he would dissolve into the walls and I would wake up in my bed in 29B. 
“You were telling the truth,” Michel said. “I know that now.” 
“One year later?” I said. This had to be some sort of cruel joke. Michel was probably in New York with some new girlfriend and had just stopped by to torment me, to pretend he had forgiven me. 
I backed over to the sofa and sank into it, still in shock. 
“You remember Anika?” Michel said. Anika? Anika who? 
Anika Nagy, Michel explained. From St. Tropez. 
What was he talking about? 
“Anika was on the boat,” Michel said gently and slowly, in case I had forgotten all my French. “On the boat with you and Gilles Rossi.” 
On the boat with me and Gilles? Michel wasn’t making any sense. 
Wait... 
Anika. The beautiful blonde Hungarian with the guy from Saudi who met us at the club and went with us out to the Saudi guy’s yacht? The girl who hardly said a word? 
“Anika saw the article about Gilles in the Nice-Matin,” Michel said. “She telephoned the reporter to tell her she had the story wrong.” 
“She did?” I said, astonished. 
Michel nodded. 
Anika, he said, had spoken to Emilie Hoffs and told her that we hadn’t been having an affair. She said I had punched out Gilles on the boat and made a narrow escape. Anika told the reporter she believed Gilles either beat me or tried to rape me. She said he was furious and vowed vengeance right in front of her and Sayyid the next morning. 
Michel had been standing but he sat down on a chair next to the sofa. 
“Anika saw Gilles Rossi one more time after that, at a party in Monte Carlo and said that her boyfriend Sayyid was in touch with him. Anika told the reporter that he was obsessed with getting revenge on the American woman and that he even said he was tracking her movements. She said there was no way we could be lovers.” 
I listened to Michel and it was as if a giant boulder was falling off my shoulders. I just wanted to go upstairs, crawl in bed with him and fall asleep. 
Emilie Hoffs then called Michel, who had refused to comment for the initial article. What she told him Anika said had the ring of truth, because it matched exactly what Antoine had told him. Only he hadn’t believed Antoine because that story came from me. 
Hoffs gave Anika’s phone number to Michel. The three of them - Michel, Antoine and Anika met for a coffee at Place Garibaldi and when it was over, Michel said, “I knew there had been an erreur grave.” 
Un erreur grave. A serious mistake. I still couldn’t look him in the eye. I stared ahead at the off-white walls of the resident lounge. 
“Why were you so mean Michel?” I said. “You never gave me a chance.” 
Michel was silent for a moment. 
“I thought you were unfaithful,” he said. “If the situation were reversed, you might have felt the same way. You know how it looked and I’m very sensitive in that area.” 
“Oui,” I said. “I know how it looked.” 
My eyes felt wet and I closed them. I heard Michel move and he was next to me on the sofa, grasping my right hand. My eyes suddenly flew open. The pink diamond ring. I quickly moved my left hand down below my thigh, hidden from view, my heart pounding. That fucking diamond ring! Why now! 
“Michel,” I said. “I’m a wreck. My apartment is upstairs. Let’s go up there and talk.” 
CHAPTER EIGHTY 
When the elevator opened onto the 29th floor, I gestured to Michel to go first. I wiggled the pink diamond off my left ring finger and dropped it deep in my purse. 
“Tres impressionante,” Michel said softly as he took in my spacious living room with the view of the Freedom Tower in the distance. 
I drank some water and asked Michel if he wanted a glass of 
wine.
“Right now?” he said, puzzled. 
I smiled. It really had been a year since I lived in France. 
“J’ai oublie,” I said. “Americans drink wine to relax, not just during dinner. Can I get you anything?” 
Michel shook his head and went to sit down on my long, forest- green couch. I still call my apartment decor early 1998 Pottery Barn. He seemed transfixed by the view. 
“I guess this is a lot more exciting than Vieux Nice,” he said. 
I sat down next to him and took his hand this time. It was trembling. 
“When did you get in?” I said. 
“Hier,” Michel said, and switched into English. “I stay with Howard Johnson.” 
“Howard Johnson’s?” I said. “Is there even one left in the city?” 
Michel produced a hotel business card. The address was 880 Eighth Avenue at 53rd Street. He had my address from some old mail that had come to his place while I was there, forwarded from my building. 
“What have you been doing since yesterday?” I said. 
“I was nervous about coming to see you,” he said. “So I went to the Statue of Liberty this morning instead.” 
“The Statue of Liberty, how appropriate,” I said. “The one thing France gave America.” 
