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Dedicated to all the ghosts, past and present.


Thanks to so many generous people who shared their knowledge and themselves: savvy Kathleen Knox and her seeing-eye dog Thai; Ron Hideshima, invaluable Access Technology Instructor, of the Living Skills Center for the Visually Im-paired; Bill Simpson, Donna and the caring staff at Rose Resnick Lighthouse; the Tuesday group; Steven Platzman; Grace Loh, her insight, Jean Satzer, above and beyond, Dot Edwards who lived it and shared, toujours James N. Frey, Ron Huberman, San Francisco DA’s office, Dr. Eddie Tamura, his expertise, Mike Hakershaw, soul soeur Marion Nowak, Dr. Terri Haddix, and all bookseller amies.

In Paris: mercis to Anne-Françoise Delbegue, her wit, warmth and Bastille guidance; the Residence St. Louis, Carla, Kathleen and Marcus Haddock et Sarah, Martine, Gilles, Lesley, Gala; Brentano’s on Avenue de l’Opera; Isabelle et Andi; officer Cathy Etilé and Commandant Michel Bruno of the Commissariat Central du 12ème arrondissement who answer toutes and more.

Linda Allen for her support; deep thanks to Laura Hruska who encourages risks … big ones; Shuchan, my son, and Jun who puts up with it all.



You are not alive unless you know you are living

—graffiti on a Paris wall

In the country of the blind, the one-eyed man is king

—Desiderius Erasmus, Adagia
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PARIS



OCTOBER, 1994


Monday Evening

AIMEE LEDUC FELT THE air shift, the floating candles waver, as a woman murmuring into a cell phone, wearing a black silk Chinese jacket identical to Aimée’s, sat down on the restaurant banquette next to her.

Great. Just Aimée’s luck someone showed up in her jacket tonight. For a moment Aimée made eye contact with the woman. Blunt blonde shocks of hair framed her face. She favored Aimée with an intense stare. The vein in her temple stood out in her otherwise perfectly made-up face.

“Wouldn’t you know it!” Aimée said to her.

“Things could get worse.” The woman shrugged, as if wearing the same outfit as her neighbor were the least of her worries. Aimée noticed the frightened look in her eyes before she averted her face.

Around them, illuminated by red glass Etruscan-style sconces, Parisiens drank, dined, and smoked. This upscale resto, formerly a meat market, with its exposed beams and rusted meathooks, was booked weeks ahead. But her client, Vincent Csarda, head of Populax, an agence de publicité, never had trouble getting a table.

Tinkling glasses and the waiters’ shouts made it difficult for Aimée to hear Vincent’s words. Vincent, the brains behind his advertising agency, who was sitting across from her, stabbed his slithering ziti con vongole as he spoke.

“But I’m just the mec stuck in the middle. My agency subcontracted this Incandescent campaign only two weeks ago,” he said. His short coifed hair and red bow tie were out of place in this fashionably dressed late evening dinner crowd. He was not quite Aimée’s height. Vincent, who was in his mid-thirties, was a nervous type. She figured he was gaunt from overwork and espresso. She wished it worked that way for her.

Aimée knew she should be home preparing her apartment for the construction crew and packing her bags. She was torn between bolting for a taxi or listening to more of Vincent’s excuses as he sat across from her.

“Tiens,” Vincent said, “was it my fault Incandescent was a front and laundered money for gun runners?”

“Vincent, the courts see it differently,” Aimée said, wishing he would accept the facts. But Vincent demanded control. Total control. Didn’t they all? “E-mail and downloaded documents constitute judicial evidence. We have to turn over your Opera marketing campaign file for the domestic and Russian tour.”

“But my Opera marketing campaign doesn’t relate to them. I refuse to let this investigation tarnish my firm’s reputation.”

She mustered a small smile. After all, he was a paying client. “My connection at the Judiciare says a subpoena’s imminent,” she said. “Count on it. It would be better to give them your hard drive voluntarily.”

