
THIS MORNING, THIS EVENING, SO SOON

by JAMES BALDWIN J am es  B a l d w in  was born in New  I ork City in 1924 and
as a boy firs! lasted the poverty and discrimination o f a 

Negro in Harlem. In  1945 a Eugene Saxon Fellowship enabled him to free-lance, and the stories, plays, and  

novels which followed established him as a young writer of extraordinary power. A fter living and writing in 
England and on the Continent, he has returned to this country and now makes his home in Greenwich Village.

Y o u  are full of n ig h tm ares ,” H arrie t tells me. 
She is in her dressing gow n and has c ream  all over 
her face. She and  m y o lder sister, Louisa, are  
going ou t to be girls together. I suppose they 
have m any things to ta lk  ab o u t —  they have me 
to talk  abou t, ce rta in ly  —  and  they do not w ant 
m y presence. I have been given a bachelor’s 
evening. T h e  d irec to r of the film w hich has 
brought us such incred ib le  and  troub lin g  riches 
will be along la te r to  take m e o u t to d inner.

I w atch  her face. I know  th a t it is q u ite  im pos
sible for h er to be as un tro u b led  as she seems. 
H er self-control is m ain ly  for m y benefit — m y 
benefit, and  P au l’s. H a rrie t com es from  orderly 
and  progressive Sw eden and has reacted  against 
all the advanced  doctrines to w hich she has been 
exposed by becom ing steadily  an d  beautifu lly  old- 
fashioned. W e never fought in front of Paul, no t 
even w hen he was a  baby. H a rrie t does not so 
m uch believe in  p ro tec ting  ch ild ren  as she does 
in help ing them  to bu ild  a  found a tio n  on which

they can  build  and bu ild  aga in , each  tim e  life’s 
high-flying steel ball knocks dow n e v e ry th in g  they  
have built.

W henever I becom e upset, H a rr ie t becom es 
very cheerful and  com posed . I th ink  she began  
to lea rn  how  to do this over e ig h t years ago, w hen  
I re tu rn ed  from  my only  visit to  A m erica . N ow , 
perhaps, it has becom e so m eth ing  she cou ld  n o t 
con tro l if she w ished to . T h is m o rn in g , a t b re a k 
fast, w hen  I yelled a t P au l, she av e rted  P a u l’s 
tears an d  m y ow n guilt by looking up  an d  saying, 
“ M y G od, yo u r fa th e r  is c ran k y  this m o rn in g , 
isn’t he?”

P au l’s a tten tio n  w as im m ed ia te ly  d is trac ted  
from  his w ounds, an d  the  u n ju s t in flic ter o f those 
w ounds, to his m o th e r’s lau g h te r . H e w a tch ed  her.

“ I t  is because he is afra id  they  will n o t like his 
songs in  N ew  Y ork. Y our fa th e r  is an  artiste, mon 
chou, an d  th ey  are very  m ysterious people , les 
artistes. M illions of people a re  w a itin g  for h im  in 
New York, they  are  begging  h im  to  com e, an d
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they will give h im  a lot of m oney, b u t he is afraid 
they will no t like him. T ell him  he is w rong .”

She succeeded in rek indling  P au l’s excitem ent 
ab o u t places he has never seen. I was also, a t 
once, reinvested  w ith all m y g lam our. I th ink  
it is som etim es extrem ely difficult for P au l to 
realize th a t the face he sees on record  sleeves and  
in the new spapers and  on the screen is no th ing  
m ore or less th an  the face of his fa th e r —  who 
som etim es yells a t him . O f course, since he is 
only seven — going on eight, he will be eight 
years old this w inter — he can n o t know  th a t I 
am  baffled, too.

“ O f course, you are w rong, you are silly,” he 
said w ith passion —  and  caused m e to smile. His 
English is strongly  accented and  is not, in fact, as 
good as his F rench , for he speaks F rench  all day 
a t school. F ren ch  is really  his first language, the 
first he ever heard . “ You are the  g reatest singer 
in F ra n c e ” —  sounding exactly  as he m ust sound 
w hen he m akes this p ro n o u n cem en t to his school
m ates —  “ the greatest American singer” —  this 
concession was so gracefully m ade th a t it was not a 
concession at all, it added  inches to  m y sta tu re , 
A m erica being  only a g lam orous w ord for Paul. 
I t  is the  p lace from w hich his fa th e r cam e, and  
to w hich  he now  is going, a p lace w hich  very 
few people have ever seen. B ut his au n t is one of 
them  and  he looked over a t her. “ M ine. D u m o n t 
says so, and  she says he is a great actor, too.” 
L ouisa nodded , smiling. “ A nd she has seen Les 
Faiives Nous Attendent —  five tim es!” T his clinched 
it, of course. M m e. D um ont is o u r concierge and  
she has know n Paul all his life. I suppose he will 
no t begin to doub t an y th ing  she says un til he 
begins to d o u b t everything.

H e looked over at me again. “ So you a re  w rong 
to  be a fra id .”

“ I was w rong to yell at you, too. 1 w o n ’t yell 
at you any  m ore today .”

“ All r ig h t.” H e was very grave.
L ouisa poured  m ore coffee. “ H e’s going to 

knock them  d ead  in New York. Y ou’ll see.”
“ M ats bien sur,,, said Paul, doubtfully . H e does 

no t q u ite  know  w hat “ knock them  d e a d ” m eans, 
th ough  he was sure, from  her tone, th a t she m ust 
have been agreeing w ith  him . H e does no t qu ite  
u n d e rs tan d  this aunt, w hom  he m et for the  first 
tim e tw o m on ths ago, w hen she arrived  to spend 
the su m m er w ith  us. H er accen t is en tire ly  dif
feren t from  any th ing  he has ever heard . H e does 
no t really  understand  w hy, since she is m y sister 
and  his au n t, she should be unab le  to speak F rench.

H arrie t, Louisa, and  I looked a t each  o th e r and  
sm iled. “ K nock  them  d e a d ,” said H arrie t, “ m eans 
d.'avoir m  succes jou. But you will soon pick up  all 
the A m erican  expressions.” She looked a t m e and  
laughed . “ So will I .”

“ T h a t's  w hat he’s afraid of.” Louisa grinned. 
“ W e have got some expressions, believe me. 
D on’t let anybody ever tell you A m erica h asn 't 
got a culture. O u r cu ltu re  is as thick as c labber 
m ilk .”

“ A h ,” H a rrie t answ ered, “ I know. I know .”
“ I ’m going to be prac tic ing  la te r,” I told Paul.
His face lit up . “ Bon.” Phis m ean t tha t, 

la ter, he would com e into m y study  and lie on the 
floor w ith his papers and crayons while I worked 
ou t w ith  the p iano  and  the tape  recorder. He 
knew th a t I was offering this as an  olive branch . 
All things considered, we get on p re tty  well, my 
son and I.

H e looked over at Louisa again. She held a 
coffee cup in one hand  and  a c igarette  in the 
o ther; and  som ething ab o u t her baffled him . It 
was early , so she had not yet pu t on her face. H er 
short, thick, graying hair was rougher th an  usual, 
alm ost as rough as m y ow n —  later, she would be 
going to the haird resser’s; she is fairer th an  I, and 
better-looking; Louisa, in fact, cau g h t all the 
looks in the fam ily. Paul knows th a t she is my 
older sister and  th a t she helped to raise me, 
though he does not, of course, know w hat this 
m eans. H e knows th a t she is a schoolteacher in 
the American South, w hich is not, for some reason, 
the sam e place as South  A m erica. I could see him  
try ing to fit all these exotic details together into a 
p a tte rn  w hich w ould explain  her strangeness — 
strangeness of accent, strangeness of m anner. In 
com parison w ith the people he has always known, 
Louisa m ust seem, for all her generosity and  
lau g h te r and affection, peculiarly  uncerta in  of 
herself, peculiarly  hostile and  em battled .

I w ondered w hat he w ould th ink  of his U ncle 
N orm an , o lder and  m uch b lacker than  I, w ho 
lives near the A labam a tow n in w hich we were 
born. N orm an  will m eet us a t the boat.

N o w  H arrie t repeats, “ N ightm ares, n ig h t
m ares. N oth ing  ever turns ou t as badly  as you 
th ink  it will —  in fac t,” she adds laughing, “ I 
am  happy  to say th a t th a t would scarcely be 
possible.”

H er eyes seek m ine in the m irro r —  dark-b lue  
eyes, pale skin, black hair. I had  always th o ugh t 
of Sweden as being popu la ted  entirely  by blondes, 
and  I th o ugh t th a t H a rrie t w as abnorm ally  dark  
for a Swedish girl. But w hen  we visited Sw eden, 
I found out d ifferently . “ It is all a g rea t racial 
salad , E urope, th a t is w hy I am  sure th a t I will 
never understand  your co u n try ,” H a rrie t said. 
T h a t was in the days w hen  we never im agined 
th a t we w ould be going to it.

I w onder w h a t she is really  th inking. Still, she
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is righ t, in tw o days we will be on a boat, and  
there is sim ply no poin t in  carry ing  around m y 
load of apprehension . I sit dow n on the bed, 
w atch ing  her fix her face. I realize th a t I am  
going to miss this old-fashioned bedroom . For 
years, w e’ve talked abo u t th row ing  ou t the old 
ju n k  w hich cam e w ith  the a p a rtm e n t and re 
placing it w ith  less massive, m odern  fu rn iture . 
But we never have.

“ O h , every th ing  will p ro b ab ly  w ork out,”  I 
say. “ I ’ve been in a  bad  m ood all day  long. I 
ju s t c a n ’t sing any m o re .” W e both  laugh. She 
reaches for a  w ad of tissues an d  begins w iping off 
the cream . “ I w onder how  Paul will like it, if 
he’ll m ake friends —  th a t’s a ll.”

“ Paul will like any  place w here you are, w here 
we are. D o n ’t w orry abo u t P a u l.”

Paul has never been called any nam es, so far. 
O nly, once he asked us w h a t the w ord metis 
m eant and  H arrie t explained to h im  tha t it 
m ean t m ixed blood, add ing  th a t the blood of ju s t 
abou t everybody in the w orld was m ixed by now. 
M m e. D um ont co n trib u ted  baw dy  and  detailed 
corrobora tion  from  h er ow n fam ily tree, the roots 
of w hich were som ew here in  C orsica; the m oral of 
the story, as she told it, was th a t w om en w ere 
weak, m en incorrig ib le, and  le bon Dieu appallingly  
clever. M m e. D u m o n t’s version is the version I 
prefer, b u t it m ay no t be, for P aul, the m ost 
u tilita rian .

H arrie t rises from  the dressing tab le  and  comes 
over to sit in m y lap . I fall back  w ith  h er on the 
bed, and  she smiles dow n in to  m y face.

“ Now, d o n ’t w orry ,” she tells me, “ please try  
not to w orry. W hatever is com ing, we will m a n 
age it all very well, you will see. W e have each 
o ther and  we have o u r son and  we know w hat we 
w ant. So, we are luckier th a n  most people .”

I kiss her on the ch in . “ I ’m luckier th an  m ost 
m en .”

“ I ’m  a very lucky w om an , too .”
A nd for a m om en t we are  silent, alone in our 

room , w hich we have shared so long. T h e  slight 
rise and  fall of H a rrie t’s b rea th in g  creates an in 
te rm itten t pressure against m y chest, and  I th ink  
how, if I had  never left A m erica, I w ould  never 
have m et h er and  w ould never have established a 
life of m y ow n, w ould  never have en tered  my 
own life. For everyone’s life begins on a level 
w here races, arm ies, and  churches stop. And yet 
everyone’s life is alw ays shaped  by races, churches, 
and  arm ies; races, churches, arm ies m enace, and  
have taken, m any lives. If H a rrie t h ad  been born  
in A m erica, it w ould have taken  her a  long tim e, 
perhaps forever, to  look on m e as a m an  like 
o ther m en ; if I had  m et h er in A m erica, I would 
never have been able to look on her as a w om an 
like all o th e r w om en. T h e  h ab its  of public  rage

an d  pow er w ould  also have been o u r  p riv a te  
com pulsions, and w ould  have  b lin d ed  o u r  eyes. 
W e w ould never have been ab le  to love each  
o ther. A nd Paul w ould  nev er have  been b o rn .

P erhaps, if I h ad  stayed in  A m erica , I w ou ld  
have found an o th e r w o m an  and  h a d  a n o th e r  son. 
But th a t  o th e r w om an , th a t  o th e r  son are  in  th e  
lim bo of vanished possibilities. I m ig h t also have  
becom e som eth ing  else, instead  of an  ac to r- 
singer, p e rh ap s a law yer, like m y  b ro th e r, o r  a 
teacher, like m y sister. B ut no, I am  w h a t I have  
becom e and  this w om an  beside m e is m y  wife, 
an d  I love her. All the  sons I m ig h t h av e  h a d  
m ean  no th ing , since I have a  son, I n am ed  h im , 
Paul, for m y father, an d  I love him .

I th in k  of all the  th ings I have  seen d estroyed  
in A m erica, all the th ings th a t  I have lost th e re , 
all the th rea ts  it ho lds for m e an d  m ine .

I g rin  u p  a t H a rrie t. “ D o you love m e?”
“ O f course not. I sim ply have been  m a d ly  

p lo ttin g  to get to A m erica  all these y ears .”
“ W h a t a p a tien t w ench  you a re .”
“ T h e  Swedes are  very  p a tie n t.”
She kisses me again  an d  stands u p . L o u isa  

com es in, also in a dressing gow n.
“ I hope you tw o a re n ’t s itting  in  here  yakk ing  

ab o u t the subject.”  She looks a t m e. “ M y , you 
are the  sorriest-looking ce leb rity  I ’ve ever seen. 
I ’ve alw ays w ondered  w hy people like you h ired  
press agents. Now I k n ow .”  She goes to  H a r r ie t’s 
dressing tab le . “ H oney , do  you m ind  if I b o rro w  
som e of th a t mad nail polish?”

H a rrie t goes over to the dressing  tab le . “ I ’m  
n o t sure I know  which m ad  nail polish you  m e a n .”  

