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One

It was on my way home from the dentist, nearly five years after we first met, the left side of my bottom lip numbed, that I saw her. Portobello Road was teeming with Christmas shoppers who moved in predictable lines, never varying from their tasks: an army of coloured ants. The crowd was beginning to suffocate me, but the winter air crystallised any ill humour into the freezing tips of my fingers.

I had, over the years, imagined a hundred backs to be hers, the same thick ponytail on a dozen different heads. Once, after hearing a voice which I thought must be hers, I waited patiently at the swimming pool for a woman in the cubicle beside mine to emerge. This time I was sure.

I stopped, tempted to follow her but suddenly afraid. The rain had shrouded her hair in a veil of crystal drops, and I watched as she disappeared into a side street towards Westbourne Grove. I found myself moving forward, hastening my pace. At the mouth of the narrow street cluttered with market stalls I caught sight of her again. She was also walking fast, and I struggled to keep up. In front of me, a woman swept a dog into her legs, giving me an accusatory look as I stumbled past.

‘Watch where you’re going, will you?’

A group of youths ahead of me broke apart and, as though sensing my presence, she suddenly swung around.

People were jolting our elbows, bags catching each other as they passed by, but Beth just stood there facing me, in everyone’s way, waiting for me to make the two steps that would take me to her.

‘Hello.’

‘Hello.’

‘You live in London now?’ I heard myself ask politely.

‘I have done for the past two and a half years.’

We were by a pub with outdoor heaters like a Parisian café, and I wondered if she too had made the connection. So despite the December chill, the chairs and tables outside were full of people, packages between their legs, coddling pints with their gloves on.

‘Shall we sit, for a moment?’

It was only then that I saw the child. I had at first assumed that it belonged to someone else, but I could see now that it was hers, from the pale freckled nose to those translucent blue eyes.

‘We’ll be late, Mummy.’

‘No we won’t, tiger. We’re picking up a hamster,’ she explained.

Clumsily, I indicated a recently vacated table.

‘Shall we?’

‘Yes, let’s.’

It was perhaps the one conversation in my life to date with no room for pretence. Beth spoke first: ‘You look well.’ She smiled her saintly smile, flecked with sadness. ‘You haven’t changed a bit.’

It sounded like an insult.

‘And you look beautiful – as always.’ I said.

‘What can I get you?’ A round-faced teenager – probably a student earning a bit of extra cash during the holidays – looked down at us expectantly.

‘We’ll have two glasses of rosé.’ And then turning to me, ‘Who says it has to be a summer drink, anyway? And – what would you like, darling? No, no Coca-Cola – and an orange juice, please.’

‘Exactly.’

‘Sorry?’

‘You’re right. About the rosé, I mean. It shouldn’t have to be a summer drink.’ I felt young and gauche again; Beth was in control.

‘What are you doing now?’

‘Oh, I work for a gallery. It’s not one of the big ones, so the pay’s no good, but, well, it’s a bit more interesting than what I was doing before, when we … in Paris, I mean.’

I saw her cheek twitch. She put a suede-gloved hand to it, brushing away a fallen eyelash, and with that small movement the rush of memories came back so strongly I felt dizzy.

When I’d first left Paris I had nurtured the pain I was experiencing, addicted to the sadness I could evoke with the simplest recollection of the months we’d spent together. I’d dreaded the moment when that response would no longer come, knowing that as time went on I might have to drag the match not once but twice, then three times against my heart to spark the familiar flame.

We had met in a very prosaic Paris. Not a set from a Godard film where elegantly disabused girls sat smoking outside cafés, but against a backdrop of tedious days and squinting mornings. To prepare me for my history of art studies at university, my uncle, a museum curator in London, had secured me a position as a guardian at the Musée d’Orsay – a cavernous converted railway station on the left bank. I had always wondered about those people who sat in rooms filled with paintings by dead artists, listening to the embarrassed whispers of dutiful visitors in search of self-improvement. Perhaps these guardians were life’s observers, content to sit by while others engaged with the world. I was initially unexcited by a job whose only purpose in my eyes was to give me a reason to be in Paris and to wait, as I had waited for a long time, it seemed, for my real life to begin.

From my first day at the museum, when I’d seen Céline, the head of personnel, take a silver package from her bag and open it to reveal a perfectly cored apple cut into sixteen segments, I’d suspected I might have trouble fitting in. The thought of that apple has stayed with me as an example of the alienating precision of some Parisian women.

My first week was spent in a flat belonging to a friend of my mother, who was out of town. Neither a stranger to Paris nor habitually shy, I nevertheless felt intimidated by the prospect of getting to grips with a city that was less like London than I had expected. I’d finished my A levels assuming there would be a greater buffer of TV days and pub nights than the few days I had been limited to. But my father, with uncharacteristic firmness, had casually mentioned the job in Paris on the very morning I lay recovering from the school leavers’ party held in our honour. ‘And don’t you dare start trying to sort out her accommodation too,’ I’d overheard my mother telling him late one night as I tiptoed down the hall to get a glass of milk. ‘We’ve got Anna this job and we’ll subsidise her while she’s there but after that,’ I heard the sound of her boot coming off and a shallow exhalation of relief, ‘she’ll just have to fend for herself, like I did to get myself through law school.’ I couldn’t remember a time when her voice hadn’t been shot through with weariness. Rarely home before ten, my mother’s devotion to her job meant that my father and I usually dined alone – something I was more than happy with.

I moved to Paris two weeks before my job at the museum began to give me time to find a flat and explore the city, but the oppressiveness of my own company took me by surprise. Choosing to be alone can be poetic, but when there is no other option, solitude is less enticing. I took refuge in a stack of Georges Simenons I’d found in the guest bathroom and sank with alarming speed into a static existence, not bothering to change out of my dressing gown and eating dry cereal straight from the box. In my loneliness I became aware of every noise, even the sound of my own jaw masticating those flakes of corn. It was only towards the end of the week, when I had reached the bottom of the pile of books, that I decided to be brave and start looking for a flat.

Fusac, a magazine for English and American students distributed free in Parisian pubs, had been recommended by a friend for its small ads, but it took an entire afternoon of roaming from the Frog and Lettuce in Saint-Sulpice to the Irish pub in Bastille, where the walls are papered with jaundiced postcards, to locate a copy. When I did I was disappointed to find that it seemed aimed primarily at American students looking for non-smoking flatmates. I rarely smoked, but hated the idea of being told not to. Then a notice at the bottom of a page caught my eye. The American Church, it said in bold print, was the place to find temporary jobs and somewhere to stay in Paris.

Enjoying the trail I was following, which had, at least, given me a reason to get dressed that morning, I made my way to the church, an uninspiring mottled building on the left bank. Foreigners surrounded the noticeboard, and after taking down a whole page of possible flats on the back of my curling Paris guide, I arranged four appointments for the next day.