It wasn’t the first time she’d regretted her best friend Martine’s referral. Martine and Vincent were partners in Diva, a new magazine. Martine, former Madame Figaro editor, savvy and connected, did the work and Vincent was the financial backer. Martine had been crazed, getting ready for the launch this week.

The woman next to them ground out her cigarette. She drummed her long purple fingernails on the table, then lit another and set it in the ashtray.

Aimée recognized the nail color—Violet Vamp, advertised as urban armor for girls on the go—as one she’d been meaning to buy herself. She tried to ignore the curling smoke. She’d quit smoking four days ago.

Again.

Aimée’s chipped nails, Gigabyte Green, needed a manicure. At least her sun-streaked hair and tan, from a week in Sardinia, helped her fit in with the sophisticated crowd.

Had everyone found the same boutique on rue Charonne? And coughed up the equivalent of the boutique’s rent for the supposed “one-of-a-kind” clinging side-buttoned dress with matching jacket? Aimée had only been able to afford the jacket with mahjong buttons, unlike her neighbor who wore the knockout matching sheath as well.

Scents of fresh basil and roasted garlic drifted from the next table. When Aimée looked over again, the woman had propped her menu against an ashtray and disappeared.

Laughter erupted from the bar. Nearby, chairs scraped over the floor tiles. Time to work out this agreement, smooth Vincent’s feathers, and get him to cooperate, Aimée con-cluded. Then she could leave.

“Dragging in my firm will give rise to rumors,” said Vincent. “Damaging rumors.”

Mentally, she agreed. Why be an appetizer served up before the main course in a foreign arms investigation? But once la Procuratrice got something on her court docket, it stayed there.

“Vincent, be calm. We hand over the hard drive… . ”

“I’m paid to deal with my client’s information,” he interrupted. “Not you. Not the Judiciare. They have no right to see my records or client database.”

She wanted to deflect his anger, focus on the ongoing computer security issues. “Here’s good news. We set up new firewalls so Hacktivistes pose no threat to Populax,” she said, pouring sparkling Badoit mineral water into his glass. He worried about hackers constantly.

“That’s what we pay you for at Leduc Detective.” He stood up. Short as he was, even in his rumpled seersucker blazer, he commanded attention. “My lawyer will stop this. Why can’t you encrypt the Incandescent file? It would save everyone needless trouble.”

“Too late. Look, René and I installed your system,” Aimée said, “but we’re following the law. Encryption is illegal. I know la Proc, she’s reasonable.”

He glared. “We paid you for security!” Vincent took the agency’s contract with Leduc Detective out of his attaché case, tore it up, and sprinkled the pieces, like parmesan cheese, over her pasta.

He edged past the waiter holding the second course, artichauts aux citron. She got to her feet to stop him. But he’d darted out the door, disappearing into the warren of passages threading the Bastille quartier.

Aimée’s appetite vanished. Why had things gone so wrong? A multimillion franc corporation looked better volunteering its hard drive data to the Judiciare, not concealing it. No one would welcome being drawn into a money laundering case, but did Vincent, a self-made chef d’operations, have something to hide?

Beside her, the woman’s cigarette with the Violet Vamp lip imprint—matching her nail polish—smoldered in the ashtray. Instead of lighting a cigarette of her own from it, Aimée popped a piece of Nicorette gum.

She dreaded calling René, her partner, and telling him of Vincent’s outburst. René was better with difficult clients. As he often pointed out, her level of tact left something to be desired. But the bottom line was, if they didn’t furnish the subpoenaed e-mail and data, they’d be disobeying the law. Even if Vincent had torn up their contract.

And then she noticed the cell phone on the banquette table. The one the woman had been using. She must have forgotten it.

Losing a phone was a pain; she’d misplaced hers and had to replace it, only last month. On her way out, she’d leave the phone with the maitre d’.