H a rrie t an d  Louisa, som ew hat to m y su rp rise , 
get on very well. E ach  seem s to find the  o th e r  full 
o f the w eirdest an d  m ost de ligh tfu l surprises. 
H a rrie t has been teach in g  L ouisa  F ren ch  an d  
Swedish expressions, and  L ouisa  has been  te a c h 
ing H a rrie t some of the  saltie r expressions o f the  
b lack  South . W henever one of th em  is n o t p la y 
ing stra ig h t m an to the  o th e r’s accen t, they  b e 
com e involved in long specu lations as to  how  a 
language reveals the h istory  and  the a ttitu d e s  of a 
people. T h ey  discovered th a t all the E u ro p ean  
languages co n ta in  a ph rase  eq u iv a len t to  “ to 
w ork  like a n igger.”  (“ O f co u rse ,” says L ou isa , 
“ th ey ’ve h ad  black m en w ork ing  for th em  for a 
long tim e .” ) “ L an g u ag e  is experience  an d  la n 
guage is p o w er,” says Louisa, a fte r re g re ttin g  th a t  
she doqs no t know an y  of the  A frican  d ia lec ts . 
“ T h a t’s w h a t I keep try in g  to tell those d ic ty  
b asta rd s  dow n South . T h ey  get th e ir  ow n ex 
perience in to  the language , w e’ll have a  g rea t 
language. But, no, they  all w a n t to  ta lk  like 
w hite  folks.” T hen  she leans fo rw ard , g rasp in g  
H a rr ie t by the knee. “ I tell them , honey , w h ite  
folks a in ’t saying nothing. N o t a th in g  a re  they
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saying —  and  some of them  know  it, they  need 
w h a t you got, the w hole w orld needs i t .” T hen  
she leans back, in  disgust. “ You th ink  they  listen 
to me? In d eed  they do not. T hey  ju st go right 
on, try ing  to ta lk  like w hite  folks.” She leans for
w ard  again , in  trem endous ind ignation . “ You 
know  som e of them  folks are ashamed of M ah a lia  
Jackson? Ashamed o f her, one of the g reatest 
singers alive! T hey  th in k  she’s co m m o n .” T h en  
she looks ab o u t the room  as though  she held a 
bo ttle  in her h an d  and  were looking for a  skull to 
crack.

I th ink  it is because Louisa has never been able 
to ta lk  like this to any  w hite person before. All 
the w hite  people she has ever m et needed, in one 
w ay or an o th er, to be reassured, consoled, to have 
th e ir consciences pricked bu t no t b lasted; could 
no t, could  no t afford to h ea r a tru th  w hich w ould 
shatter, irrevocably, th e ir  im age of them selves. 
I t  is astonishing the lengths to w hich a person, or 
a people, will go in o rd er to avoid a tru thfu l 
m irro r. But H a rrie t’s necessity is precisely the 
opposite: it  is o f the u tm ost im p o rtan ce  th a t she 
lea rn  every th ing  th a t Louisa can  tell her, and  
then  learn  m ore, m uch  m ore. H a rrie t is really  
try ing  to lea rn  from L ouisa how  best to p ro tec t 
her h u sband  an d  her son. T his is w hy they  are 
going ou t alone ton ight. T hey  will have, ton igh t, 
as it w ere, a final council of w ar. I m ay be 
m oody, bu t they, thank  G od, are p ractical.

N ow  L ouisa turns to me while H a rrie t ru m 
m ages a b o u t on  the dressing table. “ W h a t time 
is V idal com ing  for you?”

“ O h , a ro u n d  seven th irty , e igh t o’clock. H e 
says h e ’s reserved tables for us in some very chic 
place, b u t he w on’t say w here .” L ouisa w riggles 
h er shoulders, raises h er eyebrows, and  does a 
tiny  bum p  and  grind. I laugh . “ T h a t’s right. 
A nd then  I guess we’ll go ou t and  get d ru n k .”

“ I hope to G od you do. Y ou’ve been ab o u t as 
cheerful as a cem etery  these last few days. A nd, 
th a t w ay, yo u r hangover will keep you from 
bugg ing  us tom orrow .”

“ W h a t ab o u t your hangovers? I know the way 
you girls d rin k .”

“ W ell, w e'll be pay ing  for o u r own d rinks,” 
says H a rrie t, “ so I d o n ’t th ink  w e’ll have th a t 
p rob lem . B ut you're going to  be feted, like an 
in te rn a tio n a l m ovie s ta r .”

“ Y ou sure you d o n ’t w an t to change your 
m ind  and  com e out w ith  V idal and  me?”

“ W e’re su re ,” Louisa says. She looks dow n at 
m e and  gives a  small, am used g run t. “ A n in te r
n a tio n a l m ovie star. A nd I used to change your 
d iapers. I ’ll be d am n ed .” She is grave for a

m om ent. “ M a m a ’d be p roud  of you, you know 
th a t?” W e look at each o ther and the air betw een 
us is charged w ith secrets w hich not even H arrie t 
will ever know. “ Now, get the hell ou t of here, 
so we can  get dressed.”

“ I ’ll take Paul on dow n to M m e. D u m o n t’s.” 
Paul is to have supper w ith her ch ildren  and  

spend the n ight there.
“ For the last tim e ,” says M m e. D um ont and 

she rubs her h and  over P au l's  violently curly- 
black hair. “ Tu vas nous manquer, tu sals?” T hen  
she looks up a t m e and laughs. “ He doesn’t care. 
H e is only interested in seeing the big ship and 
all the w onders of New York. C h ildren  are never 
sad to m ake jo u rn ey s.”

“ I w ould be very sad to go ,” says Paul, politely, 
“ b u t m y fa ther m ust go to New York to work 
and  he w ants me to com e w ith h im .”

O ver his head , M m e. D um ont and I smile at 
each o ther. “ / /  est malm, ton gosse!" She looks 
dow n at h im  again. “ A nd do you th ink, my 
little d ip lom at, th a t you will like New York?” 

“ W e a ren ’t only going to New Y ork,” Paul 
answers, “ we are going to C alifornia, too .”

“ W ell, do you th ink  you will like C alifornia?” 
Paul looks a t me. “ I d o n ’t know . If we d o n ’t 

like it, w e’ll com e back .”
“ So sim ple. Ju s t like th a t,” says M m e. D um ont. 

She looks a t m e. “ I t is the best way to look at 
life. D o com e back. You know, we feel th a t you 
belong to us, too, here in F ran ce .”

“ I hope you d o ,” I say. “ L hope you do. I 
have always felt —  always felt at hom e here .” 
I bend dow n and  Paul and  I kiss each o ther on 
the cheek. W e have always done so —  bu t will 
we be able to do so in Am erica? A m erican  fathers 
never kiss A m erican sons. I stra igh ten , my hand 
on P au l’s shoulder. “ You be good. I ’ll pick you 
up for breakfast, or, if you get up  first you come 
and  pick me up  and  we can  hang  ou t together 
tom orrow , while your maman and  your A unt 
Louisa finish packing. T hey  w on’t w an t two m en 
hanging  a round  the house.”

“ D'accord. W here shall we h ang  out?” O n the 
last two w ords he stum bles a little and  im itates me.

“ M aybe we can go to the zoo, I d o n ’t know. 
A nd I'll take you to lunch a t the Eiffel Tow er, 
w ould you like tha t?”

“ O h, yes,” he says, “ I ’d love th a t.” W hen he 
is pleased, he seems to glow. All the energy of his 
sm all, tough, co ncen tra ted  being charges an  u n 
seen b a tte ry  and  adds an incredible luster to his 
eyes, w hich are large and  dark  brow n —  like 
m ine —  and  to his skin, w hich always rem inds me 
of the colors of honey and  the fires of the sun.

“ O kay, th en .” I shake hands w ith M m e. 
D um ont. “ Bonsoir, Madame." I ring  for the eleva
tor, s taring  at Paul. “ Ciao, Pauli."
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“ Bonsoir, Papa.”
A nd M m e. D u m o n t takes h im  inside.
U pstairs, H a rr ie t and Louisa are finally pow 

dered, perfum ed , an d  jew eled , and  read y  to go: 
d ry  M artin is  a t the R itz , supper, “ in  some very 
expensive little  p lace ,” says H arrie t, and  perhaps 
the Folies Bergere afterw ards. “ A real cornball, 
tou rist even ing ,” says Louisa. “ I ’m  w orking on 
the theory  th a t if I can  get H a rrie t to ac t like an  
A m erican now , she w on’t have so m uch trouble  
la te r.”

“ I very m uch  d o u b t,” H a rrie t says, “ th a t I will 
be able to en d u re  the Folies Bergere for th ree 
solid ho u rs .”

“ O h, th en  w e’ll duck  across tow n to H a rry ’s 
New Y ork b a r  an d  d rink  m in t ju le p s ,” says 
Louisa.

I realize th a t, qu ite  a p a r t from  every th ing  else, 
Louisa is hav ing  as m uch fun as she has ever had 
in her life before. Perhaps she, too, will be sad to 
leave Paris, even though  she has only know n it for 
such a short time.

“ Do people d rin k  those in  New Y ork?” H arrie t 
asks. I th ink  she is m aking  a list of the  things 
people do or do  no t do in New York.

“Some people d o .” Louisa w inks a t m e. “ D o 
you realize th a t this Swedish ch ick’s picked up  an  
A lab am a d raw l?”

We laugh  together. T h e  elevator chugs to  a 
landing.

“ W e’ll stop and  say good n igh t to  P a u l,” H a r 
rie t says. She kisses me. “ Give ou r best to V idal.”

“ R igh t. H ave a good tim e. D o n ’t let any  
F renchm en  ru n  off w ith L ouisa .”

“ I did not com e to Paris to be p ro tec ted , and if 
I had , this w ild chick you m arried  c o u ld n ’t do it. 
I ju s t might upset everybody and  com e hom e w ith  
a F rench  c o u n t.” She presses the e levato r bu tton  
and the cage goes dow n.

I  w a l k  back into o u r d ism antled  ap a rtm en t. It 
stinks of d ep a rtu re . T here  are bags an d  crates in 
the hall, w hich will be taken  aw ay tom orrow , 
there are  no books in the bookcases, the kitchen 
looks as th ough  we never cooked a m eal there, 
never daw dled  there , in the early  m orn ing  or la te  
at n igh t, over coffee. Presently, I m ust shower 
and  shave b u t now I pour m yself a d rin k  and  light 
a c igarette  an d  step ou t on o u r balcony. I t  is 
dusk, the b rillian t light of Paris is beginning to 
fade, and  the green of the trees is darkening .

I have lived in this city for twelve years. T his 
a p a rtm en t is on  the top  floor of a co rner build ing. 
W e look ou t over the trees an d  the roo f tops to 
the C h am p  de M ars, w here the Eiffel T ow er 
stands. Beyond this field is the river, w hich  I have

crossed so often, in  so m a n y  sta tes of m in d . I 
have crossed every b ridge  in Paris, I h av e  w alked  
along every  quai. I know  the riv er as one finally  
knows a friend , know  it  w hen  it  is b lack , g u a rd 
ing all the lights of P aris in  its d ep th s , an d  seem 
ing, in  its vast silence, to  be co m m u n in g  w ith  the 
d ead  w ho lie b en ea th  it; w hen  it is yellow , evil, 
and  ro aring , giving a ro u g h  tim e to  tu g b o a ts  an d  
barges, and  causing peop le  to re m e m b e r th a t  it has 
been know n to rise, it  has been  know n to kill; 
w hen it is peaceful, a  slick, d a rk , d ir ty  g reen , 
p lay ing  host to row b o ats  an d  les bateaux mouches 
and  th row ing  up  from  tim e to  tim e  an  ex trem ely  
u n h ea lth y  fish. T h e  m en  w ho s tan d  a long  th e  quais 
all su m m er w ith th e ir  fishing lines g ra tefu lly  
accept the slimy o b jec t and  th ro w  it in  a  ru sty  
can . I have alw ays w on d ered  w ho eats those fish.

A nd I w alk  up  an d  dow n , u p  an d  dow n , g lad  
to be alone.

I t is A ugust, the  m o n th  w hen  all P arisians 
desert Paris and  one has to w alk  miles to find a  
b arb ersh o p  o r a la u n d ry  o pen  in som e tree- 
shadow ed, silent side street. T h e re  is a single 
person on the avenue, a p a ra tro o p e r  w a lk ing  
tow ard  Ecole M ilita ire . H e is also w alk ing , 
alm ost certa in ly , an d  ra th e r  sooner th a n  la te r , 
tow ard  A lgeria. I have  a  friend , a  g o o d -n a tu red  
boy w ho was always h an g in g  a ro u n d  the  c lubs in 
w hich I w orked in  th e  old days, w ho has ju s t 
re tu rn ed  from  A lgeria , w ith  a  recu rrin g , d e 
b ilita tin g  fever, and  m inus one eye. T h e  g o v e rn 
m en t has set his pension  a t the  sum , a rb itra ry  if 
no t occult, o f fifty-three th o u san d  francs every 
th ree m onths. O f course, it is q u ite  im possib le to  
live on this am o u n t of m oney  w ith o u t w o rk in g  —  
b u t w ho will hire a ha lf-b lind  invalid? T h is boy 
has been spoiled forever, long before his th ir t ie th  
b irthday , an d  there  are  tho u san d s like h im  all over 
France.

A nd there  are few er A lgerians to  be found  on 
the streets of Paris now . T h e  ru g  sellers, the  p e a 
n u t vendors, the post-card  p ed d le rs  an d  m o n ey 
changers have vanished . T h e  boys I used to  
know  d u rin g  m y first years in Paris are  sca tte red  
—  or co rra lled  —  the L o rd  know s w here.

M ost of them  h ad  no m oney. T h ey  lived th ree  
and  four together in room s w ith  a single skylight, 
a single h a rd  cot, o r in  bu ild ings th a t  seem ed 
ab an d o n ed , w ith  c a rd b o a rd  in  the  w indow s, w ith  
e rra tic  p lum bing  in  a  w et, cobb lestoned  y a rd , in 
d ark , d ead -en d  alleys, o r on the  o u te r, ch illin g  
heights of Paris.

