The Surveillant

My little flock of students sits before me quietly struggling with their exams. Today it is mathematics. In the days to come they will take tests in Chemistry, Physics, Technical Drawing, and a foreign language. They are all around nineteen years old and this week of exams is for admission to a polytechnic school at Lyon. I feel sorry for them as they glance up at me with a dazed, helpless expression. I can’t tell if it’s a look of supplication or if they are just staring into space, thinking between questions. It’s amazing how well they fit the image of science students. Their faces are white with plenty of zits. As they toil away I can almost see more zits sprouting by the minute. There are ten boys and two girls in my class, ands so far, I like them all. They are very timid and polite. Right now, at their age, they feel as if their whole future is riding on this exam. Question number four may make the difference between a two car garage, summer house in the country, and swimming pool, or a small apartment in the 20th arrondissement. I know from the perspective of my age that no one incident can change your life. It’s just one slow evolving process that all seems to make sense later. Barring a head-on crash of course where you’re left a paraplegic for life.

There are 2 or 3,000 French students in this school now, taking the same exams. And there are about eighty professors and surveillants here of which I am one. I am also one of only two foreigners; the other being my fellow American and buddy, Todd. This is the first normal job I’ve had in years, and I think the same could be said for Todd. I was a barman in a pub in Chelsea (London) a few years ago before I got fired. And now I am monitoring students taking exams in Paris. It didn’t help their confusion any this morning to have to listen to the instructions for the exam in my bad French. It’s all I can do to stay awake. My French takes awhile to get warmed up in the morning. And I only had four hours of sleep last night. You know how it is anticipating getting up early in the morning. You need and want to go to sleep so badly that you can’t, and when the alarm goes off at six it’s like you were just slipping into a deep sleep. I’m so tired I feel like I’m in a dream this morning. Also, this is quite a change from my normal free existence as an artist.

Who designs these schools? The vibes were bad all the way from the approach to this little campus. Seeing all these square, characterless concrete blocks could only mean one of two things, a school or a prison. It amounts to about the same thing. The kids can’t even take a piss during the first hour of the exam. What difference can it make between the first fifty minutes and an hour and fifteen minutes? The room is almost square without any distinguishing features whatsoever except for a blackboard on the side wall and one long window on the front wall. But the window is strategically placed so that seated, it is above eye level, and you can only see sky and clouds. You look up and out at the sky without any sense of time and place, simply longing to be free and fly off with the birds. Was the window placed like that on purpose? Is this awful architecture the result of economizing, deliberate planning, or just bad taste? It is completely impersonal, inhuman, and alien. Nothing positive can come out of something as anti-life as this. Yet science marches on. Is this progress? The students sit at their little desks with their name taped to the top, arranged in alphabetical order. Next to their names lies their national carte d’identite’ which I dutifully checked to be sure they matched up. Science has lost all touch with an open searching of all of life’s complexities. Einstein was the last scientist-philosopher. Now science has fallen into some death march on a tangent from life, not knowing where they are heading or why. That’s not their concern. That’s the philosopher’s job. But there can be absolutely no valid learning in any field of human activity that doesn’t incorporate philosophy. If science is for the betterment of mankind then it is worthwhile to pull back once in awhile and ask why. Otherwise science is just concerned with bigger and better. How to make more explosive bombs, stronger chemicals, more complicated computers, bigger generators, etc, etc. But the solutions for all of mankind’s worst problems exist now, ands science, instead of finding solutions is just adding further complexities to the whole mess. It’s all very logical from one point of view, but without any feeling, or Wisdom of the Heart as Henry Miller would say.

Time is dragging mercilessly slow. Even the students who seem to be stuck, frustrated, or finished don’t have the courage to get up and hand in their papers. They are going to stick out the four hours. That’s the least they can do. The exam appears to be aimed much more at proving what they don’t know than allowing them a chance to show what they are capable of. They look bewildered and hurt but totally accepting of the whole process as normal. The whole process just goes toward reinforcing the system. There is less and less a chance for an individual. They get weeded out quickly. I notice that the only student with a denim pencil case seems to be having a hard time. How many of these students really desire to be chemists, engineers, mathematicians, and how many are simply terrified at the prospects of the job market and are exchanging their individuality for what they think will be a high paying job? But will it be rewarding?

Oh well, who cares? All I want to do is go eat lunch. I feel weak and maybe food would help me wake up. I stand at the open window and suck in the fragrant spring air. Out on the grassy, park-like campus there are tennis courts, all of them in use. I’d love to be out there playing myself, but at least I’m being paid for being shut up in here which is more than I can say for the students.

Well, Monsieur Boube just came in to check on me. He came up to my desk and whispered Ca VA? But is such a clumsy oaf that all the students stopped to look. He’s a professor and my chef for this floor of the school. There might be another chef downstairs. Mr. Boube’s presence has further undermined my confidence in scientists. I would say he walks ands has the mannerisms of an ape but that wouldn’t be fair to the ape. This morning, in the conference room, he seemed surprised and a bit dismayed to have this foreigner assigned to his section. I realize now that I was overly impressed by the seriousness of the work. The other surveillants look like out of work postmen, obese housewives, failures, half-wits, divorcees, the unemployed, retirees, well, just plain folk. This morning I trusted more in the vibes than my mastery of French to comprehend the situation. Mr. Boube spoke much too fast for my morning head to understand every word. I knew the job was a cake walk judging by his dowdy suit, clumsy manner and crew cut. Unfortunately, after hearing a couple of sentences in my horrible American accent he fastened all his attention on me as the weak link in his team. I find it hard to believe that I am any dumber than the rest of this crowd of surveillants, although my command of French is obviously inferior. Mr. Boube immediately assumed that because the words sort my mouth sounding funny that I must be an idiot on the inside as well. So he kept repeating all the petty instructions to me over and over again about checking student papers, names, numbers, calculators, instruments, marking the time on the board, rules, regulations, etc, when actually the whole kit and caboodle simply adds up to handing out the exams then collecting them four hours later. But Mr. Boube kept shouting at me (volume helps with foreigners):Vous comprenez? Vous comprenez? Dites-moi si vous ne me comprenez pas. Vous comprenez?” And I kept saying Oui, oui, oui, oui, and looking over to Monsieur Lot who gave me a ride this morning, who raises his eyes to the ceiling in a sign of What can I say? While Mr. Boube drops papers on the floor, bumps into people, mixes up the order of the papers, and repeats everything five times. How could he possibly have risen to a position of authority? There must be some scientific knowledge in his head that is not obvious by his social grace.