The first two studios I saw made one thing painfully clear: anything described as ‘un loft’ was for me, at five foot eleven inches tall, a physical impossibility. The second landlord hadn’t even let me see the flat, bursting into a large, humourless laugh as soon as he’d laid eyes on me.

‘Ahhh non, Mademoiselle,’ he’d smirked, looking from me to the invisible person beside me in disbelief, while wagging a fat finger inches from my nose, ‘this one is not for you.’

The third flat was perfect. A box-like studio in the Marais, it was less than half the size of my bedroom in London, and slightly more expensive than I’d budgeted for. But it was exactly where I had imagined myself living. The pink-grey buildings of the Marais – the gay quarter of Paris – leaned towards each other the higher they rose, as though complicit in the promiscuity of the streets below. It seemed as if people living in the apartments at the very top could reach out and touch one another from their opposing I was charmed by the fact that in Paris, even in wealthy areas like the Marais, houses had peeling façades and shop fronts bearing their original 1900s lettering.

There seemed no affectation, none of the frenzied desire for modernity that is evident in London, just a natural stylishness. Many of the ‘men-only’ bars had frosted windows to a foot beneath the awnings, so that all you could see if you glanced inside were the crowns of scarred, shaved heads tilting towards one another, below a thick, blue layer of cigarette smoke. Once I noticed a man dressed in a corduroy suit with patches on the elbows shuffle his little boy uneasily across the street when about to pass by a shop window filled with sex-aids.

In what I already thought of as my street, many of the walls were decorated with ribald hieroglyphics. The imperious green door of the building with its defunct bronze knocker broke open to reveal a pretty hidden square where the windows – joined diagonally by a web of washing lines – refracted prisms of sunlight on to the cobblestones. My landlady, Madame Guigou, was a petite, nervous woman who suffered from acute psoriasis. Her neck always bore an imprint of the latest, violent scratch, so that one could see the blood humming beneath the surface. She spoke in a series of breathless gasps, spitting out her words as though fearing they might run out, while spasmodically running veined claws through her brittle hair.

‘It’s not been available to rent for a long time,’ she explained hurriedly, ‘because of all the renovations. The building’s quiet and the neighbours are assez sympathique.’

I wondered at the ‘assez’ and cast an eye over the water-stained ceiling and well-used furniture, reflecting what it could possibly have been like before the ‘renovations’, but not much caring either. It would be the first time I had lived alone and the rush of excitement I’d been holding in since arriving in Paris finally came.

There had been nothing to keep me in London, no boyfriend or friendship serious enough to anchor me to the city. At eighteen my few, brief relationships had been no more than a succession of passing sensations. Nothing seemed to cohere. I can still remember the exact moment, a month before my fourteenth birthday, when I understood the power maturing within me. During the previous two years my body had undergone a series of humiliating changes for which I wasn’t ready. Then suddenly harmony was re-established. We were on a family holiday in Pescara, an uninspiring seaside town near Abruzzo in Italy, and I’d run down to the beach opposite the hotel for an early morning swim. Family groups were already laying out their paraphernalia, and as I pulled my dress up over my head, I noticed a group of slightly older Italian boys looking at me, their brown skins still with that peculiar oily luminosity that is subsequently matted by age. At first, I couldn’t decipher their looks – and then I knew. I remember that the feeling of their eyes on me as I arranged my body on the towel and tucked my thick dark hair behind one ear was at least as enjoyable as the sun against my skin. I had a premonition that the sensation might be addictive, and, surprised at how delicious it was to luxuriate in someone else’s gaze, hoped fervently that I would grow up to be beautiful. When I got back to my hotel room that night I stood in front of the mirror for a long time, newly in love with myself, examining the gentle roundness of my breasts and the nascent curve of my hips, savouring it all through the eyes of the boys on the beach. The next morning, I’d awoken to find a small patch of blood on the hotel sheet.

I hadn’t grown up to be beautiful; at best, I was occasionally described as ‘pretty’. I was too tall and boyish in figure, with deep-set eyes and my dark, messy features lacked the symmetry that traditionally defines beauty: the ‘before’ picture in a women’s magazine. The realisation caused me a moment’s pain, a snarl in the skein of my perfect existence, but I had one consolation: boys seemed to like me, and then men. In a mirror-like response to their collective gaze, I developed my own fascination with them. From puberty onwards – and this was a fault of mine – the only thing that secured my lasting attention was the opposite sex. Neither animals, landscapes nor objects held any value in my eyes. But my father, the look on a woman’s face when she speaks of a man, and the sinewy forearm of the bus conductor as he took my change – these things captivated me.

Leaving the few girls I saw as friends posed no problem. Until that year – until I met Beth – my female friends had counted for very little. As an only child I had always found it hard to have the generosity of spirit that my friends demanded of me, assimilating myself more easily into large groups that I could drift in and out of. When people asked me how I felt about a particular subject I could never quite believe they cared what my answer was. I assumed that it was all a charade, that people only feigned interest in others so that they, in turn, would be indulged. I had always supposed that the kind of selflessness which made you interested in other people’s emotions would occur naturally in adulthood. Selfishness, at that time, seemed to me to be a good thing, making you act on your desires and achieve them faster than those who check with everyone before going after what they want, and as a result are too late to get it.

My new apartment building was flanked on the right by a popular launderette, where men sat around pretending to read Wallpaper* magazine, pausing to tease designer briefs from the jaws of the machines while critically observing their neighbours’ laundry.

To the left of number 35 rue Sainte Croix de la Bretonnerie was an even more surprising sight: the Sun Café, a bar and sun-bed centre where you could enjoy a frozen margarita from the comfort of your slippery-with-sweat glass bed. But my real joy, and the reason I had rented the flat, was the tiny balcony, just large enough to fit a flower pot and the skeleton of a chair I’d found on the street. Overlooking the blue slate roofs of Paris, it was a perfect spot. The only eyesore was the blackened plastic tubing of the Centre Pompidou, visible in the distance, like a mass of cancerous entrails.

When your spirits are uplifted you want to tell someone about it, but after twice dialling my father’s number (my mother hated to be disturbed at the office) I hung up, knowing that his soothing voice would only induce the semblance of a complaint from me where there was none. At 3 a.m., I awoke to a banging noise coming from the flat next door: a slow, measured knocking on the wall. I waited for it to subside but instead it gradually increased in volume. Covering my face with my pillow and cursing French plumbing, I strove to sleep. Eventually the knocking stopped as abruptly as it started.