T h e  A rab  cafes are  closed —  those d a rk , acrid  
cafes in w hich  I used to  m ee t w ith  th em  to d rin k  
tea, to  get h igh on hash ish , to  listen to  th e  obses
sive, s tringed  m usic w hich  has no re la tio n  to any  
beat, any  tim e, th a t I have  ever know n. I once 
th o u g h t of the N orth  A fricans as m y b ro th e rs  an d
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th a t is w hy I w ent to the ir cafes. T hey  w ere very 
friendly  to m e, perhaps one or tw o of them  re 
m ained  really  fond of me even after I could  no 
longer afford to smoke Lucky Strikes and  after 
m y collection of A m erican  spo rt sh irts had  
vanished —  m ostly in to  their w ardrobes. T hey  
seem ed to feel tha t they  had  every rig h t to them , 
since I could only have w rested these th ings from  
the  w orld by cunn ing  —  it m ean t n o th ing  to say 
th a t I had  h ad  no choice in the m a tte r; perhaps I 
h ad  w rested these things from  the w orld by 
treason, by refusing to be identified w ith  the 
m isery of m y people. P erhaps, indeed, I identified 
m yself w ith  those w ho w ere responsible for this 
m isery.

A nd this was true. T h e ir rage, the only note 
in all th e ir m usic w hich I could no t fail to recog
nize, to w hich I responded, yet h ad  the effect of 
setting  us m ore th an  ever a t a division. T hey  
w ere perfectly  prepared  to drive  all F renchm en  
in to  the  sea, and  to level the city  of Paris. But I 
could  no t h a te  the F rench , because they  left me 
alone. A nd I love Paris, I will alw ays love it, it is 
the city  w hich  saved m y life. I t  saved m y life by 
allow ing m e to find ou t w ho I am .

It w a s  on a bridge, one trem endous, A pril 
m orn ing , th a t  I knew I h ad  fallen in love. H a r 
rie t and  I w ere w alk ing  h an d  in  h a n d . T h e  
bridge was the  Pont R oyal, ju s t before us was 
the g rea t horloge, high and  lifted up , saying ten to 
ten ; beyond this, the golden sta tue  of J o a n  of 
A rc, w ith  h er sword uplifted . H a rrie t an d  I w ere 
silent, for we had been q u arre lin g  ab o u t som e
thing. N ow , w hen I  look back, I th ink  we had  
reached  th a t state w hen an  affair m ust e ith er end 
or becom e som ething m ore th a n  an  affair.

I looked sideways a t H a rr ie t’s face, w hich  was 
still. H er dark -b lue  eyes w ere n arrow ed  against 
the sun, an d  h er full, p ink  lips w ere still slightly 
sulky, like a ch ild ’s. In  those days, she hard ly  
ever w ore m ake-up. I was in  m y sh irt sleeves. 
H er face m ade me w an t to lau g h  and ru n  m y 
h an d  over h e r short d a rk  h a ir. I w an ted  to pu ll 
h er to m e an d  say, Baby, don't be mad at me, and  
a t th a t m om en t som ething tugged a t m y  h ea rt 
and  m ad e  m e catch m y b rea th . T h e re  w ere 
m illions of people all a ro u n d  us, b u t I was alone 
w ith  H arrie t. She was alone w ith  m e. N ever, in 
all m y life, u n til tha t m om en t, h ad  I been alone 
w ith  anyone. T he w orld  had  alw ays been w ith  
us, betw een us, defeating  the q u a rre l we could 
no t achieve, and  m aking love im possible. D uring  
all the  years of m y life, un til th a t m om en t, I h ad  
carried  the m enacing, the hostile, killing w orld 
w ith  m e everyw here. N o m a tte r  w h a t I was

doing  or saying or feeling, one eye had  always 
been on the w orld —- th a t w orld w hich I had  
learned  to d istrust alm ost as soon as I learned 
m y nam e, th a t w orld on  w hich I knew one could  
never tu rn  one’s back, the w hite m a n ’s w orld. 
A nd for the first tim e in m y life I was free of it; it 
had  no t existed for m e; I had  been quarre ling  
w ith  m y girl. I t was o u r quarre l, it was entirely  
betw een us, it h ad  no th ing  to do w ith  anyone 
else in the w orld . F o r the first tim e in m y life I 
had  not been afraid  of the patrio tism  of the 
mindless, in uniform  or out, w ho would bea t me 
u p  and  trea t the w om an  w ho was w ith  me as 
though  she w ere the lowest of un touchables. For 
the first tim e in my life 1 felt th a t no force je o p 
ardized m y righ t, m y pow er, to possess and  to 
p ro tec t a w om an; for the first tim e, the first tim e, 
felt th a t the w om an was not, in her ow n eyes or 
in the eyes of the w orld, degraded  by m y presence.

T h e  sun fell over every th ing , like a blessing, 
people w ere m oving all abou t us, I will never 
forget the feeling of H a rr ie t’s sm all h an d  in m ine, 
d ry  and trusting , and  I tu rn ed  to her, slowing 
ou r pace. She looked up  a t m e w ith  her eno r
m ous, blue eyes, and  she seem ed to w ait. I said, 
“ Harriet. Harriet. Tu sais, il y  a quelqne chose de 
tres grave qui m'est arrive. J e  t'aime. Je  t'aime. Tu 
me comprends, o r shall I say it in English?”

This was eigh t years ago, shortly before m y 
first and  only visit hom e.

T h a t was w hen m y m other d ied. I stayed in 
A m erica for th ree  m onths. W hen I cam e back, 
H a rrie t though t th a t the change in m e was due  to 
m y g r ie f—  I was very silent, very thin. But it 
h ad  no t been m y m o th e r’s d ea th  w hich accounted 
for the change. I h ad  know n th a t m y m other was 
going to die. I had  no t know n w hat A m erica 
w ould be like for me after nearly  four years away.

I rem em b er stand ing  a t the rail and  w atching 
the distance betw een myself and  Le H avre  increase. 
H an d s fell, ceasing to w ave, handkerchiefs ceased 
to flu tter, people tu rn ed  aw ay, they m ounted  
th e ir bicycles or got in to  the ir cars and rode off. 
Soon, Le H av re  was no th ing  bu t a b lur. I though t 
of H arrie t, a lready  miles from  m e in Paris, and  I 
pressed m y lips tightly  together in o rder not to cry.

T h en , as E urope d ro p p ed  below the w ater, as 
the days passed and  passed, as we left behind us 
the skies of E urope  and  the eyes of everyone on 
the ship began, so to speak, to refocus, w aiting  
for the first glim pse of A m erica, m y apprehension  
began  to give w ay to a secret joy, a checked 
an tic ipation . I th o u g h t of such details as showers, 
w hich are ra re  in Paris, and  I though t of such 
things as rich , cold, A m erican m ilk and  heavy, 
chocolate cake. I w ondered  ab o u t m y friends, 
w ondered  if I h ad  any left, and  w ondered if they 
would be glad to see me.
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T he A m ericans on the b o a t d id  no t seem to be 
so bad, b u t I was fascinated , after such a long 
absence from  it, by the  n a tu re  of th e ir  friendli
ness. I t  was a friendliness w hich  d id  no t suggest, 
and was no t in tended  to  suggest, any  possibility 
of friendship. U nlike E uropeans, they  dropped  
titles and  used first nam es alm ost at once, leaving 
themselves, unlike the  E uropeans, w ith  now here 
thereafter to go. O nce one h ad  becom e “ Pete” or 
“J a n e ” or “ Bill” all th a t could decently  be 
know n was know n and  any  suggestion th a t there 
m ight be fu rth er dep ths, a person, so to  speak, 
behind the nam e, was taken  as a v io lation  of th a t 
privacy w hich did no t, paradox ically , since they 
trusted  it so little , seem to exist am ong A m ericans. 
T hey  ap p aren tly  eq u a ted  privacy  w ith  the u n 
speakable th ings they  did in  the b a th ro o m  or the 
bedroom , w hich  they  re la ted  only to  the analyst, 
and then  read  ab o u t in the pages of best sellers. 
T here  was an  eerie and  u n n erv ing  irrea lity  abou t 
everything they  said and  d id , as though  they  
were all m em bers of the sam e team  and  w ere 
acting  on orders from  som e invincibly  cheerful 
and tirelessly inventive coach. I w as fascinated 
by it. I found it odd ly  m oving, b u t I canno t say 
th a t I was displeased. I t  had  no t occurred  to m e 
before th a t A m ericans, w ho h ad  never treated  m e 
w ith any respect, h ad  no respect for each  other.

O n the last n igh t b u t one, there  was a  gala in 
the big ballroom  and  I sang. I t  had  been  a long 
tim e since I h ad  sung before so m any  A m ericans. 
M y audience had  m ain ly  been penniless French 
students, in  the w eird, Left B ank bistros I worked 
in those days. Still, I was a g rea t h it w ith  them  
and  by this tim e I h ad  becom e enough of a d raw 
ing card , in  the L atin  Q u a r te r  and  in St. G erm ain  
des Pres, to have a ttrac ted  a couple of critics, to 
have had  m y p ic tu re  in France-soir, and  to have 
acquired  a legal w ork p e rm it w hich allowed m e 
to m ake a little m ore m oney. Ju s t the same, no 
m atte r how industrious and  b rillian t some of the  
m usicians had  been, o r how  devoted m y audience, 
they did not know , they could no t know , w hat m y 
songs cam e ou t of. T hey  d id  no t know  w hat was 
funny abou t it. I t  was im possible to translate: I t 
d am n  well b e tte r be funny, o r L augh ing  to keep 
from  crying, o r W h a t d id  I  do to be so black 
and  blue?

T he m om ent I stepped ou t on the floor, they 
began to smile, som ething opened  in  them , they  
w ere ready  to be pleased. I found in the ir faces, 
as they w atched  me, sm iling, w aiting , an  artless 
relief, a profound reassurance. N o th ing  was m ore 
fam iliar to them  th a n  the  sight of a dark  boy, 
singing, and there w ere few things on earth  m ore 
necessary. I t  was u n d er cover of darkness, m y 
own darkness, th a t I could sing for them  of the 
joys, passions, and  terrors they sm uggled abou t

w ith  them  like steadily  d ep rec ia tin g  c o n tra b a n d . 
U n d e r cover of the m id n ig h t fiction th a t  I w as 
unlike th em  because I w as b lack, th ey  cou ld  
stealth ily  gaze at those treasures w hich  they  h ad  
been m ysteriously fo rb id d en  to  possess an d  w ere  
never p e rm itted  to declare .

I sang I ’m Coming, Virginia, an d  Take This 
Hammer, and  Precious Lord. T h ey  w o u ld n ’t le t m e 
go an d  I cam e back an d  sang  a coup le  of the  o ldest 
blues I knew. T h en  som eone asked m e to  sing 
Swanee River, and  I d id , astonished th a t I cou ld , 
astonished th a t this song, w hich  I h ad  p u t d o w n  
long ago, should have the pow er to m ove m e. 
T h en , if only, perhaps, to m ake the reco rd  co m 
plete, I w an ted  to sing Strange Fruit, b u t, on  th is 
nu m b er, no one can  surpass the g rea t, to rm e n te d  
Billie H oliday . So I finished w ith  Great Getting- 
Up Morning and  I guess I can  say th a t if I d id n ’t 
stop the show I ce rta in ly  ended  it. I got a  big 
h an d  and  I d ran k  a t a  few tab les and  I d an ced  
w ith a few girls.

.^ V fter one m ore d ay  and  one m ore  n ig h t, the 
boat lan d ed  in N ew  Y ork. I woke u p , I w as 
b righ t aw ake a t once, an d  I th o u g h t, We’re here.
I tu rn ed  on all the lights in  m y sm all c a b in  a n d  I 
stared  in to  the m irro r  as th o u g h  I w ere co m 
m ittin g  m y face to m em ory . I took a show er an d  
I took a long tim e shaving  a n d  I dressed m yself 
very carefully . I w alked  the long sh ip  co rrido rs 
to the d in in g  room , looking a t the  luggage p iled  
high before the elevators an d  beside th e  steps. 
T h e  d in in g  room  w as n ea rly  h a lf  em p ty  a n d  full 
of a qu ick  an d  joyous exc item en t w hich  depressed  
m e even m ore. People ate qu ick ly , c h a tte r in g  to 
each o ther, anxious to  get upsta irs  and  go on  
deck. W as it m y im ag in a tio n  or w as it tru e  th a t  
they seem ed to avoid m y eyes? A few peop le  
w aved and  sm iled, b u t le t m e pass; p e rh ap s  it 
w ould have m ade th em  uncom fortab le , this 
m orning , to  try  to share  th e ir  exc item en t w ith  m e; 
perhaps they  did no t w a n t to know  w h e th e r or 
no t it w as possible for m e to  share  it. I w alked  to 
m y tab le  an d  sat dow n. I m unched  toast as d ry  
as p ap e r an d  d ra n k  a  po t of coffee. T h e n  I 
tipped  m y w aiter, w ho bow ed an d  sm iled an d  
called m e “ sir” and  said th a t  he hoped  to see m e 
on the bo a t again. “ I hope so, to o ,” I said.

A nd was it  true, o r  w as it  m y im ag in a tio n , th a t  
a flash of w ondering  com prehension , a flicker of 
w ry sym pathy , th en  ap p eared  in the w a ite r ’s 
eyes? I w alked upsta irs  to the  deck.