Well, finally noon came around and the students looked plenty relieved. Of course, they have four more hours of the same with Physics in the afternoon. I met Todd downstairs and we walked across campus to the student cafeteria which was jammed. Monsieur Lot considered the cafeteria beneath him, so he drove into the village (the school being south of Paris in the suburbs). Todd was just as amazed as I was by the whole atmosphere of the morning session.

“Did you see the sweaty look of panic on their faces?”

“Yeah. I get the impression that first test was pretty hard. Did you have any problem with your French?”

“A little. But there’s not much to understand anyway. It’s just a matter of watching them to see if they cheat, but they look far too terrified to cheat.”

“Did all of your students stay until the end?”

“Every one.”

“Mine too.”

“Even when they were done, they wanted to stretch out their punishment the full four hours. Man, they were chewing on anything they could get their hands on. They chewed on their pencils, bit their nails, and sucked their necklaces. One guy in my section had his watch off and was chewing on his watchband. As the test went on and he got more and more nervous, he kept sticking more and more of the watchband in his mouth until finally, toward the end of the test, he had the whole damn thing in his mouth. It was disgusting, but he was totally unconscious of what he was doing.”

There were hundr4eds of students jammed into the foyer waiting to go through the line, and things were moving very slowly. Still, it felt so good to be out of the pressure cooker that there was no hurry. Both of us scanned the crowd of students looking for pretty girls. Only about one of eight were girls, and they weren’t much to look at.

“Look over there,” Todd said, “at least that one looks like a girl.”

“Do you think these homely girls get more attention than normal due to the ratio of men to women, or are these guys really so hopeless?”

“I think they’re really hopeless. I tell you, they look sick. Look how white they are, and the greasy hair and glasses. I think they are totally oblivious to women. These kids have no grace at all. I think they’re mutants. Did you notice how clumsy they are? The way they keep dropping their pens, bumping into tables and everything?”

Todd already had a lunch ticket that one of the other surveillants had bought for him. He had paid eighteen francs, which was the full tariff. I asked among the students for an extra ticket and I bought one for six francs. We eventually got through the line and the meal was actually quite good, roast chicken being the main entrée. We gobbled our food as we didn’t have much time. We were a half hour later than the students, due to collecting and turning in the papers, and we were supposed to report back a half hour early for further instructions.

“Todd, did you believe that whole rigmarole for turning in the papers?”

“Maybe it was different for you. I’m in a hall of two hundred and fifty students with eight surveillants and it’s not me responsibility to turn in the exams.”

“Well, I’ve only got my dozen students, but I have to buttonhole two of them as witnesses to walk down the hall with me to the conference room. Then, once they’re in Mr. Boube’s presence, he releases them. As if I’m going to sneak into the toilet and change the answers on someone’s math exam. You’ve got to see this Monsieur Boube. He really is the ultimate boob. But this is just the start of things. One by one the other surveillants come in from their classes with their papers until all fifteen of us are there. Why we have to hang around to witness this whole comedy is beyond me. The whole time there are two students who have to observe it all. One by one we have to hand in our class lists, but you have to hold on to the exams in your hands. “A la main! A la main!” he shouts at me two or three times. You’re not even supposed to set the damned things down. Then I got in mild trouble because I didn’t mark the absent students names in red ink. Then Monsieur Boube collects all the exams in a special order calling out the student numbers, which are about seven digits, to his assistant who checks them. But he gets mixed up and has to repeat himself three or four times as well as dropping the papers and all. Finally, after they have the papers in a nice neat pile they wrap them up in plain brown wrapping paper. The official twine is lying close at hand. But wait till you hear this: After the bundle is tied they seal the knot with soft lead or something like it and these special pliers, so that the bundle can’t be untied. Then with the neat little bundle all prepared, they ask the two student witnesses if they are “en accord” with all that happened. Shit! You’d think they have instructions on how to create an atomic bomb under wraps and key. Monsieur Lot was going nuts trying to get out of there. He tried to sneak out but he couldn’t squeeze by this fat woman with the little beard who was wedged between the wall and the desk. On the way out the door he mumbled to me “Quell un jeu du comedie!” So that’s why I was late coming downstairs for lunch.”

The afternoon session of four hours dragged by but I managed to get through it by reading and writing letters. I also studied the two girls in my class to see if I had missed anything by dismissing them at first glance. One of them is a tall, thin girl of Arab origin. She’s not bad looking, but rather mannish. The other is blonde, a little dumpy, not bad looking either, but very plain. Like everyone in this class, she needs sun. Perhaps she has a nice figure, but it’s hard to tell under her baggy clothes. She’s wearing a big, heavy, oversized white sweater which is typical of young French girls. When it looks right the sweater ends right at the hips emphasizing the marvelous hip motion French women have while walking. And one can usually imagine the slinky, sexy little body sliding around inside the sweater. But the girl in my class seems to fill out her sweater pretty well. I think she has been sneaking little glances at me…, but I don’t want to encourage her by returning them. I’m disappointed that there aren’t more cute girls around to flirt with even if I might be a bit old for them. My landlord, who is a professor here, teasingly assured me there would be some attractive girls. He’s the one who offered me the job. And due to his kindness he arranged for me (and Todd) to ride with Monsieur Lot every day, who is another friend of his.