The waiter slipped her the check. A perfect ending to a perfect meal! She’d deduct it from Populax’s retainer when she sent their bill.

Then the maitre d’ returned to the table and handed back her card with a shrug. “No credit cards, désolé.” So she had to dredge up her last bit of cash. No taxi tonight. She was left with just enough change for the Métro.

While she was working out how to break the news of the failed meeting to René, waiting by the register for a few francs change, the cell phone rang.

She answered it automatically, cupping the phone between her chin and shoulder as she took her change, balancing her heavy bag.

“For the love of God … forget your pride,” said a male voice, barely audible over the hum of conversation and strains of accordion music in the background. “Meet me in Passage de la Boule Blanche, give me one more chance, listen to reason… .”

“But… .”

A familiar tune wafted over the line in the background. Like a song her grandmother had played on her accordion. But Aimée couldn’t quite place it.

“Don’t argue, I won’t listen to a refusal.”

The phone clicked off.

Aimée stared at it. The cover bore the initials J. D. She looked out the window and saw the woman disappearing into the square outside.

“This belongs to that woman, the one wearing the same jacket as mine. Do you know her name?”

The maitre d’ shrugged again. “I’m sorry, mademoiselle,” he said. “This is a busy night.”

“My receipt?” But the flustered maitre d’ had turned to seat a bevy of waiting customers.

Aimée grabbed her receipt, which was by the register. She hit the phone’s callback button. A flat buzz. Odd. What should she do?

The corner resto faced the dark Place Trousseau. Turn-of-thecentury baroque apartment buildings with filigree ironwork balconies bordered the quiet square. Leafy plane trees canopied the black iron fence that surrounded it. The woman had vanished.

She was familiar with the nearby Passage de la Boule Blanche; she often used it as a shortcut. The Cahiers du Cinéma, a film journal whose office was located mid-passage off a leafy courtyard, had been a client last year. She’d also joined their film club. Since the passage was en route to the Métro, she decided to return the phone to the man who had called.… Let them work it out.

She dreaded the packing that still awaited her in her apartment on Île St-Louis. And she still had to dig out the laptop cable adaptors. They were somewhere in the only closet, which was 20 feet high and full of rolled up, threadbare Savonnerie carpets.

Martine’s brother, in Shanghai on assignment, had sublet his apartment to her, until the remodeling—long overdue—of her own apartment’s bathroom and kitchen was finished.

At the passage entrance, streetlights from rue du Faubourg Saint Antoine illuminated peeling notices and a Meubles décoratifs sign affixed to the stone wall. A waist-high metal barricade, a Piétons barrés notice, and construction materials blocked the way. Inhabitants must have ignored the sign, since it was pushed to the side and a path had been beaten through the rubble.

Further along, the flat roof of the covered passage opened to the sky. The threadlike passage lined with narrow, looming buildings seemed to end in distant mottled shadows.

“Allô?”

The echo of her voice and faint meow of a cat reached her ears. Water dripped from somewhere. In the late evening, unseasonably warm for October, dampness from lichen encrusted water pipes chilled her.

“Monsieur?”

Why didn’t the man who’d telephoned answer? He’d said he was waiting.

She stepped past the barricade, scanning the dark passage, waiting in the shadowed stillness for a reply. Had he given up?

Cellophane wrappers crackled under her black Prada mules, a Porte de Vanves flea market find. Worn once. Or so the vendor said before she’d bargained him down to 300 francs.

The scent of night-flowering jasmine floated from a hidden garden behind the damp wall. Was the man playing games? She didn’t have time for this.

One of the phones in her handbag rang.

She picked it up.

“Look, monsieur, a woman forgot her phone and I picked it up. I’d like to return it, I’m in the passage.”

“What are you talking about?” her partner asked. “I thought you were dining with Vincent?”

“I’m in the Passage de la Boule Blanche. A woman left her cell phone in the resto and I was trying to return it to her.”