T h ere  was a breeze from  the  w a te r b u t th e  sun 
w as h o t an d  m ade m e rem em b er how  ug ly  N ew  
Y ork sum m ers could be. A ll of the  d eck  chairs  
had  been taken  aw ay and  people  m illed  a b o u t in
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the  space w here the deck chairs h ad  been, m oved 
from  one side of the ship to the  o ther, c lam bered  
up  an d  d ow n  the steps, crow ded the rails, and  
they w ere busy tak ing  pho tog raphs —  of the 
h a rb o r, of each  o ther, of the sea, of the gulls. I 
w alked slowly along the deck, and  an  im pulse 
stronger th a n  m yself drove m e to the ra il. T h ere  
it was, the  great, unfinished city, w ith  all its 
tow ers b laz ing  in the sun. I t  cam e tow ard  us 
slowly an d  patien tly , like some enorm ous, cu n 
ning, an d  m urderous beast, ready  to devour, im 
possible to escape. I w atched  it com e closer and  
I listened to  the people a round  me, to th e ir 
excitem en t an d  th e ir p leasure. T h ere  was no 
d o u b t th a t it was real. I w atched  the ir sh in ing 
faces and  w ondered if I w ere m ad . For a m om ent 
I longed , w ith  all m y hea rt, to be able to feel 
w hatever they  were feeling, if only to know  w hat 
such a feeling was like. As the b o a t m oved slowly 
in to  th e  h a rb o r, they  w ere being m oved in to  
safety. I t  was only I w ho w as being floated in to  
d an g er. I tu rn ed  m y head , looking for E urope, 
b u t  all th a t  stretched behind  m e was the sky, 
th ick  w ith  gulls. I m oved aw ay from  the rail. A 
big, sandy-haired  m an  held  his d au g h te r  on his 
shoulders, show ing h e r the S ta tue  of L iberty . I 
w ould  never know w h a t this s ta tue  m ean t to 
o thers, she h ad  always been an  ugly joke  for me. 
A nd the  A m erican  flag was flying from  the top  of 
the  ship, above my head . I h ad  seen the French  
flag drive the  F rench  in to  the m ost unspeakab le  
frenzies, I h ad  seen the  flag w hich was nom inally  
m ine used to dignify the vilest purposes: now I 
w ould  never, as long as I lived, know  w h a t others 
saw w hen they  saw a flag. “ T h e re ’s no place like 
hom e,”  said a voice close by, and  I though t, 
There damn sure isn’t. I decided to go back  to m y 
cab in  and  have a drink .

T h e re  was a cab legram  from  F larrie t in m y 
cab in . I t  said : Be good. Be quick. I ’m  w aiting .
I folded it carefully  and  p u t it in m y breast 
pocket. T h en  I w ondered  if I w ould ever get 
back to  her. H ow  long w ould it take m e to earn  
the m oney to get ou t o f this land? Sw eat broke 
ou t on m y forehead and  I pou red  m yself some 
whisky from  m y nearly  em pty  bottle . I paced  the 
tiny  cab in . I t  was silent. T here  was no one dow n 
in the cab ins now.

I  w a s  not sober w hen I faced the uniform s in the 
first-class lounge. T h ere  w ere two of th em ; they 
w ere no t unfriendly . T hey  looked a t m y passport, 
they  looked at me. “ Y ou’ve been aw ay a long 
tim e ,”  said one of them .

“ Yes,”  I said, “ i t ’s been a w hile .”
“ W h a t d id  you do over there  all th a t tim e?”  —•

w ith  a grin  m ean t to hide m ore th an  it revealed, 
w hich hideously revealed m ore th an  it could hide.

I said, “ I ’m a singer,” and  the room  seem ed to 
rock a round  me. I held on to w h a t I hoped was 
a calm , open smile. I h ad  no t h ad  to deal w ith 
these faces in so long th a t I h ad  forgotten  how  to 
do it. I had once know n how  to p itch  m y voice 
precisely betw een curtness and  servility, and 
know n w h a t razo r’s edge of a p ickan inny’s smile 
w ould tu rn  aw ay w ra th . But I had  forgotten  all 
the tricks on w hich m y life h ad  once depended . 
O nce I had  been an  expert a t baffling these 
people, a t setting the ir teeth  on edge, and dancing  
ju s t outside the tra p  laid for m e. B ut I was not 
an  expert now. These faces w ere no longer m erely 
the faces of tw o w hite m en, w ho w ere m y enemies. 
T hey  were the faces of two w hite people w hom  I 
d id  no t u n d erstan d , and  I could  no longer plan 
m y moves in  accordance w ith  w h a t I knew of 
th e ir cow ardice and th e ir needs and th e ir strategy. 
T h a t m om ent on the  bridge h ad  undone me 
forever.

“ T h a t’s r ig h t,” said one of them , “ th a t’s w hat 
it says, rig h t here on the passport. N ever heard  
of you, th o u g h .” T hey  looked up  at me. “ Did 
you do a lo t of singing over there?”

“ Som e.”
“ W h at kind —  concerts?”
“ N o.” I w ondered  w hat I looked like, sounded 

like. I could tell no th ing  from  th e ir eyes. “ I 
worked a few n igh t clubs.”

“ N igh t clubs, eh? I guess they liked you over 
th e re .”

“ Yes,” I said, “ they seem ed to like me all 
rig h t.”

“ W ell” —  and  m y passport was stam ped and 
h an d ed  back to me —  “ le t’s hope they  like you 
over here .”

“ T hanks.” T hey  laughed —  was it at m e, or 
w as it m y im agination? —  and  I picked up  the 
one bag  I was carry ing  and  threw  m y trench  coat 
over one shoulder and  w alked ou t of the first- 
class lounge. I stood in  the slow-m oving, m u r
m uring  line w hich led to the gangplank . I looked 
stra igh t ahead and  w atched  heads, sm iling faces, 
step u p  to the shadow  of the gangp lank  aw ning 
and  then swiftly descend ou t of sight. I pu t my 
passport back in m y b reast pocket —  Be quick. Fm  
waiting —  and  I held m y  lan d in g  card  in  m y 
hand . T hen , suddenly, there I was, stand ing  on 
the edge of the boat, staring  dow n the long ram p  
to the ground. A t the end  of the p lank , on the 
g round, stood a heavy m an  in  a uniform . His 
cap  was pushed back from  his gray  h a ir and  his 
face was red  and w et. H e looked up  a t me. This 
was the  face I rem em bered , the face of m y n ig h t
m ares; perhaps h a tred  h ad  caused m e to know 
this face b e tte r th a n  I w ould ever know the face
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of any lover. “ C om e on, boy ,” he cried , “ com e 
on, com e o n !”

A nd I alm ost sm iled. I was hom e. I touched 
m y b reast pocket. 1 th o ugh t of a song I som e
tim es sang, When will /  ever get to be a man? I cam e 
dow n the gangplank , stum bling  a little, and gave 
the m an  m y land ing  card .

M uch  la te r in the day, a custom s inspector 
checked m y baggage and  w aved m e away. I 
picked up  m y bags and  started  w alking dow n the 
long stre tch  w hich led to the gate, to the city.

A nd I heard  som eone call m y nam e.
I looked up  and saw L ouisa ru n n in g  tow ard 

me. I d ro p p ed  m y bags and  g rabbed  her in m y 
arm s and  tears cam e to m y  eyes and  rolled dow n 
m y face. I d id  no t know w hether the tears w ere 
for joy  a t seeing her, or from  rage, o r both.

“ How are  you? H ow  are  you? You look w on
derful, bu t, oh, h av en ’t you lost weight? I t ’s 
w onderful to see you ag a in .”

I w iped m y eyes. “ I t ’s w onderful to see you, 
too, I bet you th ough t I w as never com ing  back .”

Louisa laughed . “ I w ou ldn ’t have blam ed you 
if you h a d n ’t. These people are ju st as corny as 
ever, I sw ear I d o n ’t believe thei'e’s any hope 
for them . H ow ’s your French? L ord , when I 
th ink th a t it was I w ho stud ied  F rench  and now 
I ca n ’t speak a w ord. A nd you never w ent n ea r 
it and  you p robab ly  speak it like a n a tiv e .”

I g rinned . “Pas mal. J e  me defends pas mal.” 
We started  dow n the w ide steps in to  the  street. 
“ M y G od ,” I said. “ New Y ork.” I was no t aw are 
of its towers now. W e were in the shadow  of the 
elevated highw ay bu t the th ing  w hich  m ost 
struck m e was n e ither ligh t n o r shade, b u t noise. 
I t  cam e from  a m illion things a t once, from  trucks 
and  tires and  clu tches an d  brakes and  doors; 
from  m achines shu ttling  an d  stam ping  and  rolling 
and  cu ttin g  and  pressing; from  the build ing of 
tunnels, the checking of gas m ains, the laying of 
wires, the d igging of foundations; from  the c h a t
tering  of rivets, the scream  of the pile driver, the 
clanging of g rea t shovels; from  the b a tte rin g  dow n 
and the raising u p  of w alls; from  millions of 
radios and  television sets and  jukeboxes. T h e  
hum an  voices distinguished them selves from the 
ro a r only by th e ir note of stra in  and  hostility. 
A no ther fleshy m an , uniform ed and  red-faced, 
hailed a cab  for us and  touched  his cap  politely 
b u t could only m anage a p e rem pto ry  growl: 
“ R ight this w ay, miss. S tep up , sir.” H e slam m ed 
the cab  door beh ind  us. L ouisa d irected  the driver 
to the New  Y orker H otel.

“ Do they  take us there?”
She looked a t m e. “ T h ey  got laws in New 

York, honey, i t ’d be th e  easiest th ing  in the 
world to spend all your tim e in court. But over 
a t the New Y orker, I believe they’ve already got

the  m essage.” She took m y a rm . “ Y ou see? In  
spite of all this ch o p p in g  an d  boom ing , this p lace  
hasn ’t really  changed  very  m u ch . Y ou still c a n ’t 
h ea r yourself ta lk .”

A nd I th o u g h t to myself, M ay b e  th a t ’s the  
point.

E arly the next m o rn in g  we checked o u t o f th e  
hotel and  took the p lan e  for A lab am a .

I  am ju s t stepping o u t of the  show er w hen  I h e a r  
the bell ring. I d ry  m yself h u rried ly  an d  p u t  on a  
b a th ro b e . I t  is V idal, o f course, an d  very  e leg an t 
he is, too, w ith  his bushy  g ray  h a ir  qu ite  lustrous, 
his sw arthy , cynical, gypsylike face shaved  and  
lo tioned. U sually  he looks ju s t an y  old w ay. B ut 
ton igh t his brief bulk  is co n ta in ed  in a d a rk -b lu e  
suit and  he has an  iron ical p earl stickpin  in  his 
b lue tie.

“ C om e in, m ake yourself a d rink . I 'll be w ith  
you in a second.”

“ I am , helas!, on tim e. I tru s t you will forgive 
me for m y thoughtlessness.”

But I am  already  back in the  b a th ro o m . V id a l 
pu ts on a record: M a h a lia  Jackson , sing ing  Pm  
Going to Live the Life I  Sing About in M y  Song.

W hen  I am  dressed, I find h im  sitting  in  a 
ch a ir before the open  w indow . T h e  d a y lig h t is 
gone, b u t it is no t exactly  d a rk . T h e  trees a re  
b lack  now  against the d a rk en in g  sky. T h e  lights 
in  w indow s and  the lights of m o to rcars  a re  yellow  
and  ringed . T he street lights have  n o t y e t been 
tu rn ed  on. I t  is as th o u g h , o u t of deference to 
the  d ep a rted  day, Paris w aited  a d ecen t in te rv a l 
before assigning h er role to a m ore  th e a tr ic a l b u t 
inferior perform er.

V idal is d rink ing  a w hisky an d  soda. I p o u r 
m yself a d rink . H e w atches m e.

“ W ell. H ow  are  you, m y  friend? Y ou a re  
nearly  gone. A re you h a p p y  to be leav ing  us?”

“ N o .” I say this w ith  m ore  force th a n  I h ad  
in tended . V idal raises his eyebrow s, looking  
am used  and  d istan t. “ I never really  in ten d ed  to 
go back there . I c e rta in ly  never in ten d ed  to 
raise m y kid there  — ”

“ M ais , mon cher,”  V ida l says, calm ly , “ you  are  
an  in te lligen t m an , you m ust have know n th a t  
you w ould p robab ly  be re tu rn in g  one d a y .”  H e  
pauses. “ A nd, as for P au li —  d id  it never o ccu r 
to you th a t he m ig h t wish one d a y  to see th e  
co u n try  in  w hich his fa th e r an d  his fa th e r’s 
fathers w ere born?”

“ T o do th a t, really , h e ’d have  to  go to A frica .”
“ A m erica will alw ays m ean  m ore to h im  th a n  

A frica, you know th a t .”
“ I d o n ’t know .” I th ro w  m y d rin k  d o w n  an d  

p o u r m yself ano ther. “ W hy  should  he w a n t to
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cross all th a t w ater ju s t to be called a nigger? 
A m erica never gave h im  an y th in g .”

“ I t  gave h im  his fa th e r .”
I look a t h im . “ You m ean, his fa ther escaped .”
V ida l throw s back his head and  laughs. If 

V ida l likes you, he is c e rta in  to laugh  a t you and 
his lau g h te r can  be very unnerv ing . But the look, 
the silence w hich follow' this lau g h te r can  be very 
unnerv ing , too. A nd, now, in the silence, he 
asks m e, “ Do you really th ink  th a t you have 
escaped anything? Com e. I know you for a 
b e tte r m an  th a n  th a t.” H e walks to the tab le  
w hich holds the  liquor. “ In  th a t movie of ours 
w hich has m ad e  you so fam ous, and , as I now  see, 
so troub led , w h a t are you playing, after all? W hat 
is the tragedy  of this half-breed tro u b ad o u r if not, 
precisely, th a t he has taken  all the possible roads 
to escape and  tha t all these roads have failed 
h im ?” H e pauses, w ith  the bo ttle  in one hand, 
and  looks a t me. “ Do you rem em ber the trouble 
1 had  to get a perform ance ou t of you? H ow  you 
ha ted  me, you som etim es looked as though  you 
w an ted  to shoot m e ! A nd do you rem em ber 
w hen  the role of Chico began to com e alive?” 
H e pours his drink . “ T h in k  back, rem em ber. I 
am  a very great d irec to r, mats pardon! I could 
no t have got such a perform ance out of anyone 
b u t you. A nd w hat were you th ink ing  of, w hat 
w as in  yo u r m ind, w h a t n igh tm are  were you 
living w ith w hen you began, at last, to play  the 
role — tru thfu lly?” H e walks back to his seat.

Chico, in  the  film, is the son of a M artin iq u e  
w om an and  a  French colon w ho hates bo th  his 
m o th er and  his father. H e flees from  the island 
to the cap ita l, carry ing  his h a tred  w ith  him . This 
h a tred  has now  grow n, n a tu ra lly , to include all 
d a rk  w om en and  all w hite m en, in a w ord, every
one. H e descends in to  the underw orld  of Paris, 
w here he dies. Les fauves —  the w ild beasts —  
refers to the life he has fled and  to the life w hich 
engulfs him . W hen I agreed  to do the role, I felt 
th a t I could  probab ly  achieve it by bearing  in 
m ind  the N o rth  Africans I had  w atched  in Paris 
for so long. B ut this d id  not please V idal. The 
blow up cam e while we w ere rehearsing a fairly 
sim ple, stra igh tfo rw ard  scene. Chico goes into a 
sleazy Pigalle dance hall to beg the F rench  ow ner 
lor a p articu larly  hum ilia tin g  job . A nd this 
F ren ch m an  rem inds him  of his father.