I gave myself a little lecture after accepting the job to take the responsibility seriously. Look, I said, it’s your job to prevent people from cheating, so you’ll have to watch them closely and if you catch someone you’ll have to turn them in. This is coming from someone who hated school his entire life. Today, my tough attitude has totally dissolved while observing the students struggling away. In this type of test of a dozen sheets of blank paper to fill it’s hardly the kind where you could glance over and copy an answer form your neighbor. Plus, they already seem so cowed by the experience that I can’t see anyone in the class who would consider cheating. One of the instructions was to go around the class and see if their calculators were the programmable kind. If so, I was to be sure there was a rubber band or something covering the read-out window. I can’t be bothered. These kids are so into the system they discipline themselves. Besides, the whole school system is designed to train you to compete in society and if they can figure out a way to cheat, more power to them.

Monsieur Lot was extremely impatient to leave after the afternoon exam. He had no patience for Monsieur Boube’s shenanigans and slipped out after handing in his exams, not bothering to wait for the ceremonial; knot tying. I followed his example, figuring I’d blame him if I got reprimanded. I wanted to use the phone to call a girl in order to line something up for that night. Monsieur Lot told me he’d wait in the car. At least Todd was finished and ready.

The three of us squeezed into Monsieur Lot’s Alpha Romeo and Todd really had to jam his long legs up tight. Monsieur Lot’s driving did not help our comfort. All the traffic of the school was emptying out at once which had to blend into the usual rush hour traffic of Paris. Monsieur Lot attempted to take advantage of every possible inch to pass on the right, or left, to cut someone off, make a light, or turn left. He speeded up incredibly fast in a short distance only to slam on the brakes seconds later. If anyone tried or succeeded in cutting off or passing Monsieur Lot he exploded. “Quel con! C’est chiant le travail. Quelle merde!” It’s hard to translate all of Monsieur Lot’s ranting and raving but nearly everything that came under his critical eye was labeled “con” which loosely translates as “asshole”. This included Monsieur Boube, le people francais, the other surveillants whom he described as “le petit people”, French women, French drivers, the traffic, the job, the city, and life in general. I liked the guy. He was so uninhibited and self confident that I couldn’t help bursting out laughing in his face. He took this as encouragement so he ranted all the more. Actually, he was the worst driver on the road, and probably the most “con” of all. All of his manouevering and frantic driving didn’t seem to gain him an inch. After awhile we dropped the “monsieur” business, but kept to the “vous” form. I couldn’t help continuing to address him as “Monsieur Lot” for humor’s sake, because “Monsieur Lot” seemed a million miles away from his true personality. We learned that his name is Jean-Francis and he is a free lance journalist, a few years older than I am. He’s not a bad looking guy and the silk scarf around his neck seemed to go with the Alpha Romeo.

“Vous aimez ce travail? C’est con, n’est-ce pas?”

“Oui”, I admitted, “c’etait tres ennuyeux, mais au moins on peut lire et c’est pas trop dur pour l’argent.” (I did most of the talking since Todd’s French is worse than mine.)

“Si je n’avais pas besoin d’un peu de fric en ce moment, je n’aurais jamias pris une telle merde.”

Being tall, I don’t like sports cars. Monsieur Lot’s stop and start driving and jerky shifting did not add to the comfort. To make matters worse, I accepted a cigar from Monsieur Lot which further upset my stomach and totally nauseated me. Todd received the same effect from sitting in back and just breathing the smoke of our two cigars which blew back on him.

We crawled out of the car feeling wobbly, exhausted, and nauseous.

“Why did you take that cigar?” Todd asked.

“I don’t know. It was a mistake.”

We weren’t in the mood for celebrating after our first day of work, so we parted and went our separate ways.

I had been so exhausted the first day that I tried to be a good boy and get to sleep early that night. That’s not easy considering my normal life style, but some cheap wine helped the process. Six in the morning came very early the next day and I immediately began guzzling as much coffee as I could before having to go downstairs to meet Monsieur Lot. The coffee scalded as I gulped it down. Drinking too much coffee in the morning really wasn’t such a good idea considering I have to seek out one of the wandering extra surveillants (volants) to take my place so I could go pee. Todd was waiting downstairs and he looked as wretched as I felt. Monsieur Lot went through his usual catalogue of complaints on the way to school but all I could do was make acknowledgement with nods of “oui, oui, oui”.

The second day went much the same as the first. Monsieur Boube seemed to have slightly more confidence in me and only repeated things twice instead of four times. The morning exam was in technical drawing or whatever you call it, and the project was to draw a chateau d’eau to specifications. A chateau d’eau is a water tower and looked like a horrible bore. Most of the students’ drawings looked like giant penises. They did seem a little more relaxed to be able to play with all their instruments. They were given two huge sheets of white paper to do their drawing on. It was very nice quality paper and I had the idea to do a drawing of the class with one of the extra sheets. But it was all I could do to keep my eyes open. The job does provide an abundance of time for reading, but keeping awake is such a strain that I get no joy from reading. I need to keep walking about or changing my position in order to stay awake. The first day, I read a complete book, The Intimate Henry Miller which provided a bizarre contrast with the whole scene in school. I am reminded of Henry Miller’s experience which he recounts toward the end of Tropic of Cancer where he was a teacher in a French school (in Dijon?). He hated the job and nearly went nuts. What’s more, the job was without pay. Like Miller, I relate far better to the students and feel sorry for them, trapped in such a system. Today I brought along Lettres de Vincent van Gogh a Son Frere Theo. I thought reading in French would put my head in a better frame of mind for speaking French all day. The letters are marvelous so far, but reading in French demands a greater concentration and it’s a strain this morning.

The students looked reasonably refreshed this morning and I chatted with them a bit before the exam. They are all from the Paris region and this school just happens to be the host for the exams for the Lyon school. They spent the entire week precedent taking exams for admission to a different school and it will be the same thing all over again next week for still a different school. Quelle horreur!