“What happened with Vincent?”

Now she’d have to admit the awful truth. She’d wanted to tell René in person.

“We were in the resto until Vincent tore up our contract,” she said, “Then he stomped out, leaving me with the bill.”

“Tiens! Aimée, you should have let me handle him,” he said. She heard the sigh in René’s voice.

“I won’t lie or cheat for clients.”

“There’s always a first time!” René snorted.

“At least not for conglomerates like Populax.”

“Quel méli-melo! What a mess!” René said. “The Judiciare’s getting nasty about this. I’ve been warned there may be a charge of obstructing justice in our future.”

The phone clicked.

“Hold on, I’m at the office,” René said. “I have another call.”

Aimée picked her way over the uneven path toward a widening of the passage. No windows here. Just wet cobble-stones underfoot with shimmers of fluorescent graffiti catching licks of light. Further on, she knew it intersected with the dimly lit rue de Charenton.

She’d already left her dog, Miles Davis, with René’s neighbor, a female impersonator who performed in a club in Les Halles. Bon, she’d catch the Metro home and throw stuff in her suitcase and ask René to pick her up and drive her to the flat where she would stay during her apartment’s renovation. They could discuss strategies en route.

She smelled something tangy and tart. Cloth rustled. Aimée hitched up her leather backpack and grabbed her sharp keys in her fist as a defense. Before she could turn, viselike hands clamped around her neck, squeezing and choking her. She screamed but no sound came out.

Slammed into the wall, her face scraped the moss-speckled stone. Pain exploded in her skull. Then she was pulled back and slammed again. She grabbed at her throat, struggling to pull off those hands, to summon help.

Air. She had to get air.

Panic flooded her. She couldn’t breathe. Twisting, turning, trying to bite and scratch those hands.

In the distance she heard a dropped bottle shatter, then a disgusted “Merde,” then laughter. Were other people coming down the passage? She saw a light, heard an intake of breath behind her. The hands let go.

Something wet seeped over her dress. She heard a ringing sound echoing off the dark walls. The last things she saw before she lost consciousness were stars peeking between the jagged roof tiles in the Paris sky.


Monday Night

RENE FRIANT STRETCHED HIS short legs, adjusting the tight headset while scanning the computer screen at his desk. Shadows filled the corners of the office. He wished he were home, not on the phone with a furious Vincent Csarda, who had spoken without taking a breath for at least two minutes.

“This Incandescent fiasco could lose me the Opera Bastille marketing campaign,” said Vincent. “We’re trying to revitalize the quartier,” he said, “I cannot have it.”

“Of course, Vincent. You know that, I know that,” René said, his tone soothing. Revitalizing took on different meanings depending on the person, René thought. Areas of the quartier had become á la page, trendy. Decaying factories with southern exposure had become pieds-à-terre and lofts for the gauche caviar. These limousine liberals of the left had followed the designer Kenzo who’d purchased a huge crumbling warehouse for his atelier, a fantastic bargain.

“Aimée and I will work it out with the Judiciare,” he said, hoping to placate Vincent.

From his custom orthopedic chair René noticed cobwebs on the high ceiling over the map of Paris which was sectioned into arrondissements. Where was Passage de la Boule Blanche?

Outside, the dark shapes of the trees on rue du Louvre brushed the tall windows. In the distance, streetlights along the Seine glittered. “Vincent, Incandescent’s scandal touches each firm who’s worked with them. Guilt by association, unless proven otherwise. Your Populax is no exception. Let’s just let la Procuratrice take a look, let her see for herself.”

“Don’t you understand …”

“Vincent,” René interrupted, with a sigh. “Let me speak with the Judiciare’s assistant first thing tomorrow, see what I can do.”

Silence. Vincent had hung up.

René rubbed his eyes, cranked down his chair and realized he had several security backup tapes to record. And today’s data to monitor.

Then he remembered.

He’d left Aimée on the line.