“ You are playing this boy as though  you 
th o u g h t of h im  as the noble savage,” V idal said, 
icily. u Ca vient d'oil —  all these ghastly  m an n e r
isms you are using all the  tim e?”

Everyone fell silent, for V idal ra re ly  spoke this 
way. This silence told me th a t everyone, the 
ac to r w ith  w hom  I was p lay ing  the scene and 
all the people in the “ dance  h a ll,” shared V ida l’s 
opinion of m y perform ance and  was relieved th a t

he was going to do som ething abou t it. I was 
hum ilia ted  and too angry to speak; b u t perhaps I 
also felt, a t the very bottom  of m y heart, a certain  
relief, an  unw illing respect.

“ You are doing  it all w rong ,” he said, m ore 
gently. T hen , “ Com e, let us have a d rink  
together.”

w  w a l k e d  into his office. He took a bottle 
and  two glasses out of his desk. “ Forgive me, bu t 
you pu t m e in m ind of some of those English lady 
actresses who love to p lay  putain as long as it is 
always absolutely clear to the audience th a t they 
are really  ladies. So perhaps they read  a book, 
not usually, helas! , Fanny Hill, and  they have their 
chauffeurs drive them  th rough  Soho once or 
twice —  and  they com e to the stage w ith  a per- 
iorm ance so absolutely loaded w ith detail, every 
bit of it m eaningless, th a t there can  be no d o u b t 
th a t they are acting . It is w hat the British call a 
tr iu m p h .” H e poured two cognacs. “ T h a t is 
w hat you are doing. W hy? W ho do you think 
this boy is, w hat do you th ink  he is feeling, w hen 
he asks for this jo b ?” H e w atched  me carefully 
and I b itte rly  resented his look. “ You com e from 
Am erica. T he situation  is not so pre tty  there for 
boys like you. I know you m ay not have been as 
poor as —  as some —  bu t is it really  impossible 
for you to  understand  w hat a boy like Chico 
feels? H ave you never, yourself, been in a sim ilar 
position?”

I h a ted  h im  fo r asking the question because I 
knew he knew  the answ er to it. “ I w ould have 
had to be a very lucky black m an not to have 
been in such a position .”

“ You would have had to be a very lucky man.” 
“ O h , G od ,” I said, “ please d o n ’t give me any 

of this equality -in-anguish  business.”
“ It is perfectly possible,” he said, sharp ly , “ th a t 

there is n o t an o th er k ind .”
Then he was silent. H e sat dow n behind  his 

desk. H e cut a c igar and lit it, puffing up  clouds 
of smoke, as though to prevent us from  seeing 
each o ther too clearly. “ C onsider th is,” he said. 
“ I am  a French  d irector w ho has never seen your 
country . I have never done you any  harm , ex
cept, perhaps, historically —  I m ean, because I 
am  w hite — bu t I can n o t be b lam ed for th a t — ” 

“ But 1 can  be,” I said, “ and  I am ! I ’ve never 
understood w hy, if I  have to pay  for the history 
w ritten  in the color of m y skin, you should get off 
scot-free!” But I was surprised a t m y vehem ence, 
I had  no t know n I was going to say these things, 
and by the fact th a t I was trem bling  and  from  the 
way he looked at me I knew th a t, from  a profes
sional po in t of view anyw ay, I was p lay ing  into 
his hands.

43



The Atlantic Monthly

“ W h at m akes you th ink  I do?" H is face looked 
w eary and  stern. “ I am  a F renchm an . Look a t 
France. You th ink  th a t I —  we — are no t paying 
for o u r history?” H e w alked to the  w indow , 
staring  o u t a t the ra th e r  g rim  little  tow n in w hich 
the studio was located . “ If  it is revenge th a t you 
w ant, well, then , le t me tell you, you will have it. 
You will p ro b ab ly  have it, w hether you w ant it 
or not, o u r stup id ity  will m ake it inev itab le .” He 
tu rned  back in to  the  room . “ But I beg you not 
to confuse m e w ith  the h ap p y  people of your 
country , w ho scarcely know th a t there  is such a  
th ing as history an d  so, n a tu ra lly , im agine th a t 
they can  escape, as you p u t it, scot-free. T h a t is 
w hat you are do ing , th a t is w hat I was abou t to 
say. I w as ab o u t to say th a t I am  a F rench  d irec
tor and  I have never been in your co u n try  and  I 
have never done you any h a rm  —  b u t you are 
not talking to th a t m an , in this room , now. Y ou 
are not ta lk ing  to J e a n  Luc V idal, b u t to some 
o ther w hite  m an , w hom  you rem em ber, who has 
no th ing  to do w ith  m e.” H e paused and  w en t 
back to his desk. “ O h , m ost of the tim e you are  
not like this, I know . But it is there  all the tim e, 
it m ust be, because w hen you are upset, this is 
w hat com es out. So you are no t p lay ing  Chico 
tru thfu lly , you are lying ab o u t h im , an d  I will 
not let you do it. W hen  you go back, now, and  
play this scene again , I w an t you to rem em ber 
w hat has ju s t happened  in this room . You b rough t 
your past into this room . T h a t is w h a t Chico 
does w hen  he walks into the dance  hall. T h e  
F ren ch m an  w hom  he begs for a  jo b  is no t m erely 
a F ren ch m an  —  he is the fa th e r w ho disowned 
and betrayed  him  an d  all the F renchm en  w hom  
he ha tes .” H e smiled and  poured  m e ano ther 
cognac. “ A h! If it w ere no t for my history, I 
w ould n o t have so m uch troub le  to get the tru th  
out of y o u .” H e looked into my face, ha lf smiling. 
“ A nd you, you are  angry  —  are you not? —  th a t 
I ask you for the tru th . Y ou th ink  I have no righ t 
to ask.” T h en  he said som ething w hich  he knew 
would enrage me. “ W ho are you then , and  w h a t 
good has it done you to com e to F rance, and  how  
will you raise your son? W ill you teach  him  never 
to tell the tru th  to anyone?” A nd he m oved be
h ind  his desk and  looked a t me, as th ough  from  
behind  a barricade.

“ You have no rig h t to ta lk  to me this w ay.”
“ O h, yes, I d o ,” he said. “ I have a film to 

m ake an d  a re p u ta tio n  to  m a in ta in  and  I am  
going to get a perfo rm ance o u t o f y o u .” H e 
looked a t his w atch . “ L et us go back to w ork.”

X w a t c h  him  now, sitting  qu ietly  in m y living 
room , tough , cynical, crafty  old F renchm an , and

I w o n d er if he know s th a t the n ig h tm a re  a t the  
bo ttom  of m y m ind , as I p lay ed  the  role o f C hico , 
was all the  possible fates of P au l. T h is is b u t 
an o th e r w ay of saying th a t I re lived  the d isasters 
w hich h ad  nearly  u n d o n e  m e; b u t, because I w as 
th ink ing  of Paul. I d iscovered  th a t  I d id  no t w a n t 
m y son ever to  feel to w ard  m e as I had  felt to w ard  
m y ow n fa ther. H e h ad  d ied  w hen  I w as eleven, 
bu t I h ad  w atched  the  hum ilia tio n s he h ad  to 
bear, and  I had  p itied  h im . B ut was th ere  n o t, in 
th a t p ity , how ever pain fu lly  an d  unw illing ly , also 
some con tem pt? F o r how  cou ld  I know w h a t he 
had  borne? I knew  only  th a t  I was his son. H o w 
ever he had  loved m e, w h a tev er he h ad  b o rn e , I, 
his son, w as despised. Even h ad  he lived, he 
could  have done n o th in g  to p rev en t it, n o th in g  
to p ro tec t m e. T h e  best th a t  he cou ld  hope to  do 
was to  p rep a re  m e for it; an d  even a t  th a t he 
had  failed. How can  one be p rep a red  for the 
spittle in the face, all the  tireless in g enu ity  w h ich  
goes in to  the  spite an d  fear of sm all, u n u tte ra b ly  
m iserable people, w hose grea test te rro r is the  
singu lar iden tity , w hose jo y , w hose safety, is e n 
tirely  d ep en d en t on  the h u m ilia tio n  an d  ang u ish  
of others?

B ut for Paul, I sw ore it, such a  d ay  w ould  
never com e. I w ould  th ro w  m y life and  m y w ork  
betw een P au l and  the  n ig h tm a re  of the  w o rld . I 
w ould m ake it  im possible for the  w orld  to  tre a t  
Paul as it h ad  trea ted  m y fa th e r  an d  me.

M a h a lia ’s record  ends. V ida l rises to tu rn  it 
over. “ W ell?” He looks a t m e very  affec tionate ly . 
“ Y our n igh tm ares, p le a s e !”

“ O h, I w as th ink ing  of th a t su m m er I spen t in 
A labam a, w hen  m y m o th e r d ie d .” I stop. “ Y ou 
know , b u t w hen  we finally  film ed th a t b a r  scene, 
I was th ink ing  of N ew  Y ork. I w as scared  in 
A labam a, b u t I alm ost w en t c razy  in  N ew  Y ork. 
I was sure I 'd  never m ake it back  h ere  —  back  
here to H a rrie t. A nd I knew  if I d id n ’t, it w as 
going to be the end  of m e .” N ow  M a h a lia  is 
singing When the Saints Go Marching In. “ I go t a 
jo b  in  the tow n as an  e lev a to r boy, in the to w n ’s 
big d e p a rtm e n t store. I t  w as a special favor, one  
of m y fa th e r’s w hite friends go t it  for m e. F o r a 
long tim e, in  the S ou th , we all —  d ep en d ed  —  
on the  —  kindness —  of w hite  friends.” I tak e  o u t 
a h an d k erch ie f and  w ipe m y face. “ B ut this m a n  
d id n ’t like m e. I guess I d id n ’t  seem  g ra te fu l 
enough, w asn’t enough like m y fa th e r, w h a t he 
th o u g h t m y fa ther was. A nd  I c o u ld n ’t  ge t used 
to the  tow n again , I ’d been  aw ay  too long, I 
ha ted  it. I t ’s a  te rrib le  tow n, anyw ay , the  w hole 
th ing  looks as th ough  it’s been  b u ilt a ro u n d  a 
ja ilhouse . T h e re ’s a  ro o m  in the  cou rthouse , a 
room  w here they  b ea t you up . M ay b e  y o u ’re 
w alk ing  along the s tree t one n igh t, i t ’s usually  a t 
n ight, b u t it happens in  the  day tim e, too. A n d
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the police ca r comes up  behind you and  the  cop 
says, H ey, boy. Come on over here. So you go 
on over. H e  says, Boy, I believe you d runk . A nd, 
you see, if you say, N o, no sir, h e ’ll b ea t you 
because y o u ’re  calling h im  a liar. A nd if you say 
an y th in g  else, unless i t ’s som ething to m ake him  
laugh , he’ll take you in  and  beat you, ju s t for fun. 
T h e  trick  is to think of some w ay for them  to 
have the ir lu n  w ithou t beating  you u p .”

T h e  s tree t lights of Paris click on and tu rn  all 
the green leaves silver. “ O r to go along w ith  the 
ways they d re a m  up. A nd they’ll do any th ing , 
an y th ing  a t all, to prove th a t you’re no b e tte r 
than  a dog  an d  to m ake you feel like one. A nd 
they ha ted  m e because I ’d been N o rth  and  I ’d 
been to E urope. People kept saying, I hope you 
d id n ’t b rin g  no foreign notions back here  w ith 
you, boy. A nd I ’d say, N o sir, o r N o m a ’am , b u t 
I never said it right. A nd there was a tim e, all 
of them  rem em bered  it, w hen I had said it righ t. 
But now they  could tell th a t I despised th em  —  
I guess, no m a tte r w h at, I w an ted  them  to know 
th a t I despised them . But I d id n ’t despise them  
any m ore th a n  everyone else d id , only the  others 
never let it show. T h ey  knew how to keep the 
w hite folks h appy , and  it was easy —  you ju s t had  
to keep them  feeling like they w ere G od’s favor 
to the universe. T hey’d w alk a ro u n d  w ith  great, 
big, foolish grins on th e ir faces and  the colored 
folks loved to see this, because they h ated  them  
so m uch. “Ju s t look at So-and-So,” som ebody’d 
say. “ His w hite  is on h im  today .” A nd w hen we 
d id n ’t h a te  them , we pitied  them . In  A m erica, 
th a t’s usually  w hat it m eans to have a w hite 
friend. You p ity  the poor bastard  because he was 
born  believing the w orld ’s a g rea t place to be, 
and you know  it’s not, and you can  see th a t he’s 
going to have a  terrib le tim e getting  used to this 
idea, if he ever gets used to it.”

T h en  I th in k  of Pau l again , those eyes w hich 
still im agine th a t I can  do  any th ing , th a t skin, the 
color of honey and fire, his je t-b lack , cu rly  hair. 
I look ou t a t Paris again , and  I listen to M ahalia . 
“ M aybe i t’s b e tte r to have the terrib le  tim es first. 
I d o n ’t know . M aybe, then, you can  have, t /y o u  
live, a b e tte r life, a rea l life, because you had  to 
light so h a rd  to  get it aw ay —  you know? —  from  
the m ad  dog w ho held  it in his teeth. But then 
your lile has all those too th  m arks, too, all those 
ta tters, and  all tha t b lood .” I w alk  to the bo ttle  
an d  raise it. “ O ne for the road?”

“ T h a n k  y o u ,” says V idal.

I  p o u r  us a drink , and  he w atches m e. I have 
never ta lked  so m uch  before, no t ab o u t those 
th ings anyw ay. I know  th a t V idal has n ig h t

m ares, because he knows so m uch abou t them, 
bu t he has never told me w hat his are. I think 
th a t he p robab ly  does not talk  ab o u t his n igh t
m ares any  m ore. I know th a t the w ar cost him  
his wife and  his son, and  th a t he was in prison in 
G erm any. H e very rarely  refers to it. He has a 
m arried  d au g h te r w ho lives in E ng land , and he 
rarely  speaks of her. H e is like a m an  who has 
learned  to live on w hat is left of an  enorm ous 
fortune.