Michel wasn’t in the mood for irony or small talk.
“Voltaire hasn’t been the same since you’ve been gone,” he said. 
“Ah, tu blague!” I said. “Voltaire must be thrilled to have you all to himself again.” 
“Non,” Michel said. “He doesn’t eat as much as he did, he doesn’t have the same energy, he’s not the same cat since you left.” 
“Tu me manques,” he said. 
“Tu me manques aussi,” I said, entwining his fingers in mine. Sirens from the fire station down the block began their screech and the sound of ambulances followed. 
“I want you to come home,” Michel said, looking away from me and out at the New York skyline. 
“What do you mean, Michel?” I said, softly. 
“I want you to come home to 8 rue du Jesus with me and Voltaire,” he said. “This is very lovely but it’s not your home.” 
“Michel, you threw me out and later you took out a restraining order on me,” I said. “And now you want me to leave everything here and come back to France with you?” 
Michel sighed and turned to face me directly. 
“Yes,” he said. 
“A lot has happened in a year, Michel,” I said. “I have a new job, I’m settled. I never thought I’d hear from you again.” 
“Je comprends,” said Michel. “But you have to understand I never wanted you to leave. You were the best thing that ever happened to me. When I thought you were cheating on me, it was as if my life ended.” 
I hung on every word. It was as if I’d made them up in a fantasy of what might happen someday. But Michel was here in the flesh. I could feel his hand on mine even if we hadn’t kissed yet. 
“How are you sleeping?” Michel asked. “Pretty well,” I lied. 
Michel went up to get his backpack where he’d left it by the door and dug around in a front pocket. He produced a white envelope and brought it back to the sofa. 
“I can’t fly back,” he explained. “It was too much. I had three whiskies and it didn’t help. Never again.” 
He thrust the envelope into my lap and told me to open it.
It was a one-way ticket in a first-class cabin on the Queen Mary 
2, departing New York City in three days. Michel showed me his own ticket. 
“I know it isn’t much time to make a decision,” he said. “But I have to get back to teaching at the Ecole and I have to take care of 
Voltaire.” 
“This is insane, Michel,” I said. “I still can’t believe you’re here and now you want me to leave on a ship with you going across the Atlantic Ocean in three days?” 
“Yes,” said Michel. “I don’t want to lose you again. I want you to come home with me.” 
He stood up. 
“I know this has probably been a shock,” he said. “I’m going to leave now so you can think this over. The ticket has the exact time and location where you need to be on Friday night to get to the ship on time.” 
Sitting on the sofa, holding my ticket, I felt an atavistic panic at the idea of Michel leaving again, even if he was just going to take a taxi to Howard Johnson. 
“I leave you to decide, Tulsa,” he said, heading for the door. “Whatever you do, I will understand. You take this time to make up your mind without me around. I’ll be on the ship waiting for you Friday if you decide to come.” 
Jesus, he was almost so businesslike.
Michel stopped at the door for a final look at the New York 
skyline and then turned directly toward me.
“Je t’aime, Tulsa,” he said. “Je t’aime pour toujours.” 
I’m not sure how long I sat on the sofa, not moving. The rectangular snow-white ticket, with its 
details embossed in a shiny black font, lay on my lap as the sun passed over the Hudson River and set over the hills of New Jersey. 
June 17, 2014
Queen Mary 2 Transatlantic Crossing First-Class Cabin
Manhattan Cruise Terminal 
711 12th Avenue
New York City
Pier 92
Check in begins: 13H Embarkation closes: 1545H Ship sails: 16H 
It was dark in my apartment when I got up and walked over to fish out my iPhone out of my purse. 
Lauren answered on the second ring.
“I need to talk,” I said. “ Can you come out for a quick drink?’” 
“We need a midway point,” she said without hesitation. “Ritz Carlton lobby bar. See you there in 20 minutes.” 
CHAPTER EIGHTY ONE 
After I moved to New York, I used to bicycle down to the South Sea Seaport, to the ghosts of the old piers where the Irish immigrants landed when they arrived in New York, decades before Ellis Island became the entry point. 
I would linger at what was once Pier 23, now little more than a few brown stumps barely visible above the dirty waters of the East River, where my great-great grandmother Frances Burns sailed in on a Black 
Ball line packet ship from Queenstown, Ireland in 1850. 
I wondered what it was like for her to step off the boat, a 54-year- old widowed mother of four from rural 19th century Ireland, into the screaming, conniving, mad bustle and chaos of New York City. 