Again, nearly everyone stayed to the last minute. I roped in two students and we went down the hall to the waiting Monsieur Boube, his trusty assistant, and the other surveillants. As each surveillant handed in his exams Monsieur Boube demanded, “Pas de problemme? Tout le monde a suivi les instructions correctement?” etc. But for my turn he said “No problemme?” That being his grand concession to my inferior French. I felt like saying, “Non, sauf pour une etudiante qui a danse’ sur la table, et un autre qui a vomi sur ses papiers. Ah oui, et aussi, un des etudiants a saute’ par la fenetre, mais, a part de ca, ca va, ca va.” Instead, I said, “Non, pas de problemme.” Meanwhile Monsieur Lot was making sour faces behind his back and whispering to me, “Quel con!” a bit too loud for my comfort. Once again Monsieur Lot was panicking to leave and this time everyone followed his lead and left after handing in his exams. Monsieur Boube was so obsessed counting and re-checking numbers that he didn’t seem to notice.

The wait at the cafeteria was equally long and odious but the time passed pleasantly as Todd and I were both relieved to have a chance to talk after four hours of being shut up.

“What did you think of those chateaux d’eau?” I asked him.

“You mean those mechanical dildos?”

“That’s what it looked like, didn’t it? No, those were water towers.”

“Oh, so that’s what it was. The first half of the exam when they had to draw free hand they looked pretty lost. But then when they got to use their instruments the second half, they perked up. They looked a lot more secure making all their little boxes, arrows, and shit.”

“Yeah, I was thinking what a million miles away from real drawing that was. I mean the idea of expressing yourself in images. There’s not much room to dream with that style. It looks like we’ll have a lot more of these complexes to look forward to.”

We were in our own private world speaking English among the horde of French students. Although most of them have a fundamental knowledge of English, they are incapable of following a raid conversation between two Americans. This allowed us the liberty of analyzing and criticizing everyone around us. Still, it was hard to find anyone interesting to stare at. We spotted one girl with a short skirt on who we avidly followed up the stairs. Her face was pretty bad but her legs more than compensated.

“You know the atmosphere here reminds me a lot of when I took the SAT exam the summer before my senior year in high school. That summer my family moved from Michigan to Ohio. At that time we weren’t sure of the exact date of the move, so I signed up to take the exam in Cleveland. Well, as it turned out, we hadn’t moved yet, so I had to make a special trip down there with my parents to take the exam. We drove down there and stayed at a Holiday Inn or someplace the night before the exam. The next day, I had to get up at six or some ridiculous hour to go to the exam. My father is a stickler for being places in advance. I hadn’t slept for shit the night before, sleeping in the same motel room with my parents, being nervous before the exam and all. That morning I felt like death and my stomach was giving me hell. It was about a forty-five minute ride to where the exam was held, and the car ride in rush hour traffic further upset my stomach. My father’s driving is better than Monsieur Lot’s but not much. I was shut up in a room similar to here to take the exam. I was nervous, exhausted, and not feeling too well when midway through the exam I was seized with the realization that I needed to take a shit. (Todd started laughing.) Not only did I need to shit, but it was an imperative desire. Well, every few minutes or so I had to stop what I was working on, lift my head, grit my teeth, and concentrate with all my will to control my insides. There were these waves of chaos inside me and it took a full effort to hold myself together. Obviously this didn’t help my performance on the test any. Finally, about three quarters of the way through the exam my sphincter muscles failed me and I shit my pants.”

“Oh no! You didn’t!” Todd began howling with laughter and some of the other students turned to look at him. “What did you do?”

“I sat there and finished the exam. What was I to do? The crisis had passed. After the exam I waddled to the toilet and finished the job. I flushed my underpants down the toilet too. Afterwards when I came out my mother says to me, What’s the matter with you? Apparently I was white as a sheet.”

“Oh man, that’s too much.”

“You’re telling me.”

Well, my story didn’t seem to hurt our appetites any. Both being broke, we were really taking advantage of our mid-day meal. Neither one of us had eaten in twenty four hours. The food was good; better than the other student cafeterias in Paris where I often eat. Even the bread was fresh, nice and crusty on the outside and soft and doughy on the inside, like a good baguette should be. We piled up the bread on our platters and everything else we had a right to. We ate fast, being famished, between staring at girls and exchanging our thoughts that had accumulated during the morning session.

“What are you going to do tonight?” Todd asked.

“I think I’ll go to a concert. I heard on the radio that Joan Armatrading is in concert tonight. It was really badly advertised. It was the first I’d heard of it. Do you like Joan Armatrading?”

“I don’t know. I really don’t know her.”

“I saw her in Nice last year with Marysia and she was superb. Before that I thought she was just folksy, but in concert she really rocks. Besides, I figure why not go to a concert if I can get in free?”

“Oh? You figure that same friend can get you in?”

“I think so. It’s worked every other time.”

We both raised our heads to watch one of the few pretty girls get up and go by. “Look”, I said to Todd, “she hardly touched her meal.” The plat du jour was beef and carrots and it disturbed me watching the big chunks of meat on her plate going to waste. She walked over and set her tray on the long conveyor belt which led into the kitchen and the dishwashers. “Quick Todd, she hardly touched her meal. Go grab it before it gets to the kitchen.”

Theoretically I asked Todd to go because he was closer to the end of the table, but I was embarrassed to grab discarded food, so I used Todd to do my dirty work. Todd waltzed up and nonchalantly snatched the plate away without anyone remarking.

“You know I’m not too keen on eating off someone else’s plate but seeing that lovely creature I’d gladly eat off her fork.”

“Say no more, I don’t need convincing.”