W e are silent for a m om ent.
“ Please go o n ,” he says, w ith a smile. “ 1 am  

curious abou t the reality  behind the reality  of 
your perfo rm ance.”

“ M y sister, Louisa, never m arried ,” I say, 
ab rup tly , “ because, once, years ago, she and the 
boy she was going w ith and two friends of theirs 
w ere ou t d riv ing  in a  ca r and  the police stopped 
them . T he girl w ho was w ith  them  was very fair 
and  the police p re tended  no t to believe her when 
she said she was colored. T hey  m ade her get out 
and  stand in fron t of the headligh ts of the car and 
pull dow n her pants and raise h er dress —  they 
said th a t was the only w ay they could be sure. 
A nd you can  im agine w h a t they said, and w hat 
they d id  —  and they were lucky, at th a t, th a t it 
d id n ’t go any  fu rther. But none of the m en could 
do  any th ing  abou t it. Louisa co u ld n ’t face that 
boy again , and  I guess he co u ld n ’t face h e r .” 
Now it is really  grow ing d a rk  in the room  and  I 
cross to  the light switch. “ You know , I know 
w hat th a t boy felt, I ’ve felt it. T hey  w an t you to 
feel th a t you ’re no t a m an, m aybe th a t’s the only 
w ay they can  feel like m en, I d o n ’t know. I 
w alked a round  New York w ith  H a rrie t’s cab le
g ram  in m y pocket as though it were some atom ic 
secret, in code, and  they’d kill m e if they ever 
found ou t w hat it m ean t. You know, there’s 
som ething w rong w ith people like tha t. And 
thank  G od H arrie t was here, she proved th a t the 
w orld was bigger than  the w orld they w anted  me 
to live in, I had to get back  here, get to a place 
w here people w ere too busy w ith the ir ow n lives, 
their private lives, to m ake fantasies abou t m ine, to 
set up  walls a round  m ine .” I look a t him . The 
ligh t in the room  has m ade the n igh t outside blue- 
black and golden and the g rea t searchlight of the 
Eiffel T ow er is tu rn ing  in the sky. “ T h a t’s w hat 
it’s like in A m erica, for me, anyw ay. I always 
feel th a t I d o n ’t exist there, except in someone 
else’s —  usually d irty  —  m ind. I d o n ’t know if 
you know w hat th a t m eans, bu t I do, and 1 
d o n ’t w an t to  p u t H a rrie t th rough  th a t and I 
d o n ’t w an t to raise Paul th e re .”

“ W ell,” he says at last, “ you are not required 
to rem ain  in A m erica forever, are you? You will 
sing in th a t elegant club w hich apparen tly  feels 
th a t it cannot, m uch longer, so m uch as open its
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doors w ithou t you, and  you will p ro b ab ly  accept 
the movie offer, you w ould be very foolish not to. 
You will m ake a lot of m oney. T h en , one day , 
you will rem em ber th a t airlines and  steam ship 
com panies are still in  business and  th a t F rance 
still exists. That w ill certa in ly  be cause for 
aston ishm ent.”

V idal was a G aullist before De G aulle cam e to 
pow er. But he regrets the m an n e r of De G au lle’s 
rise and he is w orried  abou t D e G au lle’s regim e. 
“ It is no t the fau lt of mon general,” he som etim es 
says, sadly. “ P erhaps it is h istory’s fault. I sup
pose it m ust be history  w hich always arranges to 
bill a civilization a t the very in stan t it is least 
p rep ared  to p a y .”

Now he rises and  walks ou t on the balcony, as 
though to reassure him self of the  reality  of Paris. 
M ah a lia  is singing Didn’t It Rain? I w alk out and  
stand  beside him .

“ You are  a good boy —  C hico,” he says. I 
laugh . “ You believe in love. You do no t know 
all the things love can n o t do, b u t” —  he smiles —  
“ love will teach  you th a t .”

w  g o , after d in n er, to a Left Bank discotheque 
w hich can  charge  ou trageous prices because 
M arlon  B rando w andered  in there  one n ight. By 
accident, accord ing  to V idal. “ Do you know 
how m any  people in  Paris are becom ing rich —  
to say no th ing  of those, helas! , who are  going 
broke —  on the off chance th a t M arlon  Brando 
will lose his w ay again?”

H e has not, p resum ably , lost his w ay tonight, 
b u t the discotheque is crow ded w ith  those strangely  
faceless people w ho are  p a rt of the n ig h t life of 
all g rea t cities, and  w ho always arrive, m om ents, 
hours, or decades late, on the spot m ade notorious 
by an  event or a m ovem ent or a handfu l of p e r
sonalities. So here a re  A m erican  boys, any th ing  
bu t beardless, scra tch ing  a round  for H em ingw ay; 
A m erican  girls, titilla tin g  them selves w ith  F rench
m en and existentialism , while w aiting  for the 
A m erican boys to shave off the ir beards; F rench  
painters, busily p u rsu ing  the revolu tion  w hich 
ended th irty  years ago; and  the young, bored, 
perverted , A m erican  arrivistes w ho are buying 
the ir w ay in to  the a r t  w orld via fla ttery  an d  liquor, 
and the p ro duc tion  of canvases as arid  as their 
greedy little faces. H ere  are  boys, of all nations, 
one step above the p im p, w ho are occasionally 
walked across a  stage or tro tted  before a cam era. 
A nd the girls, the ir enem ies, whose faces are 
som etim es seen in ads, one of w hom  will surely 
have a ta n tru m  before the  evening is out.

In  a corner, as usual, su rrounded , as usual, by 
sm iling young m en, sits the  d ru n k en  blonde

w om an  w ho was once the  m istress of a  fam ous, 
d ead  pa in te r. She is a figure of som e im p o rtan ce  
in the  a r t  w orld , and  so ra re ly  has to p ay  for e ith e r  
h er drinks or h e r lovers. A n o lder F ren ch m an , 
w ho w as once a fam ous d irec to r, is p lay ing  quatre 
cent vingt-et-un w ith  the w om an  beh ind  th e  cash 
register. H e nods p leasan tly  to  V idal an d  m e as 
we en te r, b u t m akes no m ove to jo in  us, an d  I 
respect h im  for this. V ida l an d  I are  obviously 
cast ton igh t in the role vaca ted  by B rando: o u r 
en tran ce  justifies the prices an d  sends a  k ind  of 
shiver th ro u g h  the room . I t  is m arvelous to  w a tch  
the face of the w aite r as he ap p ro ach es, all smiles 
and  deference and  grace, no t so m uch  honored  by 
our presence as ach iev ing  his rea lity  from  it; 
excellence, he seems to be saying, g rav ita tes 
n a tu ra lly  tow ard  excellence. W e o rd e r two 
w hisky and  sodas. I know  w hy V id a l som etim es 
com es here. H e is lonely. I do  n o t th ink  th a t  he 
expects ever to love one w o m an  again , an d  so he 
d istracts him self w ith  m any .

Since this is a discotheque, ja z z  is b la rin g  from  
the walls and  record  sleeves a re  sca tte red  ab o u t 
w ith  a devasta ting  carelessness. T w o of th em  
are m ine and  no d o u b t, p resen tly , som eone will 
p lay  the record ing  of the songs I sang  in the  film .

“ I th o u g h t,” says V idal, w ith  a m alic ious little  
smile, “ th a t your farew ell to Paris w ould no t be 
com plete  w ithou t a  b rief exposure to  the  perils of 
fam e. P erhaps it will he lp  p re p a re  you for 
A m erica, w here, I am  to ld , the  popu lace  is yet 
m ore carn ivorous th a n  it is h e re .”

I can  see th a t one of th e  v acan t m odels is p re 
p a rin g  herself to com e to  o u r tab le  and  ask for an  
au to g rap h , hoping, since she is p re tty  —  she has, 
th a t is, the usual fem ale eq u ip m en t, d ram a tized  
in the  usual, m odern  w ay  —  to be inv ited  for a 
drink . Should the m an eu v e r succeed, one of her 
boy friends or girl friends w ill con trive  to com e 
by the tab le , asking for a ligh t o r a  pencil o r a 
lipstick, an d  it will be ex trem ely  difficult no t to 
invite this person to jo in  us, too. Before the  eve
ning ends, w e will be su rro u n d ed . I d o n ’t, now , 
know w hat I expected  of fam e, b u t I suppose it 
never occurred  to m e th a t the  ligh t could  be ju s t 
as dangerous, ju s t as killing, as the  d ark .

“ W ell, le t’s m ake it b rief,” I tell h im . “ S om e
tim es I wish th a t you w eren ’t qu ite  so fond of m e .”

H e laughs. “ T h ere  are som e very in te resting  
people here ton ight. L ook .”

Across the room  from  us, an d  now  sta rin g  a t 
o u r table, are a g roup  of A m erican  N egro s tu 
dents, w ho a re  p ro b ab ly  v isiting  P aris for the 
first tim e. T h e re  are four of th em , tw o boys and  
tw o girls, and  I suppose th a t they  m ust be in 
th e ir  la te  teens o r early  tw enties. O n e  of the  boys, 
a  g leam ing, cu rly -h a ired , go lden -b row n  type  —  
the color of his m o th e r’s fried ch icken  —  is ca rry -
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ing  a g u ita r. W hen they  realize we have noticed 
them , they  sm ile and  wave —  w ave as though  I 
w ere one of their possessions, as, indeed , I am . 
G olden -b row n  is a m im e. H e raises his gu itar, 
d rops his shoulders, an d  his face falls in to  the 
lugubrious lines of C h ico ’s face as he approaches 
d ea th . H e strum s a little o f the film ’s them e 
m usic, and  I laugh an d  the tab le  laughs. 11 is as 
though  we w ere all back hom e an d  had  m et for 
a m om en t, on a Sunday  m orn ing , say, before a 
ch u rch  or a poolroom  or a barbershop .

A nd they  have c rea ted  a sensation in the 
discotheque, n a tu ra lly , having m anaged , w ith  no 
effort w hatever, to ou tw it all the  g leam ing  boys 
and  girls. T h e ir  table, w hich h ad  been of no 
in terest only a m om ent before, has now' becom e 
the focus of a ra th e r p a th e tic  a tten tio n ; their 
smiles have m ade it possible for the o thers to 
smile, and  to  nod in o u r direction .

“ O h ,” says V idal, “ he does th a t far b e tte r  th an  
you ever d id , perhaps I will m ake him  a s ta r .”

“ Feel free, m'sieu, le bon Dieu, I got mine.’” But 
I can  see th a t his a tten tion  has really  been cau g h t 
by one of the girls, slim , tense, and  d a rk , w ho 
seems, th ough  it is h a rd  to know  how  one senses 
such things, to be trea ted  by the others w ith  a 
special respect. And, in  fact, the  tab le  now seems 
to be hav ing  a council o f w ar, to be dem an d in g  
h er op in ion  o r her cooperation . She listens, 
frow ning, laughing; the  quality , the force of her 
in telligence causes h er face to keep chang ing  all 
the tim e, as though a light played on it. A nd, 
presently , w ith  a gesture she m igh t once have 
used to sca tte r feed to chickens, she scoops up 
from  the floor one of those dang ling  rag  bags 
w om en love to  carry. She holds it loosely by the 
draw strings, so th a t it  is bang ing  som ew here 
a ro u n d  h e r ankle, an d  walks over to o u r table. 
She has an  honest, fo rth rig h t w alk, en tire ly  u n 
like the calcu la ted , pelvic w orkout by m eans of 
w hich  m ost w om en get abou t. She is sm all, b u t 
s tu rd ily , econom ically , p u t together.

As she reaches our tab le , V idal and  I rise, and 
this throw s h e r for a second. (I t  has been a long
tim e since I have seen such an  a ttrac tiv e  girl.)

Also, everyone, of course, is w atch ing  us. I t is 
really  a qu ite  curious m om ent. T hey  have p u t on 
the reco rd  of Chico singing a sad, angry  M a r
tin ique b a llad ; my ow n voice is com ing  a t us from  
the walls as the  girl looks from  V idal to m e, and  
smiles.

“ I guess you know ,” she says, “ we w eren ’t 
about to let you get ou t of here w ithou t bugging  
you ju s t a  little  bit. W e’ve only been in  Paris 
ju s t a couple  of days and  we th o u g h t for sure th a t 
we w o u ld n ’t have a chance of ru n n in g  in to  you 
anyw here, because it’s in  all the  papers th a t you ’re 
com ing  h o m e.”

“ Yes,” I say, “ yes. I ’m  leaving the day  after 
tom orrow .”

“ O h !” She grins. “ T h en  we really  are lucky.” 
I find th a t I have alm ost forgotten  the urchinlike 
grin  of a colored girl. “ I guess, before I keep 
babb ling  on, I ’d b etter in troduce  myself. M y 
nam e is A da H olm es.”

We shake hands. “ This is M onsieur V idal, the 
d irec to r of the film .”

“ I ’m  very honored  to m eet you, sir.”
“ W ill you jo in  us for a m om ent? W on’t you sit 

dow n?” A nd V idal pulls a ch a ir ou t for her.
But she frowns contrite ly . “ I really ough t to 

get back to m y friends.” She looks a t me. “ I 
really ju s t cam e over to say, for m yself and all the 
kids, th a t w e’ve got your records and  w e’ve seen 
your m ovie, and  it m eans so m uch to us” —  and 
she laughs, breathlessly, nervously, it is som ehow 
m ore m oving th a n  tears — “ m ore th an  I can  say. 
M uch m ore. A nd we w an ted  to know  if you and 
your friend” —  she looks a t V idal —  “ your direc
tor, M onsieur V idal, w ould allow us to buy you a 
drink? W e’d be very honored  if you w ould .”

“ It is we who are  h o n o red ,” says V idal, p ro m p t
ly, “and grateful. W e w ere getting  terrib ly  bored 
w ith one ano ther, th an k  G od you cam e along .” 

T he three of us laugh, and  we cross the room .