Despite the loss of sleep, the next morning I felt brighter. I bought a plant, attempted a French paper but gave up after a glance revealed an impenetrable thicket of statistics accompanying each and every article, and began to wonder how I would ever meet anyone in what I was starting to understand was a difficult city to break into. After the third day of speaking to no one, my cheerfulness receded and anxiety set in. A film was the only way to assuage the panic. While I was buying my ticket to the third part of a Hollywood trilogy, a teenage girl behind me in the queue tapped me on the shoulder and asked whether the first two had been any good. I walked into the cinema elated by the few words we’d exchanged, wishing I could somehow have extended the conversation, but left the theatre despondent that the prospect of any further human interaction that day was slim.

I am pleased now, for those days of loneliness, because it was only after being forced to stare down the intimidating colossus of Paris that – all of a sudden and quite unexpectedly – I fell in love with it. In many respects, it is a city built for the lost: taking a wrong turn leads to such enchanting discoveries that one soon begins to do it deliberately. The French even have a word for it, ‘flâner’ – to stroll aimlessly – which I would do for hours, from the rue de l’Échaude, past the sleepy bookshop L’Or du Temps, down to the more refined rue de Seine, turning off at the rue des Beaux Arts to contemplate the hotel where Oscar Wilde died in poverty and disgrace. Like that of a medical student handed his first scalpel, my curiosity to uncover the city’s viscera knew no bounds.

Just when I began to revel in my solitude, an antidote to my loneliness came from an unexpected source: a schoolfriend, Sarah.

Sarah was the kind of girl who laughed differently in the company of boys. She’d rung to tell me about the last one she’d met, liberally interspersing her conversation with that large, slightly frenetic laugh, pausing only for the barest murmur of acknowledgement from me.

I let it all pass over my head until she suddenly asked, ‘Did you ever meet Beth?’

‘No. Why should I know Beth?’

‘She’s that great Irish woman I told you about. You remember. The one I met doing work experience with that dress designer in London.’

I vaguely remembered Sarah’s exultant description of Beth, at the time putting it down to her hyperbolic tendencies, but was soon to realise how accurate it was.

‘Anyway,’ Sarah continued, ‘she moved to Paris a year ago to work at some fashion house. Can’t think which … but quite a famous one, I think. She’s practically my mother’s age, but she doesn’t act like it, and if you want her to she’ll happily take you under her wing. Anyway, you’ve probably already got yourself a little clique …’

I took down Beth’s number: it would be a good place to start.


Two

I hesitated to contact this unknown woman but out of a mixture of desperation and curiosity, did so a few days later. Low-voiced but welcoming on the phone, Beth soon dispelled my embarrassment. Still, I was convinced that at best our meeting could yield little more than a few tips on day-to-day life in a Paris that seemed increasingly impregnable.

She had set a date for that Sunday at the Marché aux Puces de St-Ouen in Clignancourt, which sold every kind of bric-a-brac from vintage clothing to antiques. Once a place where social rejects found refuge, it now featured regularly in French gossip magazines like Voici, with the likes of Juliette Binoche and Sharon Stone (when she was passing through) pictured chatting beatifically to ancient Algerian stallholders.

At the gates of the métro station at Porte de Clignancourt I spotted Beth immediately. She was petite, with shoulder-length hair the colour of partridge feathers. The translucent whiteness of her skin was as recognisably Irish as the watery blue almonds of her eyes. She did not correspond to my childish idea of what a forty-year-old woman should look like for one simple reason: she was undeniably beautiful.

As I approached her I caught an impression of snug curves beneath flimsy linen trousers, hips jutting out exuberantly from a slim waist. Her eyes, flashes of colour in the grey of the underground station, flicked over the crowd before alighting on me.

‘Hey,’ she drawled with a lazy Irish lilt as I walked towards her with the fixed, determined smile you adopt when meeting someone for the first time. ‘I’ve been looking at that girl over there wondering if she was you.’

Up close I could see that she was twenty years my senior. Time had sketched fine lines around her eyes, and two grooves, lightly charcoaled exclamation marks, were already forming between her eyebrows. We brushed our lips awkwardly across each other’s cheeks (would we have done that if we had met in London?), and as we neared the market I found myself blurting out: ‘God it’s good to see another person. I’ve been going nearly mad since I got here. Isn’t that pitiful?’

My speech sounded rushed, as though exhaling breath I had held in far too long.

‘Not at all.’ Beth gave a gentle smile revealing small, curved white teeth, a smile which set off perfectly the lazy dance of her eyes. ‘You should have seen me when I first got here. I remember trying to buy some green beans and walking out when the cashier asked me to weigh them because I couldn’t understand what he was on about. That, my friend, is pathetic.’

The ‘my friend’ was a bonus, encouraging me to open up more. I began recounting some of my own, only slightly embellished tales of humiliation at the hands of Parisians. After a moment I became aware that I was sounding like a child, trying to match her experiences in a desire to make her like me. At first unsure of which tone to adopt with her (should I treat her like a friend or like one of my mother’s dinner guests?) I was quickly reassured by her easy manner. I liked the fact that her attention to me was steady, undivided. As we wandered past a Rastafarian sitting cross-legged on the pavement behind a patchwork of DVDs, she bent down to look closer at one while I chattered on, throwing me a ‘Really?’ over her shoulder just as I began to wonder whether she was still listening. Beth’s movements had a grace and fluidity which drew admiring glances from passers-by, without her seeming to notice.

‘God, you’ve done so much already – and you’ve been here less than a month,’ she murmured, shaking her head at an over-zealous stallholder’s advances. ‘I’ve been so caught up in work that I’ve hardly had the chance to get to know Paris.’

‘The thing to do is just to start walking and see where it takes you. I’m only just beginning to find my way around but I feel I have to investigate every passage I see, you know? Just in case I miss something.’

She smiled, amused by my enthusiasm. ‘I’d never thought of it that way – but you’re right.’

By the time we had walked past the long line of street sellers that led, like scattered human crumbs, to the real market, I felt proud: a schoolgirl who had made her first friend, and I suddenly recalled the special sense of privilege and prestige friendship brings in the eyes of children which, perhaps, we lose as we get older.

Together we weaved through the rows of stalls, so deep in conversation that we obstructed other buyers, who reminded us of their presence with a dry smack of the tongue to the upper palate. I bought a set of six 1930s-style Perrier glasses Beth had found hidden behind a cracked basin. I still have them today. I know exactly where they are: on the left hand-corner of the shelf beneath the kitchen sink, but I would never use them again.

‘Where the hell did you learn to speak French like that?’ she said, grabbing my elbow and leaning in towards me after her darting eyes had registered my bartering exchange with the stallholder. ‘I just can’t get to grips with it – it’s still a relief when people see me struggling and answer in English.’