After wolfing down our extra helpings, we went out to the soccer field to throw the Frisbee around before the second section. Todd had brought the Frisbee along and I was amazed to realize that this was the first time I’d played Frisbee since leaving the States. It felt great even though I wasn’t in the mood for running too much. A French student asked to join us so we formed a circle. He had a multitude of fancy techniques but unfortunately few of his throws were accurate. To make matters worse, the asshole trampled on my book and sport coat while running down a throw. My sport coat I didn’t mind; it was a second-hand piece of shit. But the book…. All I could do was groan and frown at the guy.

The afternoon session wasn’t bad at all. It felt good to be inside on a rainy day. And grace de la bon Dieu the afternoon exam was only three hours, an hour shorter. That would give me a little more time to relax and go to the concert. I chatted with the students before the exam and a slight feeling of family seemed to be developing. Monsieur Boube came in twice to check on me during the afternoon. The ritual never varied: sneak in the door, walk up and down the aisles, look over student’s shoulders, then come up and whisper “Ca va?”

“Ca va bien”, I assured him.

But his manner is so clumsy he couldn’t fail to disrupt the class each time he came in. It wasn’t his authority which intimidated the students, it’s just that his oafish person is so out of place. He accidentally kicked one student’s book case and bumped into another chair. He whispered apologies and turned to leave. The students look at me to get my reaction and I flash them a look of mock exasperation to show them, Yes, I think the guy’s an idiot too.

Midway through the afternoon I signaled another surveillant to take my place so I could take care of a few necessities; i.e., piss, get some coffee from the machine, and call a girl. I tried to get hold of Brigitte who works at the candy shop to go to the concert with me. The first time I got cut off, the second time she wasn’t there, and when I tried again after work I got cut off. Shit, three francs wasted. I took this as a sign of fate that Brigitte was not meant to go to the concert.

The rest of the afternoon I spent staring out the window or reading Van Gogh’s letters. The blonde in the class was looking a little better and she seemed to be making an effort to look a little more feminine. Or maybe it only seemed that way compared to the surroundings. I know the events of Van Gogh’s life inside out, but following it all through his letters is another matter entirely. In the letters you don’t see craziness, just a lonely intense desire to do good. His letters are so full of optimism and hope for the future that it almost hurts to read them knowing how Van Gogh’s life ended. Completely down and out he is encouraging his brother. There is a tremendous humility about his own ability as an artist but there is also a perseverance and a belief that his work could become sellable, an idea he clung to even though Theo only sold one of his paintings in his lifetime. It’s amazing that he could have kept the faith for ten years, despite almost a complete lack of encouragement except from his brother. Yet he could see that he was on to something. How could it have failed to have been obvious to everyone else who saw his paintings that he was a genius? How could anyone not be aware of the incredible life force bursting out of his paintings? And the love and reverence for life itself?

I look up from my book and see the rows of pasty faced kids struggling with their exams. Maybe they are wiser than I am: they are looking to the future. I don’t know and I don’t care. Tonight I’m going to a concert.

Monsieur Lot is in a good mood after work. He worked on a magazine article all afternoon and managed to accomplish a fair amount. Also we’re halfway through the job which is a good sign. The conversation turns to women naturally enough as we ride back to Paris. It’s like returning from the House of the Dead, and the change is even more dramatic after passing the peripherique. Suddenly there is pussy everywhere. Wonderful French pussy, students, office workers, housewives, shop girls, tramps, les bourgoises, etc, etc. They all look good and I fall in love ten times on the way back home. From time to time we are stopped in a traffic jam alongside a car with an attractive woman in it. Alongside of us is a woman working on her face in the mirror down to the minutest detail of picking the zits on her face. “Ah Madame”, I say, for the benefit of Todd and Jean-Francis, “Vous etes deja assez belle. C’est pas la peine de piquer vos boutons. Mais si vous voulez je peux le faire pour vous.” Even though she couldn’t hear me, she felt my gaze and turned to look. I gave her a saucy smile which she returned with an arrogant grimace. We all laughed and the traffic started up.

“Ah les femmes francaises”, I said, “on voit jamais l’esprit comme ca chez les anglaises”.

“Ohhhh, les francaises sont superflues. Il y a toujours la comedie, mais il n'y a rien au fond”, Mr. Lot asserted.

We climbed out of the car and said goodbye to Monsieur Lot until the morrow. It felt good to be free.

“Hey Todd, you want to go to this concert?”

“Joan Armatrading doesn’t interest me a whole lot, but what the heck, why not? Do you want to call Melissa?”

“Nah, she’s a nice girl but I’m tired of Americans. I’d rather pick up a couple of these “superficial” French girls.”

“Great, I’m with you.”

The concert turned out to be excellent, but we entered in a totally unexpected way. Each concert I want to go to I meet my friend in the café opposite the concert hall. He works for the people who put on the concerts and he usually sneaks me into the side entrance. When Todd and I entered the café, Francis was already there with his crew of mates. These guys who work setting up the stage, lights, and all, are very much in the carny mold. They all fit the image with rotten teeth, tattoos, leather jackets, ear rings, and greasy hair. Francis is no exception but is an extremely considerate and gentle person. It’s always rather a strain though, hanging out with this crew before the concert wondering if and when we’re going to get in. A couple of little girlfriends of Francis were hanging out also which helped the time pass. What a contrast these tough little cookies were to the students of the same age I’d monitored that day. Muriel and Beatrice were typical, little, dark haired, dark eyed French girls. But what spunk! Anyway, it wasn’t until nearly concert time that Francis explained that he couldn’t help us out tonight. A different organization was putting on the concert and he had absolutely no pull. That pretty much shot the legs out from under us. Meanwhile a pal of Francis was trying to hustle a couple of dogs further down the bar.

“God, what ugly wenches!” Todd says to me.

“Mmmm. At least that guy knows his genre. He’s even more disgusting looking than they are.”

“Oh my god, listen, they’re Americans.”