L e three at the table rise, and A da m akes the 
in troductions. T h e  o th e r girl, ta lle r and  paler 
th a n  A da, is nam ed  R u th . O ne of the boys is 
nam ed  T alley  —  “ short for T allia fero” —  and 
G olden-brow n’s n am e is Pete. “ M a n ,” he tells 
me, “ I dig you the m ost. Y ou tore m e up , baby, 
to re m e up.”

“ You tore u p  a lo t of peop le ,”  T alley  says, 
cryptically , and  he and  R u th  laugh . V idal does 
no t know, bu t I do, th a t T alley  is p robably  
referring  to w hite people.

T hey  are from  New O rleans and  Tallahassee 
and  N o rth  C aro lina ; are college students, and m et 
on the boat. T hey  have been in  E urope all sum 
m er, in  Ita ly  an d  Spain, bu t are only ju s t getting  
to Paris.

“ W e m ean t to com e sooner,” says A da, “ but 
we could never m ake up  o u r m inds to leave a 
place. I though t w e’d never pry  R u th  loose 
from  V enice.”

“ I resigned m yself,” says Pete, “ and  ju s t sat in 
the P iazza San M arco , d rink ing  gin fizz and 
being pho tog raphed  w ith  the pigeons, w hile R u th  
h ad  herself d riven  all up  and  dow n the G rand  
C an a l.” H e looks at R u th . “ F inally , thank  
heaven, it ra in ed .”

“ She was w orking off h er hostilities,” says A da, 
w ith  a grin. “ W e th ough t we m igh t as well let
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her do it in Venice, the opportunities in N orth 
Carolina are really terribly lim ited.”

“ There are some very upset people walking 
around down there,” R uth  says, “ and a couple of 
tours around the G rand C anal m ight do them a 
world of good.”

Pete laughs. “ C an’t you ju st see R uth  escorting 
them  to the edge of the w ater?”

“ I haven’t lifted my hand in anger yet,” R uth  
says, “ but, oh, L ord,” and she laughs, clenching 
and unclenching her fists.

“ You haven’t been back for a long time, have 
you?” Talley asks me.

“ Eight years. I haven’t really lived there for 
twelve years.”

Pete whistles. “ I fear you are in for some sur
prises, my friend. T here have been some changes 
m ade.” Then, “ Are you afraid?”

“ A little.”
“ We all are,” says Ada, “ th a t’s why I was so 

glad to get away for a little while.”
“ Then you haven’t been back since Black 

M onday,” Talley says. He laughs. “ T h a t’s how 
it’s gone down in Confederate history.” He turns 
to Vidal. “ W hat do people think about it here?” 

Vidal smiles, delighted. “ It seems extraor
dinarily infantile behavior, even for Americans, 
from whom, I m ust say, I have never expected 
very m uch in the way of m aturity .” Everyone at 
the table laughs. V idal goes on. “ But I cannot 
really talk about it, I do not understand it. I 
have never really understood Americans; I am an 
old man now, and I suppose I never will. There 
is something very nice about them, something 
very winning, but they seem so ignorant — so 
ignorant of life. Perhaps it is strange, but the 
only people from your country with whom  I have 
ever m ade contact are black people — like my 
good friend, my discovery, here,” and he slaps 
me on the shoulder. “ Perhaps it is because we, 
in Europe, w hatever else we do not know, or have 
forgotten, know about suffering. We have suf
fered here. You have suffered, too. But most 
Americans do not yet know w hat anguish is. 
It is too bad, because the life of the West is in 
their hands.” He turns to Ada. “ I cannot help 
saying th a t I think it is a scandal — and we may 
all pay very dearly for it — th a t a civilized nation 
should elect to represent it a m an who is so simple 
that he thinks the world is simple.” And silence 
falls at the table and the four young faces stare 
at him.

“ W ell,” says Pete, at last, turning to me, “ you 
won’t be bored, m an, when you get back there.” 

“ I t’s m uch too nice a n igh t,” I say, “ to stay 
cooped up in this place, where all I can hear is 
my own records.” We laugh. “ W hy don’t we 
get out of here and find a sidewalk cafe?” I tap

Pete’s guitar. “ M aybe we can  find out if you’ve 
got any ta len t.”

“ O h, talen t I ’ve go t,” says Pete, “ b u t ch arac ter, 
m an, I ’m lacking.”

So, after some confusion abou t the bill, for 
which V idal has already m ade him self responsible, 
we walk out into the Paris night. I t  is very strange 
to feel that, very soon now, these boulevards will 
not exist for me. People will be w alking up  and 
down, as they are tonight, and  lovers will be 
m urm uring  in the black shadows of the p lane 
trees, and there will be these sam e still figures on 
the benches or in the parks —  b u t they will not 
exist for me, I will not be here. For a long while 
Paris will no longer exist for me, except in my 
m ind; and only in the m inds of some people will 
I exist any longer for Paris. After departu re , only 
invisible things are left, perhaps the life of the 
world is held together by invisible chains of 
m em ory and loss and love. So m any things, so 
m any people, d e p a r t! and we can  only repossess 
them  in our minds. Perhaps this is w hat the 
old folks m eant, w hat my m other and m y fa ther 
m eant, when they counseled us to keep the faith.

w  h a v e  taken a table at the Deux M agots and 
Pete strums on his gu itar and begins to play this 
song:

Preach the word, preach the word, preach the word!
I f  I  never, never see you any more.
Preach the word, preach the word.
And P it  meet you on Canaan’s shore.

He has a strong, clear, boyish voice, like a 
young preacher’s, and he is sm iling as he sings his 
song. A da and I look at each o ther and  grin, 
and V idal is smiling. T he w aiter looks a little 
worried, for we are already beginning to a ttra c t 
a crowd, bu t it is a sum m er night, the gendarm es 
on the corner do not seem to m ind, and there will 
be time, anyway, to stop us.

Pete was not there, none of us were, the first 
time this song was needed; and no one now alive 
can im agine w hat th a t tim e was like. But the 
song has come down the bloodstained ages. I 
suppose this to mean th a t the song is still needed, 
still has its work to do.

T he others are all, visibly, very p roud  of Pete; 
and we all jo in  him, and people stop to listen:

Testify! Testify!
I f  1 never, never see you any more!
Testify! Testify!
I ’ll meet you on Canaan’s shore!

In  the crowd tha t has gathered  to listen to us, 
I see a face I know, the face of a N orth  African 
prize fighter, who is no longer in the ring. I used 
to know him  well in the old days, bu t have not
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seen him  for a long tim e. H e looks qu ite  well, his 
face is sh in ing , he is q u ite  decen tly  dressed. A nd 
som eth ing  ab o u t the w ay he holds himself, not 
qu ite  looking a t our tab le , tells me th a t he has 
seen me, b u t does not w an t to risk a rebuff. So I 
call h im . “ B oona!”

A nd he tu rns, sm iling, and  com es loping over 
to o u r tab le , his hands in his pockets. Pete is still 
singing and  A d a  and V idal have taken off on a 
conversa tion  of their ow n. R u th  and  T alley  look 
curiously, expectan tly , a t Boona. N ow  th a t I 
have called  h im  over, I feel som ew hat uneasy. I 
realize th a t I do  not know  w hat he is doing  now, 
or how  he will get along w ith  any of these people, 
and  I can  see in his eyes th a t he is de ligh ted  to be 
in  the presence of tw o young girls. T h e re  are 
v irtu a lly  no N o rth  A frican w om en in Paris, and  
no t even the d irty , ra t-faced  girls who live, a p 
p aren tly , in cafes are w illing to go w ith  an  A rab . 
So Boona is alw ays looking for a girl, and  because 
he is so deprived  and because he is no t W estern, 
his techniques can  be very unsettling , f know  he 
is relieved th a t the girls are no t F rench  an d  not 
w hite. H e looks briefly a t V idal and  A da. V idal, 
also, though for different reasons, is alw ays looking- 
for a girl.

B ut B oona has always been very nice to me. 
P erhaps I am  sorry th a t I called h im  over, b u t I 
d id  n o t w an t to snub him .

H e claps one h and  to  the side of m y head , as is 
his h ab it. “Comment vas-tu, mon Jrere? 1 have not 
see you, oh, for long tim e .” A nd he asks m e, as in 
the old days, “ Y ou all right? N obody bo th er you?” 
A nd he laughs. “ A h! Tu as ja il  le chemin, toil 
N ow  you are  vedette, big s ta r —  w o n d e rfu l!” H e 
looks a ro u n d  the  tab le , m ade a little u n co m 
fortable by the  silence th a t has fallen, now  th a t 
Pete has stopped  singing. “ I have seen you in the 
movies —  you know? —  an d  I tell everybody, I 
know  him!” H e points to m e, and  laughs, and  
R u th  and T alley  laugh w ith  him . “ T h a t’s right, 
m an , you m ake me rea l p roud , you m ake me 
c r y !”

“ Boona, I w an t you to m eet some friends of 
m in e .” A nd I go round  the tab le : “ R u th , T alley , 
A da, Pete” —- an d  he bows and  shakes h ands, his 
d a rk  eyes g leam ing  w ith  p leasure —  “et Monsieur 
Vidal, le metteur en scene du film qui t'a arrache des 
larmes.”

“Enchante.” B ut his a ttitu d e  tow ard  V idal is 
colder, m ore  d istrustful. “ O f course I have heard  
of M onsieur V idal. H e is the d irec to r of m any 
films, m an y  of them  m ade m e c ry .” T h is last 
s ta tem en t is u tterly , even insolently , insincere.

But V idal, I think, is relieved th a t I will now 
be forced to  speak to  Boona and  will leave h im  
alone w ith  A da.

“ Sit d o w n ,”  I say, “ have a d rin k  w ith  us, let

m e have your news. W h a t’s been happen ing  w ith 
you, w h a t are you do ing  w ith  yourself these 
days?”

“ A h ,” he sits dow n, “ n o th in g  very b rillian t, 
m y b ro th e r.” He looks at me quickly, w ith  a 
little smile. “ Y ou know , we have been having 
h a rd  times here .”

“ W here are you from ?” A da  asks him .
His b rillian t eyes take h er in entirely , bu t she 

does no t flinch. “ I am  from  T u n is .” H e says it 
p roud ly , w ith a little smile.

“ F rom  T unis. I have never been to Africa, I 
w ould love to go one d a y .”

H e laughs. “ A frica is a big place. V ery big. 
T h ere  are  m any  countries in Africa, m an y ” —  
he looks briefly at V idal —  “ different kinds of 
people, m any colonies.”

“ But Funis,” she continues, in h er innocence, 
“ is free? Freedom  is h ap p en in g  all over Africa. 
T h a t’s w hy I w ould like to go th e re .”

“ I have no t been back for a long tim e,” says 
B oona, “ bu t all the news I get from  T unis, from 
m y people, is no t good.”

“ W ould n ’t you like to go back?” R u th  asks. 
A gain  he looks a t V idal. “ T h a t is no t so easy.” 
V idal smiles. “ You know  w h a t I w ould like to 

do? T h e re ’s a  w onderful Spanish place not far 
from  here, w here we can  listen to live m usic and 
dance  a little .” H e tu rns to A da. “ W ould you 
like tha t?”

H e is leaving it up  to me to  get rid  of Boona, 
and  it is, of course, precisely for this reason th a t I 
c an n o t do it. Besides, it is no longer so simple.

“ O h , I ’d love th a t,” says A da, and she tu rns to 
Boona. “ W on’t you com e, too?”

“ T h an k  you, m am ’selle,” he says, softly, and 
his tongue flicks briefly over his low er lip, and he 
smiles. H e is very m oved, people are not often 
nice to him .

I n t h e  Spanish place there  are indeed a couple 
of Spanish guitars, d rum s, castanets, and a piano, 
bu t the uses to w hich these are  being p u t ca rry  
one back, as Pete pu ts it, to the levee. “ These 
are  the w ailingest Spanish cats I ever h e a rd ,” 
says R u th . “ T hey  d id n ’t lea rn  how  to do this in 
Spain, no, they d id n ’t, they been ram bling . You 
ever h ea r any th ing  like this going on in Spain?” 
T alley  takes h er ou t on the dance  floor, w hich is 
a lready  crow ded. A very handsom e F rench
w om an is danc ing  w ith  an  enorm ous, handsom e 
black m an , w ho seems to be h er lover, who seems 
to  have tau g h t her how to dance. A pparen tly , 
they are know n to the m usicians, w ho egg them  
on  w ith sm all cries of “ Ole!” I t  is a  very good- 
n a tu red  crow d, m ostly foreigners, Spaniards, 
Swedes, Greeks. Boona takes A da ou t on the
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dance  floor while V idal is answ ering some ques
tions p u t to h im  by Pete on  the en te rta in m en t 
situation  in  F rance . V ida l looks a little pu t ou t, 
and  I am  am used.

W e are  there  for perhaps an  hour, dancing , 
talk ing, and  I am , a t  last, a little  d runk . In  spite 
of Boona, w ho is a very good an d  tireless dancer, 
V idal con tinues his p u rsu it of A da, and  I begin to 
w onder if he will m ake it and  I begin to w onder 
if I w an t h im  to.

I am  still puzzling  ou t m y reac tion  w hen Pete, 
w ho has d isap p eared , com es in th ro u g h  the fron t 
door, catches m y eye, and  signals to  me. I leave 
the tab le  an d  follow h im  into the streets.

H e looks very upset. “ I d o n ’t w an t to bug you, 
m a n ,”  he says, “ b u t I fear your boy has goofed.” 

I know  he is not jok ing . I th ink  he is p robab ly  
angry  a t V idal because of A da, and  I w onder 
w h a t I can  do ab o u t it an d  w hy he should be 
telling me.

I stare a t h im , gravely, and  he says, “ I t looks 
like he stole som e m oney .”

“ Stole money? W ho, V idal?”
A nd then , of course, I get it, in the split second 

before he says, im p atien tly , “ No, are you kidding? 
Y our friend, the T u n is ian .”