I shrugged, pleased. ‘I did it for A level, and we’ve had quite a lot of holidays here, so …’

Beth blew a silent whistle through pursed lips, and I had the absurd thought that the gesture was too young for her. ‘Of course I might have learned more if I wasn’t sharing a flat with an Irish bloke. Stephen’s my best friend’s little brother,’ she explained. ‘He’s from the same village as me, Skibbereen (you won’t have heard of it), but he did French at university, speaks it perfectly, which means he really doesn’t see the need to practise with me. Of course it might also have helped if my father had forced me to sit down and do my homework at the weekend, instead of helping him out on the farm.’

Seven years her junior, Stephen had witnessed every adolescent folly Beth and his sister, Ruth, had committed, and was able to remember them all with the disconcerting clarity of youth.

‘Stephen works for a big magazine company in London, and so when he was moved to their Paris offices a few months ago, I was hoping he’d be keen to share a flat with me. I just get lonely otherwise, on my own, you know? It takes much longer than people expect to make friends in a new country, don’t you think?’

Beth had related all this before we’d chosen what we wanted from the handwritten blackboards adorning the walls of a crêperie in the hub of the market.

I liked the sound of Stephen, and began trying to formulate a question that might tell me how attractive he was. I was still too excited by men to be able to imagine them purely as friends. But the interest I had in the opposite sex had one, vital clause: it must be reciprocated. The second I arrived in any given place I would scour the room for the responsive gleam in a man’s eyes, a reflex of mine that showed little sign of passing.

‘He’s single and great-looking, in case you’re wondering,’ Beth said with an indulgent smile, looking above my head at the menu and then back, fixedly, at me. ‘But you’ve probably got someone, haven’t you?’

I laughed. ‘Actually no.’

‘I can’t believe that: why not?’

‘I suppose I rarely find people that I like.’

This wasn’t true. I liked men all too easily: little men who looked up at you admiringly, big men who cradled your head in their hands, clever men, stupid men. I liked them but I was never affected by them.

‘You seem to be a pretty self-reliant person, one way and another.’

‘Oh I am,’ I agreed. ‘Very much so.’

‘I’m not,’ she rejoined easily. ‘I’m the worst kind of woman. When I like someone I can’t help making it far too obvious. I call them constantly, try to book them weeks in advance, neglect my friends for the duration – which tends to be short – and generally become this terrible, fawning Irish mam. Naturally they end up running a mile.’ She smiled to herself, amused, but seeking no kind of reassurance from me. ‘You’d think I’d learn, wouldn’t you? You’d think it was something you’d get better at as you got older, but the funny thing, Anna, is that you never do.’

One of my biggest faults was my capacity instantly to dislike people, writing them off for making a single statement I didn’t agree with. So I found it hard to rationalise the immediate warmth I felt towards Beth. Yes, there was a complete honesty about her which was very appealing – a lack of undertones in anything she said or did that made any arrière-pensées impossible – but it was more than that. With friendships, as with lovers, there is always one who is keener, more impatient to reach the point of intimacy than the other, and at that moment I felt that I needed to seduce Beth, to convince her of my worth. When I questioned her about her reasons for coming to Paris (how could a forty-year-old woman not have strong enough ties to make such a move impossible?) it surprised me to discover that I was genuinely interested in her answers.

Cheeks flushed by the heated lamps above our heads, Beth told me – halfway through another anecdote – of her mother’s death from cancer when she was only eighteen and the onset of her father’s Alzheimer’s several years later. Being forced to look after her little brothers and ailing father had ripped a hole in her youth, which she was clearly trying to fill here in Paris. I gained the impression that there was more to it than that. But when, with the flourish of a pink-knuckled hand she suddenly exclaimed, ‘Et voilà!’ I knew that despite her apparent openness, that was all I would find out that day. Avid to find out everything about her by now, I hoped that the bruised quality I sensed beneath her cheerfulness would be explained as I got to know her better.

Looking back I can only compare the way I felt when I left Beth later that day to falling slightly in love. Here was a conduit for my experiences and feelings, and I adored her for it. My life in Paris, hitherto filled only with my burgeoning love of the city, suddenly seemed filled with possibility. Beth and I could discover things together, share experiences, get bored together. I fell asleep less nervous about my first day at the museum than I had been, and looking forward to dinner at Beth’s the following evening.

I was at once relieved and disappointed when Stephen opened the door to the flat on the top floor of a building in rue des Gravilliers, an insalubrious street off the rue de Turbigo. When I had read, too young, Flaubert’s Madame Bovary I’d been struck by the accuracy of his description of her – of all women perhaps – as ‘voulant retirer de tout quelque profit personnel’. As soon as I saw Stephen I recognised him as one of those men from whom I would be able to draw no profit at all. Tall, dark blond and blandly good-looking, with a strong forehead but a certain weakness around the lower part of his mouth, Stephen was one of those rare men for whom on a sexual level I felt absolutely nothing – not even my usual desire to have him fall in love with me.

Perhaps he felt the same. As he struggled to shut the door, still sticky with fresh paint, and commented on the powerful fumes (‘Try not to breathe too deeply or you might keel over’) I saw his eyes flit over my body approvingly, but not lingeringly.

Beth was in the kitchen, stirring something sweet and meaty in a large saucepan. My first impression on seeing them together was that, had they not looked so different, one might have mistaken them for brother and sister. They had adopted many of each other’s mannerisms, especially the way Beth had of nodding slightly when she laughed, as though confirming her own joke. I watched from a high stool as they laid the table and bickered over which herbs to season the salad with, waiting until I had an audience for my description of my first day at work.

It hadn’t gone badly. I’d pushed through the revolving doors into the grand atrium of the Musée d’Orsay feeling no great trepidation, only a growing curiosity to discover the details of my daily routine. I had dressed carefully, and felt smart in my new suit, wearing just enough make-up to look like I was wearing very little, with my hair tied in a low ponytail. My pride in this attention to detail was overshadowed by the clicking arrival of Céline, the impeccably dressed small-boned woman of uncertain age I could see coming towards me, a purposeful expression on her face. She walked briskly, though with downcast eyes, in the manner of someone with a very specific, emotionless job to do. The tap of each heel sent a reverberation of efficiency through the halls of the museum, enough to make the figures in the Impressionist portraits sit up straight within their frames.

‘Anna?’

‘Yes,’ I had said, as brightly as I could.

‘Bienvenue,’ she pronounced, with anything but a welcoming expression on her face.

And therein, I thought, lies the talent of that certain breed of Frenchwoman: the words the circumstances demand are there, but their meaning is somehow lacking. Holding out my hand I remembered, too late, that the customary British gesture could provoke embarrassment and a faint irritation in France. My hand wavered a split second too long in mid-air before she took it, with the gracelessness of a teenage boy holding a baby.

‘Follow me and I’ll show you where you can hang your coat. Then we’ll have a little chat about what you’ll be doing.’