Some mighty gulf of separation passed, I seemed transported to another world; 
A thought resigned with pain, when from the mast, The impatient mariner the sail unfurled,
And, whistling, called the sea that hardly curled The silent sea. From the sweet thoughts of home And from all hope I was for ever hurled. 
The river waters off Manhattan mesmerize me. For me, they hold more memories than the seas or the oceans. I was in a kayak just off Battery Park City on the Hudson River two days before the planes hit. I remember looking up at the Twin Towers and having a funny feeling about them, without knowing why. 
Here at the very end of 55th Street, above the sweeter waters of the Hudson, I picked up my iPhone once again and pressed speed dial. 
“Hello there!” came the familiar, warm singsong voice. “Hey Lauren,” I said. 
Neither of us said anything for a second or two. “I ——“ 
Lauren cut me off.
“You don’t need to say anything, Tulsa, I know,” she said. “I can 
hear it in your voice.” I was silent. 
“Bon voyage, Tulsa,” she said. “Vaya con dios, my best friend.” 
I hung up without saying anything. I took a quick photo of myself blowing her a kiss with the Hudson River in the background and mailed it to her. I couldn’t say goodbye. 
I looked across at the Weehawken hills and back at the huge clock above the Manhattan Cruise Terminal facility as stragglers hurried inside and toward the Queen Mary 2. It was 3:30 p.m. 
Master Teddy and Julio were poking me from my backpack as I rolled the Tumi in the direction of the terminal. “Maybe,” I said to them, surprisingly loudly. “he won’t be there. Maybe this has been an elaborate hoax to truly punish me.” 
As I headed through the terminal and out through the archway, I saw the words Queen Mary 2, emblazoned in black above a series of lifeboats festooned on the upper deck and below an imposing red chimney towering atop the ship, 
One of three white-uniformed pursers, with the slightly hurried air of men about to pull up the gangway of a 150,000-ton floating behemoth, seemed to materialize in front of me before I even saw him. 
“Welcome to the Queen Mary!” he said. He had the most flaming red hair. “May I have your ticket?” 
I looked nervously up the gangway to see if I could see Michel waiting there. But it was hard to make out much of anything with the 
crush of last-minute passengers swarming up. 
“I guess there’s no turning back now,” I said to the purser. 
He laughed jovially as he scanned my ticket on an iPad. 
“Oh,” he said. “There’s always a way out. But I bet we’ll manage to keep you aboard.” 
I was behind a giddy young couple, newlyweds without a care in the world I imagined, as we moved slowly up to the deck. I still couldn’t see Michel anywhere and wondered how I’d find him even if he was there. I long ago deleted his French mobile off my phone if he was even using it in New York. What had I been thinking? 
I hadn’t stepped foot on the Queen Mary 2 yet but this was already shaping up as one of my all-time worst decisions. Job given up, fiance dumped, apartment left empty for what? Some guy I had no idea how to find on a enormous ship that was probably bound to find the last serious iceberg in the Atlantic. 
To my right, way down in the distance, I saw bikers in helmets and Spandex whizzing down the Hudson River bike path, heading north to Washington Heights and Inwood or south to Greenwich Village and Battery Park. All undoubtedly happy and secure, certain in the lives they had chosen and the sensible decisions they had made in New York City. 
What if Michel had just changed his mind after seeing me, after seeing where and how I lived in New York. Maybe he even saw the pink diamond engagement ring and never told me. Of course he saw it, how could he not have seen it. I suddenly felt sick to my stomach. 
“TULSA!” 
I looked up. In that split second everything in the universe went silent. I’m quite sure no one on the ship moved. 
Michel, in his black motorcycle jacket, was standing on a middle deck high above me, jauntily holding two glasses of champagne. This is not a guy who does jaunty, I might add. He’s French. But wait. Why was he now shaking his head? 
Michel pointed at his watch. “VOUS ETES EN RETARD!” 
I stepped off the gangway. My red-haired friend the witty purser was over to my right. I yanked at his arm. 
“See that guy?” I pointed up to Michel. “How do I get up there?” 
The purser looked up. 
“Yeah, I see him,” he said. “But you stay right here. He should come to you.” 
The purser waved to Michel.
“He’s French,” I said. “He’s not very good with English.” “French?” he said. “Oh, he’s definitely gotta come to you.” 
“Here she is!” he bellowed up at Michel, holding my hand aloft like a prizefighter. “Do you want her or shall I take her?” 
Michel seemed to understand him very well. 
“J’arrive!” he yelled. ——THE END—— 