I do no t know  w h a t to say or w hat to do, and  
so I tem porize w ith  questions. All the  tim e I am  
w ondering  if this can  be tru e  an d  w h a t I can do 
abou t it if it is. T h e  troub le  is, I know  th a t Boona 
steals, he w ould  p ro b ab ly  no t be alive if he d id n ’t, 
b u t I c an n o t say so to these ch ild ren , w ho p ro b 
ably still im agine th a t everyone w ho steals is a 
thief. B ut he has never, to  m y know ledge, stolen 
from  a friend. I t  seems unlike him . I have always 
th o u g h t of h im  as being b e tte r th an  tha t, an d  
sm arte r th a n  th a t. A nd so I c an n o t believe it, 
b u t n e ith e r can  I d o u b t it. I do no t know an y 
th ing  ab o u t B oona’s life, these days. T h is causes 
m e to realize th a t I do no t really  know m uch 
ab o u t Boona.

“ W ho d id  he steal it from ?”
“ F rom  A da. O u t of h er bag .”
“ How m uch?”
“ T en  dollars. I t ’s no t an  awful lot of m oney, 

b u t” —  he grim aces —  “ none of us have an  awful 
lot of m oney .”

“ I know .” T h e  d a rk  side street on w hich we 
stand is nearly  em pty . T h e  only sound on the 
street is the  m uffled m usic of the  Spanish club . 
“ H ow  do  you know  it was Boona?”

H e an tic ipates m y ow n unspoken rejo inder. 
“ W ho else could  it be? Besides —- som ebody saw 
h im  do it .”

“ Som ebody saw him ?”
“ Yes.”
I do n o t ask h im  w ho this person is, for fear 

th a t he will say it is V idal.

“ W ell,” I say, “ I ’ll try  to  get it b ack .” I th in k  
th a t  I w ill take B oona aside an d  th en  rep lace  
the  m oney  myself. “ W as it in  do llars o r in  francs?” 

“ In  francs.”
I have no dollars an d  this m akes it easier. I do  

no t know  how  I can  possibly face B oona an d  
accuse h im  of stealing  m oney  from  m y friends. I 
w ould ra th e r  give h im  the  benefit of even  the 
fain test d o u b t. But, “ W ho  saw h im ?” I ask.

“ T alley . B ut we d id n ’t w a n t to m ake a  th in g  
a b o u t it — ”

“ Does A da  know  it’s gone?”
“ Yes.” H e looks a t m e helplessly. “ I know  

this m akes you feel p re tty  b ad , b u t we th o u g h t 
w e’d b e tte r  tell you, ra th e r  th a n ” —  lam ely  —• 
“ anybody  else.”

N ow , A da com es o u t o f the c lu b , c a rry in g  h e r 
rid iculous h an d b ag , an d  w ith  h er face all k n o tted  
and  sad. “ O h ,” she says, “ I h a te  to  cause a ll this 
tro u b le , it’s no t w orth  it, no t for ten  lousy d o lla rs .” 
I am  astonished to  see th a t  she has been  w eep ing , 
and  tears com e to h er eyes now .

I p u t m y a rm  a ro u n d  h e r shou lder. “ C om e on, 
now . Y ou’re not causing  an y b o d y  an y  tro u b le  
and , anyw ay , it’s n o th in g  to  cry  a b o u t.”

“ I t  isn’t your fault, A d a ,” Pete says, m iserab ly . 
“ O h , I ou g h t to  ge t a sensible h a n d b a g ,”  she 

says, “ like y o u ’re alw ays telling  m e to  d o ,”  an d  
she laughs a  little, th en  looks a t m e. “ Please 
d o n ’t try  to  do  an y th in g  a b o u t it. L e t’s ju s t  fo rget 
i t .”

“ W h a t’s h ap p en in g  inside?” I ask her. 
“ N oth ing . T h e y ’re  ju s t  ta lk ing . 1 th in k  M r. 

V ida l is d an c in g  w ith  R u th . H e ’s a g rea t d an ce r, 
th a t little F re n c h m a n .”

“ H e’s a  g rea t ta lker, to o ,” Pete says.
“ O h , he doesn’t  m ean  a n y th in g ,” says A da, 

“ h e ’s ju s t  hav ing  fun. H e  p ro b ab ly  doesn’t get 
a  chance to talk to m an y  A m erican  girls.”

“ H e certa in ly  m ad e  u p  for lost tim e to n ig h t.” 
“ L ook ,” I say, “ if T a lley  and  B oona are  alone, 

m aybe you b e tte r  go back  in . W e’ll be in  in  a 
m inu te . L e t’s try  to keep this as q u ie t as we c a n .” 

“ Y eah ,” he says, “ okay. W e’re  going soon an y 
w ay, okay?”

“ Yes,” she tells h im , “ rig h t aw ay .”
But as he tu rns aw ay, B oona and  T a lley  step 

o u t in to  the  street, an d  it is c lea r th a t T a lley  feels 
th a t  he has Boona u n d e r  arrest. I a lm ost laugh , 
the w hole th ing  is beg in n in g  to  resem ble one of 
those m ad  F rench  farces w ith  people flying in and 
ou t o f doors; bu t B oona com es s tra ig h t to m e.

“ T h ey  say I stole m oney , m y  friend . Y ou 
know  me, you are  the  on ly  one here  w ho know s 
m e, you know  I w ould  n o t do  such  a  th in g .”

I look a t him  and  I d o  no t know  w h a t to say. 
A da  looks a t him  w ith  h e r eyes full of tears and  
looks aw ay. I take B oona’s arm .

50



THIS MORNING, THIS EVENING, SO SOON

“ W e’ll be back in a m in u te ,” I say. W e w alk 
a few paces up  the d ark , silent street.

“ She say I take h er m oney ,” he says. H e, too, 
looks as th o u g h  he is abo u t to w eep —  b u t I do 
no t know  for w hich reason. “ Y ou know  me, you 
know  m e alm ost twelve years, you th ink  I do 
such a th ing?”

T alley  saw you, I w an t to say, b u t I c an n o t say 
it. P erhaps Talley only th o u g h t he saw h im . 
P erhaps it is easy to  see a boy w ho looks like 
B oona w ith  his hand  in an  A m erican  g irl’s purse.

“ If  you no t believe m e,” he says, “ search  me. 
S earch m e!” And he opens his arm s wide, 
thea trica lly , an d  now there are  tears stan d in g  in  
his eyes.

I do  no t know w h a t his tears m ean , b u t I 
certa in ly  c a n n o t search him . I w an t to say, I 
know  you steal, I know you have to steal. P erhaps 
you took the  m oney ou t of this g irl’s purse in 
o rd er to e a t tom orrow , in o rd e r no t to be th row n 
in to  the streets tonight, in o rder to stay ou t of 
ja il. T h is girl m eans no th ing  to you, after all, 
she is only an  A m erican, an  A m erican  like m e. 
P erhaps, I suddenly th ink, no girl m eans an y 
th ing  to you, o r ever will again , they have beaten  
you too h a rd  and  kept you in the g u tte r  too long. 
A nd I also think. If you w ould steal from  her, 
then  o f course you Nvould lie to  m e, n e ith er of us 
m eans a n y th in g  to you; perhaps, in your eyes, we 
are sim ply luckier gangsters in a w orld w hich is 
ru n  by gangsters. But I can n o t say any  of these 
things to Boona. I c an n o t say, Tell me the tru th , 
nobody  cares about the m oney any  m ore.

So I say , “ O f cou rse  I will n o t se a rch  y o u .” 
A nd I rea lize  th a t  he knew  th a t  I Nvould n o t.

“ I th ink  it is tha t F ren ch m an  w ho say I am  a 
thief. T hey  th ink  we all are th ieves.” H is eyes 
are  b rig h t an d  bitter. H e looks over m y shoulder. 
“ T hey  have all come ou t of the c lub  now .”

I look a ro u n d  and they  are all there, in a little  
d a rk  kno t on the sidewalk.

“ D o n ’t w o rry ,” I say. “ I t doesn’t m a tte r .” 
“ You believe me? M y  b ro ther?” A nd his eyes 

look in to  m ine w ith a terrib le  intensity .
“ Yes,” I force m yself to say, “ yes, of course, I 

believe you. Som eone m ade a m istake, th a t’s a ll.” 
“ You know , the way A m erican  girls ru n  aro u n d , 

they have th e ir sack open all the tim e, she could 
lose the m oney anyw here. W hy she b lam e me? 
Because I com e from  Africa?” T ears a re  g lit
te ring  on his face. “ H ere  she com e now .”

A nd A da com es up the street w ith  her stra igh t, 
de te rm in ed  w alk. She walks stra ig h t to Boona 
and  takes his hand . “ I am  sorry ,” she says, “ for 
every th ing  th a t  happened . Please believe m e. I t  
isn’t w o rth  all this fuss. I ’m  sure you ’re a  very 
nice person, a n d ”— she fa lte rs— “ I m ust have 
lost the m oney, I ’m sure I lost it.” She looks a t

him . “ I t  isn’t  w orth  h u rtin g  yo u r feelings, and 
I ’m  terrib ly  sorry abou t i t .”

“ I no take your m oney ,” he says. “ Really, 
tru ly , I no take it. Ask h im ” —  poin ting  to me, 
g rabb ing  me by the arm , shaking m e —  “ he know 
m e for years, he will tell you th a t I never, never 
s te a l!”

“ I ’m  sure,” she says. “ I ’m su re .”
I take Boona by the a rm  again. “ L e t’s forget 

it. L e t’s forget it all. W e’re  all going hom e now, 
and  one of these days w e’ll have a d rink  again 
and  w e’ll forget all abou t it, all righ t?”

“ Yes,” says A da, “ let us forget it.” A nd she 
holds out her hand .

Boona takes it, w onderingly. His eyes take her 
in  again. “ You are a very nice girl. R eally. A 
very nice g irl.”

“ I ’m  sure you 're  a nice person, too .” She 
pauses. “ Good n ig h t.”

“ Good n ig h t,” he says, after a long silence. 
T h en  he kisses m e on both  cheeks. “Au revoir, 

mon frere.”
“Au revoir, Boona.”
A fter a m om ent we tu rn  and  w alk aw ay, leav

ing h im  stand ing  there.
“ Did he take it?” asks V idal.
“ I tell you, I saw h im ,” says Talley.
“ W ell,” I say, “ it doesn’t m a tte r  now .” I look 

back and  see B oona’s stocky figure d isappearing  
dow n the street.

“ N o ,” says A da, “ it doesn’t m a tte r .” She looks 
up . “ I t ’s alm ost m o rn in g .”

“ I w ould g lad ly ,” says V idal, stam m ering, 
“ gladly — ”

But she is herself again. “ I w ou ldn ’t th ink of 
it. W e had  a w onderful tim e ton igh t, a w onder
ful tim e, and  I Nvouldn’t th ink  of i t .” She turns 
to  m e w ith  th a t urchinlike grin . “ It was w onder
ful m eeting  you. I hope you w on’t  have too m uch 
troub le  getting  used to the S tates ag a in .”

“ O h, I d o n ’t th ink  I w ill,” I say. A nd then, 
“ I hope you w on’t.”

“ N o,” she says, “ I d o n ’t th ink  any th ing  they 
can  do will surprise me any  m o re .”

“ W hich  w ay are we all going?” asks V idal. “ I 
hope som eone will share m y tax i w ith  m e.”

But he lives in the six teen th  arrondissem enf, 
w hich is no t in  anyone’s d irection . W e w alk him  
to the line of cabs stand ing  u n d er the clock a t 
O deon.

A nd we look each  o ther in  the  face, in  the grow 
ing m orn ing  light. H is face looks w eary  and  lined 
and  lonely. H e pu ts bo th  hands on m y shoulders 
and  then puts one h and  on  the nape  of m y neck. 
“ D o no t forget m e, C hico ,” he says. “ You m ust 
com e back  and  see us, one of these days. M any  of 
us depend  on you for m any  th ings.”

“ I 'll be back ,” I say. “ I ’ll never forget you .”
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He raises his eyebrows and smiles. “Alois, 
adieu."

“ Adieu, Vidal."
“ I was happy to m eet all of you,” he says. He 

looks at Ada. ‘‘Perhaps we will meet again before 
you leave.”

“ Perhaps,” she says. “ Good-by, M onsieur 
V idal.”

“ Good-by.”
V idal’s cab drives away. “ I also leave you 

now,” I say. “ I must go home and wake up my 
son and prepare for our journey.”

I leave them  standing on the corner, under the 
clock, which points to six. They look very strange 
and lost and determ ined, the four of them. Ju s t 
before my cab turns off the boulevard, I wave to 
them  and they wave back.

Mme. Dum ont is in the hall, m opping the floor.
“ Did all my family get home?” I ask. I feel 

very cheerful, I do not know why.
“ Yes,” she says, “ they are all here. Paul is 

still sleeping.”
“ M ay I go in and get him?”
She looks at me in surprise. “ O f course.”

SYLVIA PLATH

T H E  M A N O R  G A R D E N

So I walk into her ap a rtm en t and walk into the 
room  where Paul lies sleeping. I stand  over his 
bed for a long time.

Perhaps my thoughts travel —  travel th rough  
to him . He opens his eyes and smiles up at me. 
He puts a fist to his eyes and raises his arms. 
“ Bonjour, Papa."

I lift him  up. “ Bonjour. How do you feel 
today?”

“ O h, I d on ’t know yet,” he says.
I laugh. I pu t him  on my shoulder and walk 

out into the hall. M m e. D um ont looks up at 
him  with her rad ian t, aging face.

“ A h,” she says, “ you are going on a jou rney ! 
How does it feel?”

“ He doesn’t know yet,” I tell her. I w alk to 
the elevator door and open it, d ropp ing  Paul 
down to the crook of m y arm .

She laughs again. “ H e will know later. W hat 
a jo u rn e y ! Jusqu'au nouveau monde!"

I open the cage and  we step inside. “ Yes,” I 
say, “ all the way to the new w orld.” I press the 
button and the cage, holding my son and me, 
goes up.

T he fountains are dry  and the roses over. 
Incense of death. Y our day approaches. 
T he pears fatten like little buddhas.
A blue mist is dragging the lake.

You move through the era of fishes,
T he smug centuries of the pig —
H ead, toe, and  finger
Come clear of the shadow. H istory

Nourishes these broken flutings,
These crowns of acanthus,
And the crow settles her garm ents.
You inherit white heather, a bee’s wing.

Two suicides, the family wolves, 
H ours of blankness. Some hard  stars 
A lready yellow the heavens.
T he spider on its own string

Crosses the lake. T he worms 
Q uit their usual habitations.
T he small birds converge, converge 
W ith their gifts to a difficult borning.
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