In some indefinable way Céline made it clear that I was to follow behind, not beside her – perhaps as a gentle payback for the moment of discomfort I’d caused her when I held out my hand. She took me to the staff room: a smallish locker-lined space with high frosted slit windows beneath the ceiling through which one could decipher the mottled greys of Paris. More civil than friendly, she explained my duties and hours, never pushing the boundaries of conversation so far as to enquire about my living arrangements or what had brought me to Paris. It took me a few more encounters to register that Céline smiled only when she wanted to, never out of decency like everyone else. Introducing myself to two of my co-workers – a dark-skinned girl in a voluminous smock and a tall, shaven-headed man who were neatly stashing their possessions in lockers – I noted a similar abruptness of manner which fell slightly short of rudeness. It was a Parisian trait I was going to have to get used to, a world away from the instantly indiscreet confidences exchanged in any office by the supposedly stiff and inhibited British.

All this rang bells of recognition over dinner. The Frenchwoman’s most outstanding talent, Stephen assured me as he picked a piece of mâche off the tablecloth, lay in her genius for silently undermining any surrounding females. Since these were national characteristics that could never be changed, the only way to handle them was to develop a tough exterior that guaranteed instant respect. Gratuitous kindness in Paris was not a quality; it was a weakness. I nodded agreement, remembering a cautionary tale the mother of a Parisian-born friend had told me. In the playground the Englishwoman had been in the habit of telling her little boy, ‘Now don’t push forward. Be nice, and let the other children have a go on the slide before you,’ until she overheard French mothers berating their neat and polite-looking offspring for letting others push ahead of them. As I was quickly to discover, it all made perfect sense.

The gallery each guardian invigilated was always the same: gallery number fourteen was my lot. The most famous painting in my room was Manet’s Le Balcon, flanked on the left by his arresting portrait of Berthe Morisot. Insofar as I had anything to do at all it was to make sure no bored child or ignorant tourist touched any of the paintings, spoke too loudly, or attempted to walk round an exhibition in the wrong direction – a misdemeanour of which Céline particularly disapproved. There was only one way of viewing an exhibition and that was in the order established by authority. For me the worst thing about my new job was that it was forbidden to read. And of course I was to become an unperson – something I was unused to and initially found it hard to live with. Very soon, however, I realised that being invisible had its advantages: I was able to overhear intimate conversations and study the people engaged in them. That first afternoon I had watched with a mixture of amusement and mild indignation as couples dressed in subtly gradated shades of black ignored me with the same studied dedication they devoted to the Impressionist works lining the walls.

Beth grinned into her wine as I finished my account of the day and paused to take a mouthful of my now luke-warm poule au pot. They seemed genuinely entertained but I was keen not to appear self-obsessed. Had I been talking too much?

‘Your boss doesn’t sound like a barrel of laughs,’ said Stephen sympathetically. ‘Still, it must be fun people-watching all day.’

I had the impression Stephen wasn’t too keen on the French, but Beth told me later that it was French men he had taken against. For all his mocking, the women he went for in a big way.

He and I soon became what I could only, at my most generous, qualify as ‘companions’. Like many supple-minded young men I have since come across from the world of magazine publishing, Stephen’s interest in the surface of things was almost feminine – and something which, at that time, I could relate to. The slight campness of his manner seemed to be at odds with his love of women. Later I realised that these two carefully cultivated sides to his character worked harmoniously towards the same goal. We huddled together with the lazy ease of expats, but I doubt whether even if things had turned out differently I would still be in touch with him today. My friendship with Beth was something deeper. During those first few weeks it was a rare day when we didn’t see each other, either for a quick coffee or for dinner at her flat before a night out. Her advice was always sane, tempered and completely selfless; my admiration for her grew with every hour we spent together. Still, I was beginning to learn that beneath the surface there was a disquiet which gave her an edge she might otherwise have been lacking.

Perhaps I listened when she talked more than I would have done with my contemporaries, and asked many more questions, but otherwise I behaved almost exactly as I might with friends of my own age. Gone was the initial restraint, the swallowed swear words. Still, Beth had a disconcerting way of making me realise before I said something that it was childish, brash, or simply calculated to achieve a reaction. The first time we got drunk together I enjoyed watching the alcohol take effect, softening the more authoritative aspects of her manner, deflating her serenity, and giving me an inkling of the messier human being she must have been at my age. I wished then that I could see my mother, just once, in that same malleable state, and that we might share such an intimacy.

To begin with, I suffered pangs of guilt about not devoting more effort to making French friends, but my absorption with Beth quickly immobilised me, rendering virtually everyone outside her small circle worthless in my eyes.

I was fascinated by the dichotomy in her personality. Professionally, she could appear terrifyingly grown-up, but with me, although her opinions were more mature than mine, no subject seemed too juvenile to discuss. I had never been interested in fashion as a concept, not through any aversion to clothes but simply because I was reluctant to bother educating myself in trends I would never follow or dresses I was too young to afford. Yet after hearing Beth describing a Jean Paul Gaultier show she’d attended the previous week – she liked to check out the competition – I happily accepted her invitation to the Ungaro collection for the following season.

It was staged in a disused monastery in the Latin Quarter, now part of the Sorbonne University, and I drank in every detail of the cluster of industry insiders gathered outside. The women seemed to me dressed with studied negligence, the men in a deliberately outmoded manner as if to elevate themselves above the world they inhabited. Once inside we were seated on velvet-cushioned chairs to observe the procession of limp-limbed models saunter by, their blank eyes fixed on a distant point, like over-made-up sleepwalkers. Earnest-looking journalists from Le Monde or Le Figaro made incisive scribbles in notebooks to praise or dismiss in a single, devastating word the quality of a certain style or cloth, thereby establishing a whole psychology of fashion for the year to come.

Fashion in Paris, Beth explained later in an overflowing brasserie on the carrefour de l’Odéon, was not the frivolous pastiche it had become in London. It was seen as a valid art form that serious men, as well as women, talked about over dinner. People laughed at fashion for being out of touch with everyday existence, but a deliberate sense of dissociation from reality was what these shows were really about: an entire industry built not on the way people actually lived or behaved, but on their aspirations.

Later she took me to the after-show party held in Les Bains Douches, so called because the premises were in a converted public baths. The bovine bouncer at the door, standing with his legs apart as if braced for a stampede, grabbed our invitations and surveyed them with indifference.

‘Allez-y,’ he relented, having impressed upon us his all-encompassing power. We stepped into a roaring din of fake laughter and the resounding smacks of air-kissing. As I listened to men with spray-on T-shirts discussing the benefits of cardio-vascular activity, I began to see what Beth had meant by dissociation from reality. My lack of attraction towards Stephen meant that I had begun secretly to resent his presence on our outings. I wanted Beth to myself, and disliked the habit he had of turning our conversations away from us, as if determined to rob us of our companionship. When we were alone, Beth with her face propped in a frame of freckled hand, I found her willingness to listen to whatever I had to say infinitely reassuring.