He clicked back to her on the phone. And heard the sounds of someone choking.


Later Monday night

SEARING BURSTS OF PAIN, a flashing staccato of agony and light hit Aimée. Then a heavy, hideous compression jammed her skull. Spread across her cranium, leveled her. Like nothing she’d ever felt.

She opened her mouth with a cry that took all the air from her. Her universe, cliffs and peaks of hurt, throbbed. A shimmery cold spiked her spine. Everything folded into dark; all was furry and fuzzy.

And then she threw up. Everywhere. All down her Chinese silk jacket. She reached out to what felt like leaves, wet with clingy bits of vomit. Then she fell over, her nails scraping the stone. Night starlings tittered above her.

René’s voice sounded faraway. “Aimée, Aimée! What happened? Are you hurt? Are you still there?”

René was on the phone … but he was so far away. She tried to speak but her mouth wouldn’t work. No words came out. No rescue plea. No sound.


Tuesday, 1:00 A.M.

A MONOTONOUS BEEPING SLOWLY penetrated Aimée’s consciousness, layer by layer. It was as though her head was stuffed with cotton and her mouth full of dry gauze. Her head felt fat, smashed, swollen. Constant aching, jarring, and then a distant thudding.

Voices boomed over a static-laced loudspeaker and something wet rubbed Aimée’s cheek. She swatted it.

“We’ve stabilized the bleeding in your brain, mademoiselle,” a voice said.

“What do you mean?” At least that’s what she meant to say, but her words slurred. She couldn’t focus. Everything seemed steamy and gray, blanketed by fog.

“Good thing your friend brought you in. Any longer and you wouldn’t have made it.”

“But where am I?”

“L’hôpital Saint Antoine. Alors! The neurosurgeon repaired the nasty vein wall in your brain that had collapsed.”

His words faded and blurred.

“You have a venous malformation,” he was saying. “Congenital, not something you’d ever know you had. But pressure on your neck caused the vein to blow.”

She’d dropped out of pre-med at the Ecole des Médecins but remembered brain hemorrhages. “What do you mean… . I’ve had brain surgery?”

“It’s all done by threading the catheter up to the collapsed vein and embolizing it. No cutting. Count yourself more than lucky on this one!”

“But doctor… .”

“Shhh … take a little nap,” he said. “This will help the pain.”

She felt a prick in her arm, then icy cold.


Later

“STOP IT OR YOU’LL throw up again.”

The dense grey fog shifted. “René?” Aimée asked.

“Who else?” he said.

She had to get up, get out from under this dark heavy thing.

“Take the blanket off me, René,” she said. “Please, it’s too dark.”

No answer. She reached out to pull it off, but all she felt was skin, arms … short arms.

“René!”

“Quit moving,” he said. “You’ve puked your guts out on the linoleum, which deserves it, and on me, who doesn’t.”

“Desolée, but I can’t see where you are,” she said.

A pause.

“Take it easy,” he said.

“What’s the matter?” she asked. Her fingers traveled his arm to his shoulders.

“You’re on a gurney. Stay still.”

“Where are we?”

She felt his large, warm hands grip hers.

“In the clinic at l’hôpital des Quinze-Vingts, Aimée.”

“But that’s … that’s,” she said, struggling to sit up, “the eye hospital… .” It was too dark. She couldn’t see. “Take these bandages off my eyes, René.”

Silence.

She felt her eyes. No bandages.

Footsteps stopped in front of them. “Monsieur Friant, is this Mademoiselle Leduc?”

René must have nodded. “Please help us escort her to Dr. Lambert in Examination.”

That would be hard since she towered over René, a stocky dwarf of four feet. “I don’t need anyone’s help,” she said. “I can walk!”

“Stay still.”

But she sat up, then didn’t know where to turn, not even where her feet were when she thought she’d stood up. All she knew was she’d landed on something hard and slippery and then she threw up again.