They didn’t speak a word of French and Francis’ buddy didn’t speak English, so I went over to help. To make a long story short, Francis’ friend promised to get them into the concert. I translated and they aid “Oh good, let’s do that! We met the saxophonist from the band this afternoon and he promised to put us on the guest list. But we don’t know if he did or not. If your friend can get us in, we’ll go with him.”

Todd was hanging away back from them. He didn’t realize that I was staring at a couple of tickets. Poor Todd takes my ranting against Americans too seriously. One can’t be so doctrinaire in life. You’ve got to be flexible. It turned out that Francis’ friend was full of shit and he worked for the same people as Francis, meaning he couldn’t get us in. So I told the girls that I’d help them out as a translator at the backstage entrance and the four of us left to the obvious displeasure of Francis’ friend. But the little bullshitter had had his chance and hadn’t come through. It shocked the hell out of me when the girls’ names were on the guest list and we got in with no problem.

The minute we sat down I lit up a joint.

“Hey, all right! Where’d you get that?”

“From my pocket.”

“You mean you’ve been carrying that around all day?”

“Sure. I was going to get high with Monsieur Boube this afternoon, but I wanted to save it for the concert.”

The two girls jumped up and left when Joan Armatrading came on and started playing. “Tant mieux” said Todd as he slid over next to me. We rapidly smoked the remaining two joints I had with me. Joan Armatrading was absolutely brilliant which put us in a great mood. A rock concert is a religious experience, like going to church. Joan Armatrading conducted this service and she delivered a powerful sermon of truth. An evening like that renews faith with all that is true, just and good. The spirit is filled up and one has the courage to carry on and deal with the daily bullshit.

After the concert, outside, we bumped into Francis, Muriel, Beatrice, and two other guys (but not the one who was hustling the Americans). They were standing around bullshitting with nothing special in mind.

“What do you want to do?” Todd whispered to me.

“I guess we’ll have to catch the Metro in about twenty minutes in order to get back. But I’d like to hang out and talk to Francis a bit to show him I like him as a friend and not just someone to get me into concerts.”

Finally the conversation hit that dull stage when nobody knew what to do. The parking lot was nearly empty except for a few stragglers. “Qu’est-ce qu’on fait?” each person repeated in his turn. Francis’ friend Carol asked me what I wanted to do. Without thinking, I replied off the top of my head, “I’d like to go to a beautiful apartment where there is good music, good dope, and good whiskey.” The guy said, “Well, I’ve got those things at my place.” And within a few minutes it was arranged to return to Carol’s. There was only one catch--- Carol lived way the hell out of Paris in St. Germain –en –laye, and the Metro wouldn’t be running again until tomorrow morning. Monsieur Lot would be waiting outside my door at seven AM the next morning. I tried to explain that it wouldn’t work out for Todd and me as we had to work in the morning. But Carol assured me that he’d drive us back into Paris whenever we wanted. I knew it was a foolish move, but I agreed to go along. Actually, I was just revolting from the regularity of the job. The previous day I had spent twelve hours port to port on the job, then five hours of free time before going to bed. It is this type of imbalance that I consider so unjust in a normal job. So I felt like cutting loose a little. We jammed into Carol’s car like sardines which wasn’t all bad with the lovely Muriel draped across our laps.

“Hey, where are we going?” Todd asked, as we hit the peripherique.

“I don’t know about you, but I’m going to St. Germain-en-Laye.”

“I thought they were going to drop us off at the Metro.”

“You can still tell them to drop you off if you want.”

“But what about work tomorrow?”

“I’ll be there.”

“But how are we going to get back from St. Germain-en-Laye?”

“I don’t know, but I’ll be there tomorrow by hook or by crook.”

Carol was true to his word; there was plenty of booze, dope, and music at his place. Unfortunately, the other guy, Thierry, dominated Muriel. We had a great time nonetheless. I saw our ride home disappear when Carol stumbled into the toilet and puked his brains out. It was no light puke. The noises we heard came from the bottom of his heart, or wherever. Todd looked at me and I shrugged my shoulders. After Carol passed out all I could see to do was find an alarm clock and set it for five AM. It was already 3:30. Maybe we could catch the first train into Paris. That is if we could find the train station, or our heads for that matter. I don’t remember what happened afterwards except the alarm went off near my head. I fumbled with it but couldn’t turn it off when a hand reached out and silenced it. It was Carol. He had passed out next to me. Since he was awake I asked him how the hell to find the station.

“No, no,” he says, “I’ll drive you.”

“Are you kidding?”

“No, no I’ll drive you.”

So Todd, Carol, and I stumbled out to his car and headed into Paris with the sky still dark. We arrived at the Arc de Triomphe just as the sky was lightening. The Arc looked awesome in the dawn light before all the cars and tourists arrived to turn it into a carnival attraction. Carol invited us for a café and we joined the early birds at the counter. Already some asshole was playing the electronic games. Carol looked part dead, part drunk, and part asleep. I probably looked the same, but felt great in a spaced out way. Todd felt good too to think we had adventured and were going to make it back for work after all.

Todd and I hopped the turnstiles to the Metro, changed trains twice, and finally made it back to my neighborhood in time to meet Monsieur Lot.

“Ca va?” he asked as we climbed into the car.

“Ah ouaiis, ouaiss, ca va bien,” I croaked. I briefly explained what we’d been up to since we stepped out of his car last night. He shook his head, amused at the young American rogues. “All I want to do is sit in the back corner of the room and sleep!” I declared.