‘You look quite lovely tonight …’ she’d interrupted that night, eyes lazy and dark with drink. ‘I do wish you’d let me dress you next time we go out – I keep seeing things at work which would look great on you.’

I was unused to compliments from women, and took another sip of my drink.

‘Do you want to know a secret? This is the first time I’ve been to one of these “after” things since I moved here. I was dreading it,’ she continued. ‘I only came becasue I thought you might enjoy it, but it’s turned out to be quite good fun, hasn’t it?’

‘Is that true?’ I replied.

She was charming in the blue light, unaware of how beautiful she was, and I watched out of the corner of my eye as two men at the bar looked appraisingly in her direction.

‘I swear. I’ve always felt, well, a bit awkward about coming to these places that are always filled with beautiful young things.’

‘And by that you mean beautiful young men?’

‘Yes,’ she flushed, ‘I suppose I do. I can’t help but imagine that they must wonder what someone of, well …’

‘… of your age is doing here? Beth, look around: there are people of all ages. And isn’t it just a question of confidence?’ I added, touching her finger lightly with mine across the table. ‘I always think that if you walk around thinking you can have anything you want, you usually can.’

Beth gave me a brief look, ironical but indulgent, before breaking into a laugh made up of a trio of ascending notes, which didn’t quite ring true. ‘I’m sure you’re right, Anna. Let’s drink to that.’

That night, not wishing to be alone, and feigning excessive drunkenness, I contrived to spend the night with Beth.

‘The sofa’s not very comfortable, but my bed’s massive, so you’re welcome to share it with me as long as you don’t wriggle.’

As she tripped gently back and forth across her room, with the hooded eyes and stupid smile of the inebriated, I slipped quickly into bed and waited for her to join me, surprised by the bite of disappointment I felt when, after emerging from the bathroom ready for bed, she turned the light out and promptly fell asleep.

Waking beside Beth the next morning, I leant across her to switch off the alarm clock, smiling at the creases the sheets had made on her sleeping face. Ignoring the fact that it would make me late for work, I sank back down and allowed myself ten more minutes. Asleep, she looked half her age, with a faintly questioning expression about her eyebrows which made me smile. Her lips were closed, but a steady and invisible vent rhythmically tickled my propped forearm.

‘Is it time to get up?’ Suddenly, she was awake, although her eyes still struggled to focus. I sat up quickly.

‘I’m afraid so. I’ll grab the first shower, shall I?’

*    *    *

Wearing one of Beth’s jumpers over the previous night’s outfit, I tried to shuffle into the vestibule of the staff entrance as inconspicuously as I could. Avoiding Céline’s gaze, I deposited my bag in the staff room with what I hoped was aplomb. The besmocked girl I’d met on my first day looked up from her book.

‘It’s Anna, isn’t it? We met the other day. I’m Isabelle.’

Isabelle was half-Romanian and had moved to Paris from Lyon a year ago. A dark fringe of hair and glasses disguised the pretty face of a girl in her mid-twenties: a dusky complexion, full curved lips overshadowed by a slight down. Yet there was an insecurity in her eyes that, had I been a man, would have immediately put me on my guard. As fellow history of art student, Isabelle was one of the few who found themselves working at the museum through vocation. I earmarked her as a possible work friend, someone to while away my empty lunch breaks with, and thought nothing more of her.

I had begun to settle into my flat. The nocturnal knocking had eased – it now troubled my sleep only one night in three – and although my job at the museum still seemed a world away from the nightlife I was discovering, come six o’clock I could retrieve my belongings from my locker and wind my way slowly home through the back streets, pausing from time to time to catch a glimpse of enchanting secret courtyards behind slowly closing double doors. And Stephen was right: there was a lot to be said for my occupation, the educational solace of watching.

I had been instructed, for one day only, to sit in on an exhibition of photographs by Henri Cartier-Bresson. Robert Doisneau I’d always found a little too posed, but I loved Cartier-Bresson. Living in Paris had heightened my appreciation of his work: it occurred to me that, were it not for changes in fashion, I could still have been observing the city through his delicately angled lens. A wan-faced businessman with a blonde prone to splutters of laughter were first to arrive. Then came an old man with birch-silver hair who, in his green-flash trainers, squeaked gently from photograph to photograph, taking care not to get too close to the prints, lest the images should fly away like rare birds. When he reached the penultimate exhibit – a picture of a soulful young man sitting outside a Bastille café clinking a cloudy glass of Pastis with a young woman – he stopped and looked around nervously. The picture had done what only a photograph of genius can do; it had captured the essence of life at the very moment it expired, like the last dance of a butterfly. It was the millisecond of anticipation prior to the first sip of a shared drink; the instant two people lean a fraction closer, that moment somehow encapsulating all that was most intimate and exciting about human companionship. The old man sighed and turned abruptly towards me, the frayed corners of his mouth approaching a smile. It was then that I understood his veneration.

‘C’est moi.’

I rose from my chair, unsure of what he meant and a little apprehensive. Then a closer inspection eliminated all doubt: the man in the picture was him.

‘It’s exquisite,’ I told him, touched by his look but conscious of the banality of my words. Having nothing more significant to add I directed him to the gift shop, telling him he could buy a copy of the picture there. I watched him grow smaller and smaller as he walked jerkily through the atrium, rendered a little pathetic by the surrounding grandeur, occasionally pausing on his way, as though to contemplate in silence this miraculous recovery of a moment in his past.

That night I moved restlessly in my sleep, my dreams overrun by armies of Cartier-Bresson images. At five in the morning, rather later than I had become used to, I was awoken by the now familiar sound of a fist pounding against the wall. This time I got up determined to find out the cause of the knocking. After a fruitless phone call to Madame Guigou, I went to the boulangerie beneath my flat to buy a chausson aux pommes for breakfast.

‘Vous avez l’air fatigué, Mademoiselle,’ the florid boulangére reflected.

I reached for my paper bag, transparent with seeping butter, and told her about the knocking that had been keeping me up every few nights since I’d moved in.

‘Which flat are you in? Not the sixth floor?’

I nodded.

‘Ah,’ she exclaimed with a dismissive gesture, as though the reason was self-explanatory. ‘That’ll be Monsieur Abitbol. He’s a troubled man. In fact,’ she added brightly, ‘the last girl who lived in your flat, poor mite, had such a terrible time she had to move out.’

I wanted to discover more, but a small and impatient queue was forming behind me, so I left. No wonder my wreck of a landlady had neglected to tell me that I was renting a property next to a well-known sociopath.

Beth looked concerned when I recounted the exchange, while Stephen, caught in the vortex of his own laughter, rocked back and forth on his chair, helplessly trying to bring himself back from the brink.