When they’d cleaned her up, she promised herself she wouldn’t cry. In the dark fog where all she knew were sounds and textures, at least, she resolved, she wouldn’t let them see her cry.


Tuesday

“MADEMOISELLE LEDUC,” SAID DOCTOR Lambert, “there’s a knot on your head the size of …”

Aimée reached and missed. Felt her spiky hair, then air. Then tried again. This time she hit it and winced. “A large grapefruit?”

“Close enough,” he said. She felt the examining table shift with the weight of someone. A smell of antibacterial soap, the crinkle of what she imagined was a starched lab coat. Then a cold, metal disk on her chest. She shivered.

“Doctor, I can breathe,” she said, pushing it away. “Please, do something about the darkness.”

She felt air on her cheeks, heard the slight tinkle of a loose metal watchband. The room seemed filled with gray light. She saw nothing but little static swirls on the inside of her lids that made her dizzy.

“Any shadows?” he asked.

She felt a breeze in front of her.

“No. But you’re waving your hand in front of my face, aren’t you?”

“Don’t treat this like a quiz, mademoiselle,” he said. “You must feel angry. I would, too.”

She wanted to say that anger didn’t quite cover it. But after all, he was just doing his job.

“When will I see again?” She hoped her panic didn’t come across in her voice. “Why can’t I see?”

“We’ll run tests, analyze the fluid buildup, see if the pressure on your optic nerve dissipates.”

Aimée took a deep breath. “And if the pressure continues?”

“Complications occurred after the procedure in l’hôpital Saint Antoine,” he said. “Let’s talk after the tests.”

Complications? He sounded young… . What if he was an intern? Or some médicastre, a quack?

Would she ever see? Or would she be stuck, depending on others, the rest of her life? She tamped her fear down, tried to make sense of the future.

Her business was at stake. Not to mention her life, her dog, and her apartment. She’d lose everything if she couldn’t pay her bills. The little windfall she’d gotten in the Sentier had been eaten up by the contractor and plumber. Every time they opened a seventeenth-century wall, they’d shaken their heads and held out their hands.

“Doctor, no offense, but I’d like more explanation. Perhaps I could talk with the specialist or department head?”

She felt a distinct pinch on her arm. Hard. From the level of where René’s arm would rest.

“No offense taken, Mademoiselle Leduc,” the doctor said. “But that’s me.”

Was that a glimmer of amusement in his tone?

“We specialize in trauma-related optic injuries. I manage the department,” he said. “Your partner specifically requested me. Had you brought over from surgery in Saint Antoine. Highly unusual, but I consented.”

“But Doctor, will I be blind … ?” She couldn’t say it. Couldn’t say forever. Not as a prognosis. She’d never even used the word forever in the same breath with a relationship.

“Let’s get you back on the gurney for an MRI and CAT scan.” He must have leaned forward, because she smelled espresso on his breath. “Anger’s essential to your recovery, mademoiselle. Don’t let up.”

His warm hands helped her onto a gurney.

“I’ll meet you there,” said the doctor.

She felt helpless all the way through the echoing corridors and during the elevator ride. The rubber wheels squeaked on what sounded like freshly waxed linoleum. “René?”

“Right here,” he said, from somewhere near her elbow.

“You should have told me if the doctor was a geek, René,” she said. “What does he look like, eh … glasses and overweight? Is he really any good?”

René made a sound she’d heard when he’d choked on a chicken bone once. “Look, Aimée …”

“Well, you’re right about the glasses,” said Dr. Lambert.

Why couldn’t the earth open up and swallow her?

“Sorry, my big mouth …”

“Excuse me, sir,” a deep voice interrupted. “Only hospital staff allowed from here on. You can return to see the patient in a few hours.”

Then she heard the ping of the swinging doors, felt the wheels wobbling. No more René.

Fear took over. She sat up, struggling to get off the gurney. They had to tie her down to the CAT scan table.
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