I only briefly saw Monsieur Boube and the other surveillants in the conference room. I grabbed the exams for my class and quickly headed out to my room after exchanging a brief round of “Bonjour” and “Ca va?”s. Sometimes being a foreigner is an advantage as it helps to excuse your eccentricities. I stared out my window floating in some sort of twilight zone as my students drifted in one by one. I hadn’t looked in the mirror that day nor had any desire to. When everyone was there, I talked with my little family. “Comment allez vous ce matin? En forme? J’espere bien que vous vous sentez mieux que moi.” They all got a smile out of that. As soon as they got under way I did arrange myself comfortably in the corner of the room. I wanted to settle into a nice static frame of mind. However I was surprised by Monsieur Boube’s voice next to me as I was deeply engrossed in watching a movie on the inside of my eyelids. An hour had passed without my knowing it. Monsieur Boube was collecting the extra exam papers, and if he noticed that the surveillant’s eyes were closed he thankfully didn’t say anything. Not wanting to fall back to sleep I walked up to the front of the room and leaned out the open window. The weather was gorgeous and my hangover gave me a wonderful sense of well being and acceptance. This classroom was my little kingdom and I belonged somewhere in the world. My students love me and I love them. Yes, I love the little blonde and I love the Arab girl. I love the skinny zit faced boy who always hangs by my side while I talk to the guy in the front desk. And I like him and his cocky attitude and jogging pants and American T-shirt. And the sweet guy sitting to his right, the only handsome guy in the class who looks up at me shyly from time to time as if to say Yes, I know th9is is hell, but I’m doing the best that I can, aren’t I? And the guy in the back row who spends more time staring into space than working on the exam. He knows he’s going to fail. But he knows I don’t give a damn and accept his indifference totally, so he goes on staring into space. And the eager young guy, in the second seat who doesn’t seem to belong here, who speaks English fairly well and seems to be too broadminded for this school. And the guy to his right who wears glasses only for the tests and who handles himself so well and calmly. I think he looks like the biggest success of the future. I admired him for handing in his test early yesterday when he’d finished rather than sit around and stare, hoping his fairy godmother would drop out of the sky with the answers he lacked. He knew it was their fault for designing an impossible, difficult test and not his for being unable to do it. I even like the squirrelly guy in the center of the room who is constantly looking around at everyone else’s papers. I can tell that he can’t see that well enough to copy anything, but he keeps glancing at me with a sheepish grin almost inviting me to scold him. Je m’en fou.

Todd was waiting for me as usual, and we walked to the cafeteria together.

“Well, did you go to sleep like you said you were going to?”

“Yeah, and Monsieur Boube caught me sleeping.”

“He did? And what happened?”

“Nothing. I don’t know if he actually realized I was sleeping or not. How about you? Doing alright?”

“I guess so. I can’t sleep like you in my big hall. I have to pretend like I’m paying attention. I suppose I’ll make it through the day somehow.”

“Sure. Like Shakespeare says, “Come what comst may, time and the hour run through the longest day.”

After lunch we went out on the grass to rest awhile. The fresh air felt great. Todd had left the Frisbee in my room but we wouldn’t have wanted it anyway.

“Hey, check it out”, Todd says.

Two attractive girls were walking toward us on the cinder track alongside the football field.

“Hmm, not bad. How come we didn’t notice them before? “They passed nearby then sat down on the grass about ten yards over to our right.

“Want to pick them up?” I asked.

“I don’t know. I’m beat.”

“Yeah, me too.”

Ten minutes passed in silence, then Todd declared, “Well, shall we go talk to them?”

We rose together automatically and strolled over. They looked up at us and I said “Ca vous derange si nous vous rejoindre?”

“Non, non.”

So we sat down. But immediately we could see that it wasn’t going to work. Maybe they were too young, too stupid, or simply xenophobes. They kept turning away and talking among themselves. Also, they would not give me a straight answer; just the same idiocy, then blush, laugh, and look away. This irritated me, so I pressed them, in a nice sort of way, just why they were into science. “Vous n’avez pas du tout l’air des scientists.” I said.

“Well”, they replied, “you’re going to have to work forty years of your life, aren’t you? So you might as well do something that will pay well and that you can find a job in>”

The logic of two pretty girls talking so coolly about forty years of their lives spent at some job they obviously have no love for gave me a shock. What an outlook on life! Suddenly I cherished my hangover, lack of plans, money, or decent clothes. I knew that the fresh cut grass smelled good, the spring breeze felt good, and the huge clouds sailing by were beautiful. What I’d be doing forty years from now was the furthest thing from my mind. We had to get back early, so we excused ourselves and walked away.

“My god, what assholes,” I said to Todd.

Todd agreed, then started ranting and lecturing, but I wasn’t listening. I needed no convincing.

The afternoon went fine and remarkably, I felt better than I had the previous days. Even with no sleep, my body was adjusting to the hours. Again I chatted with the class before the afternoon test, but I noticed a certain phenomena. After I handed out the blank answer forms they immediately shut up and stared straight ahead, even though the professor hadn’t come around to deliver the actual tests and they were under no obligation to keep silent. So I provoked them with questions and teased them to try and loosen them up a little. Sure enough they all fell into conversation and were smiling when the tests arrived. Before handing them out I pretended to read the first page of the exam. “Oh, oh”, I said. “C’e n’est pas un cadeaux, celui-ci. Vous allez craquer vos tetes. Oh la, c’est trop! Je ne peut pas vous donner quelque chose si mechant,” etc, etc. I said it all in such mock seriousness that they laughed and I had successfully managed to defuse the bomb.

After class the blonde girl stayed at my desk and chatted awhile. She asked me the usual questions; where I was from in America and all. So I asked her a few questions about herself which got her smiling. I was getting tempted, but reason triumphed and I didn’t pursue her. My judgment had been distorted a bit from spending so much time amid these science students. In the conference room, everyone seemed exceptionally nice to me. Maybe they realized that I had a hangover. Or maybe I’m accepted now as one of the crew. I chatted for awhile with one of the men about World War II. He had a deep admiration and affection for Americans due to his experiences with them in the war. He’d fought with them under Patton. I didn’t see how that had a damn thing to do with me, but I gracefully accepted his kindly solicitations. Even Monsieur Boube seems to like me now, as he sees that I’m not as dumb as he’d feared, and I haven’t made any errors all week. Monsieur Lot teased me about my appearance. As usual, we dashed out of there as quickly as possible.