‘The thing is that I’m not even surprised,’ he finally managed. ‘The French go about in that decorous way of theirs, as if their lives were perfectly normal, but I swear this city is full of madmen. It comes from them living on top of each other. And all that self-control: it’s got to crack sometime.’ The impact of this remark was diminished when he reached for a cigarette and ran his index finger and thumb down the length of it before lighting up, a gesture I suspected he had only acquired since moving to Paris.

Stephen was right. Paris had little of the space or greenery of London, added to which the sense of people being piled on top of one another intensified the general mood, from the scowls on pedestrians’ faces to the angry behaviour of the drivers hunting them down. But there was a fruitful nervous energy I had never come across in London, as though the annoyances of city life conspired to create a general sense of purpose.

I dragged Beth to one event after another, ignoring her pleas for a quiet night in. After her initial reluctance subsided, she displayed a boundless energy which, exceeding even mine, left me bemused. I never even considered her age a factor – something she sensed and which, she once told me, set me apart from everyone else she knew. A condition of our jaunts was that she be allowed to dress me, forcing me to parade back and forth across her sitting room in sample garments brought back from the office until she found something she was satisfied with.

The weekends were my favourite time. I spent the week mapping out our pleasures, gratified by the look of wonder on her face as I guided her into Delacroix’s studio, off the lovely place Furstenberg, hidden behind St Germain des Prés. ‘How did you know about this place?’ she would ask. ‘I must have walked past here a thousand times without even knowing it existed.’ In a Saturday ritual she claimed to look forward to all week, I would text her a house number, street name and a time, like an old-fashioned telegram, punctuated only with full stops. Like lonely heart assignations we would meet, without any prior phone calls, but with the certitude that hours of enjoyment lay before us. Sunday afternoons were spent sitting by the fountain in the Jardin du Luxembourg reading, with barely a sentence exchanged between us.

Once (on Beth’s insistence) we even joined the little children at the puppet show. I liked to buy French gossip magazines, peopled with characters I neither cared about nor could identify. I would thrust their sleek pages under Beth’s nose, pointing out the celebrities. Bemused by my interest in such trivia she would glance from the page to me, shake her head with a half-smile, and return to her book. We had built up a sense of complicity which relied for its intimacy on us being utterly different. Beth was the kind of woman who, when she asked someone a question cared about the answer. She was gentler than I, wiser and less impulsive, which made it easier for her to tolerate my bouts of egoism. Only rarely did she ask for something in return.

Her father’s health, I soon discovered, was a serious source of concern.

‘He has his sister there with him, but I can’t help thinking that I should be there too.’ She looked at me entreatingly. ‘The thing is that I spent years with him, years, and in lots of ways they were just a complete waste of time. He didn’t even know I was there, you see. I do pay my aunt – she used to be a ward sister in Dublin – to look after him, and Ruth pops in on him most weekends, so he is well catered for. And, well, I can’t just leave all this, can I?’

There was nothing I could say to assuage her sense of guilt. I would appease her as best I could, tell her that – unlike her siblings – she had already devoted years to him, done what she could and should, and that she only had one life to live. But I could see she was only voicing an ever-present fear about his precarious health, and that many of her nights were troubled by the decision not to sacrifice what remained of her life, her work and her youth to his illness. One of the most chilling aspects of the disease, she had explained, was that it was so alienating to loved ones.

‘I remember seeing the world from the top of his great strong shoulders as a child. Now he looks like an old woman, and when I try to have a conversation with him all I want to do is scream, “Stop pretending not to understand!” It’s as if he’s acting a part, deliberately, to annoy me.’

But Beth’s father was old, and as anyone with elderly relatives can testify, it is not so much laziness or lack of feeling that resists contact but rather the reverse. It is the horror of seeing the face you know best afflicted by the whimsical deformations of senility.

‘It’s funny,’ she once said, ‘because even when my mother was alive, I somehow always felt closer to my father, you know? I suppose most people find that odd.’

‘I don’t,’ I had replied. ‘My mother …’ and suddenly I couldn’t think what to say about her. ‘Well, she’s very busy, and when she’s not, she’s tired, so … It’s been that way as long as I can remember. Still, Dad always says that if it weren’t for her job I wouldn’t have gone to such a good school – or be here now, I suppose.’

‘Or met me,’ Beth added with a calm smile.

Our discussions about heartbreak were similarly lopsided. I had never lost anyone, always lived in a womb of comfort sheltered from pain and loss. Of course I’d split up with boyfriends; most of them were an obvious reaction to the one before: if one had been wild and jealous, the next would be understanding and quiet. But to date no one experience had given my character the roundness and depth I admired in Beth: I had not once cried over another human being.

I didn’t hanker for suffering, but I was impressed by the effects it could have. And there was something else. I had noticed the physical change such experience can bring. Nothing as brutal and disfiguring as scoring lines across a face, but a certain sharpness about the eyes that my face lacked. It was there in Beth’s eyes, and in the resigned expression on Berthe Morisot’s face. Its absence in my own made me scowl at the mirror with perverse frustration.

That Saturday Stephen was unable to convince me to join him at Queen, a vast gay club reminiscent of a sado-masochistic multi-levelled car park, with oily-skinned men in overhead cages undergoing live nipple-piercing, their pupils avid and dry with drugs they’d taken. Beth was easily won-over, impatient to fully embrace the Parisian nightlife she had shunned for so long, but I declined, spending the evening reading the first chapter of a novel on my university syllabus and waiting for the call my mother had promised me before falling asleep with the phone still in my hand.

When Stephen answered the door to their flat late the following afternoon, damson thumb-prints pressed into the grooves beneath his eyes, I was surprised to find Beth still in bed. Wearing only one of Stephen’s old T-shirts, the cotton rendered almost transparent with age, and in that quietly voluptuous state that too much alcohol and too little sleep can induce, she recounted, squirming girlishly beneath the duvet, the events of the night before. Queen had been so packed at first that she had wanted to leave. But Stephen, with the mixture of petulance and voracity Beth and I had often noted whenever there were possibilities of new sexual encounters, had persuaded her to stay on for an hour, buying her a drink to cement the deal. She caught the first words of an eighties song that she loved (discussing music, I had realised, always made Beth’s age shockingly apparent) and the next time she looked at her watch it was two in the morning. The dance floor was thinning out. Making her way towards the bar to get a glass of water she had walked past two men: an Arab with long black hair that curled around the nape of his neck and a scar under his eye, and a serious-faced thirty-something man in a short-sleeved grey shirt and low-slung jeans.

‘I just couldn’t stop staring at him,’ she said, laughing at the blandness of her forthcoming description. ‘He had one of those faces that I could just look at for ever – sort of weirdly perfect, with something a bit sad in his expression.’ The fact that the evening had ended well was becoming increasingly evident. The preamble and upwardly twitching corner of Beth’s mouth conspired to create an itch of impatience in my stomach. What next? To distract herself from the man’s looks, Beth had moved quickly to the bar: one last drink. Waiting for the barman to notice her, unable to resist another glance, she had turned to find this vision standing directly behind her.

‘Do we know each other?’ he’d asked in a slightly aggressive manner.

‘No.’

‘So what’s with the staring?’ He broke into a smile, not waiting for an answer. ‘They’re going to kick us out in a minute. Come and have a last dance.’

‘So I followed them on to the dance floor,’ Beth continued with slow satisfaction, reaching for a tissue, moistening the edge with her tongue and moving it gently along the mascara-ingrained creases beneath her left eye, ‘and I’m thinking: why the heck are all good-looking men gay?’

That was the rudest Beth got: heck; my initial impulse not to swear in front of her had been right.

Somewhere in the next hour, she went on, time had speeded up. The Arab had left, and it emerged that his ‘beautiful friend’ – quelle surprise – was not gay at all. Beth had asked him back to the flat for a nightcap which still stood, untouched, on the coffee table, and after a kiss and an adolescent fumble the pair had fallen asleep on – but not in, she took care to specify – her bed. She’d woken up, less than half an hour ago, cursing the ineffectual blind for allowing the sun to stream in, just in time to hear the catch on the front door click as he let himself out.

‘You just missed him,’ she concluded. ‘But my God, Anna, I wish you’d seen him. And do you know what the worst part is? I didn’t get his number and I can’t even remember his name.’

With a theatrical muffled cry she disappeared into a quilted ball of duvet.

*    *    *

Beth wasn’t keen on one-night stands. She’d spent most of her twenties trying to be like other girls – who themselves tried to be like men – unsuccessfully attempting bravado comments like: ‘I don’t care if he doesn’t call. I just needed some sex,’ before hunching with embarrassment at the sound of her own words. Now Beth was pleased that the evening’s outcome had been fairly innocent. It meant that she could replay the night’s events without any sense of having compromised herself. On the few occasions she’d actually slept with a virtual stranger and never heard from him again, far from being able to shrug it off, she’d been left feeling brittle and ashamed. More than her Catholic upbringing, it was the result of a natural desire to be honest about her own emotions.

‘Wasn’t he something, Stephen?’ she shouted into his room, where a pair of anonymous women’s legs were just visible through the open door. There was a pause long enough for us to think he hadn’t heard before the weary reply, ‘How the hell should I know, Beth?’

‘Ugh, that’s such a cop out,’ she muttered to me.

At this point I stopped listening, bored by the topic of a faceless clubber Beth would doubtless never set eyes on again, and slightly dismayed at seeing the woman I admired beyond all others behave like a naïve young girl for the first time. In her I had observed and sought to emulate the self-assurance, elegance and intelligence of a grown woman. This feeble brand of a would-be youthful sensuality had no place in my perception of her.

Later, of course, I told her what she wanted to hear.

‘Of course you’ll see him again. Paris is such a small place; just think of all the people you and I keep spotting everywhere. Tell me about Héléne?’

Héléne was the most famous drag queen in Paris, who spent her time flitting from club to club, stealing garnishes from barmen and throwing straws at bad dancers. Beth laughed grudgingly, like a child emerging from a fit of tears but not wanting to make it too easy on the parents. And I happily assumed that was the end of that.

As it turned out, she did see him again, less than a week later.

Beth and I had had dinner at Le Café, a little restaurant whose importance was explained by its definitive pronoun. Loud techno was blasted from speakers half the size of the place, and you were forced to wait patiently for the waiter to stop finger-drumming on the side of your table before he took your order. Subdued by an enormous slice of tarte tatin each, we trudged up the six floors of my apartment building a few hours later to retrieve a belt of mine Beth had insisted on borrowing. Breathless, and pretending to look forward to a night out when I secretly suspected we both wanted to stay in, we spotted a squat, slack-featured old man coming towards us down the stairs. Although I’d never met my infamous neighbour, Monsieur Abitbol, I knew without a doubt that this man with eyes like old marbles – so buried were the pupils beneath layers of cataract – was him.

He must have been a different size once. Although he was barely five and a half feet, beneath his shabby linen jacket were shoulders you could sense had been wide. Now that his outline had softened he appeared to be wearing another man’s clothes. His skin, too, seemed to have become too big for him, and I could imagine it hanging in folds beneath his shirt. Not knowing what to say, and wishing to avoid looking directly at him, I mumbled a barely audible ‘Bonjour,’ only to be stunned by the tirade of abuse that streamed like bile from his thin-lipped mouth.

‘How dare you say hello to me when you’re the reason I haven’t been able to sleep for weeks. Would you STOP that infernal banging, for God’s sake!’

With that he pushed past Beth and me. We heard the rustle of his K-way, like emptying sacks of sand, gradually fade as he stormed down the stairs. I lowered myself on to a step, and stared at Beth before we both dissolved with laughter.

‘He, he, he,’ Beth wheezed, ‘was accusing you!’

Incapable of speech, she was still clutching a rib when the well-groomed mother of three from the floor below opened her front door and stuck her head round to see what was going on. Three neatly spaced parallel lines appeared on her forehead, her eyes flat mirrors of colour repelling all humour. I apologised in between hiccups of laughter, and let us into the flat.

That evening we had decided to try somewhere new: a place called Le Baron. As Stephen was to bring along Christine, a features editor from 20 Ans – a cleverly marketed magazine aimed at oversexed, underactive teenagers aspiring to the grand old age of twenty – he was determined for us to go somewhere a little more straight. Le Baron was on Avenue Marceau. After paying fifteen euros to get in, the women were served free alcohol all night, while the men were obliged to pay. In Britain the place would have gone bust within a couple of hours, with ambulances queueing up to remove the intoxicated bodies of young females. Here, Parisian girls in tops just the right side of provocative sipped kirs, mindful not to raise their voices. They were precisely the type of women who brought out the British salope in me, and while I started dancing with a group of Belgian stag-nighters, Beth went to the bar to collect the first of our free margaritas.

It was only when I began to feel the stiff leather of my shoe cutting into my toes that I realised how long Beth had been gone. I finally spotted her crossing the club towards me, empty-handed, and smiling like a lunatic.

‘Where are our drinks?’ I shouted, surprised by the annoyance in my voice.

‘Guess who I just saw?’ Beth replied.

It was the man from Queen, standing several feet in front of her in the queue for the toilets. They’d chatted and exchanged numbers, but by the time she had come out he had gone.

‘His name is Christian,’ said Beth gleefully, ‘and I’ve invited him to my birthday do next Friday.’
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