“Alors”, he said in the car, “seulement un jour encore!”

“Oui, et tant mieux a mon avis!” I declared.

“Tonight, try and get a little sleep”, he teased. “You didn’t look any too beautiful this morning.”

“Okay, okay”, I agreed.

After we got out of the car, Todd and I took our usual stroll down la rue Mouffetard to look at the women.

“What are you going to do tonight”, he asked.

“I don’t know”, I lied, “probably just go home and crash out.”

So we parted company a few moments later. “A demain”, I called, “A demain.” He responded.

I had a secret mission to seek out a beautiful woman I’d met in a restaurant a few weeks previously. Todd’s a friend, but I didn’t want to tell him. We all need to keep certain things to ourselves. I had a few other ideas in mind for the evening as well. The evening was lovely, warm, and spring like. A couple of hours of light remained, so I started wandering toward St. Germain de Pres. Despite being tired, my freedom began waking me up and everything looked interesting after a day shut up in that detention camp. What a great feeling it is to be free, to be free in Paris, young, single, in good health, a little broke maybe, but open to whatever might come my way. Only one more day of work and I’d be there somehow even if I was up all night. Work is a wonderful thing for clearing the conscience. It gives a point of reference for all of the frustration. Dislike work and it makes all the rest of life tolerable and interesting, even the assholes, weirdoes, and bums on the street. Too much freedom is dangerous. Reading poor Vincent’s letters showed that. Even with his furious productivity, he cracked up from living in a vacuum, trying to create his own order. In his last days he considered joining the Foreign Legion. It sounds so ridiculous to us now, but he was sincere. He claimed he needed the order, regimen, regularity, to calm his mind. Well, I had had my order for the day and now I wandered aimlessly, happily, with my hands in my pocket like a good American jingling my few francs.

Isabelle works in a restaurant on Boulevard St. Germain. She’s from an island off Africa and is half French and is stunningly beautiful. I met her when I went to dinner there with friends. She smiled at me and seated us ahead of fifteen other people waiting. I didn’t really want to see her that night. I just wanted to arrange a date for Saturday night to go to a concert together. Sure, it was fun with Todd, but these free concerts are too good of a chance to pass up not to have a lovely girl along. I don’t want to spend another night staring at Muriel with the tattooed arms of some greaser wrapped around her.

Eventually I got to the restaurant but Isabelle wasn’t there. I talked to the other hostess and it turns out that Isabelle is taking a two week vacation for her health. I question her further and it seems to be something to do with nervous exhaustion. I’m very saddened at the news; another lovely soul crushed by the city’s cruelties. I decide to write her a little card with an original watercolor tomorrow to lift her spirits. In the meantime, life goes on so I give Emanuela a call. Emanuela is my Italian girlfriend who lives with her French boyfriend, and both of them had jobs out of town for awhile, so I was living in their apartment at Montmartre for a month. Of course, Alain, her boyfriend, didn’t know this, nor have I ever met him. I got Emanuela on the phone and she was glad to hear from me. Bu it looks like it is out of the question for this weekend. Alain is coming to town tomorrow, donc, tonight is my only chance to see Emanuela. I explain about the job to Emanuela. If I go up to Montmartre to see her I’d have to get up about 5:30 tomorrow morning in order to ride the Metro back to meet Monsieur Lot and it would absolutely kill me. But if she wanted to come spend the night in my room she could sleep in after I went to work. Emanuela, being the absolute sweetheart that she is with a giant heart, agreed. But she probably wouldn’t show up until eleven as she had some things to do. That suited me fine as I was still at St. Germain, and with a little extra time I could return some books to Jeff, a fellow American who lives nearby.

So that’s pretty much how it went. Jeff and I had a nice talk for an hour or so. He’s a very passionate fellow who works with a French family in a three generati0on tradition of creating stained glass windows for churches. We both love to talk literature, as well as any other subject. I excused myself in order to get back to meet Emanuela. I dragged myself down his six flights of stairs, walked home, then dragged myself back up my six flights of stairs. I put my little empire in order. Miraculously, I even had a couple of extra bottles of wine on hand, though I certainly didn’t need to have a drink to relax. I was even too tired to read. It was eleven, but it was normal for Emanuela to be late. So I flopped down on my bed, completely dressed, and listened to the classical radio station. The next thing I knew, there was a knock on my door and I was surprised to see the clock indicate 12:20. It was Emanuela. She looked great with that lovely dark red hair, and she entered like a whirlwind as usual, talking a mile a minute, speaking her bizarre mélange of English, French, and Italian, apologizing for being late, how was I, what she’d been doing that day, the rise over, news of the neighbors, complaining about Alain, her plans for tomorrow, next week, next year, and How am I? Great. Great, great, I assure her. And we are in each other’s arms and it really is great to see her. I forgot how much I like the nut, even with all her peculiarities, hairy legs, other boyfriends, biting, and non stop talking; she’s still a gorgeous hunk of woman and felt good in my arms.

“Oh, were you sleeping, baby? I’m so sorry baby, really, I couldn’t get away from Renee, she kept telling me all her problems, I think really I don’t know what’s going to happen with her, or me either, I’m scared with this new job, really, and I don’t know what I’m doing at all, and with Alain it’s not going so good either, I think he’s going to kill me sometime, but really I think it’s going better now. Yeah, I think so.”

We sit on the bed and neither one of us gives a damn about the wine. We just want to talk and sit and kiss and make love and talk some more. This goes on in utter contentment, the two of us knowing there is no future between us but enjoying this moment just the same if not more, kno2wing that tomorrow it’s Alain, and for me, it’s work. It’s somewhere around 3:30 or later when I set the alarm for six and it felt like a few seconds later when it went off. I groaned but the whole craziness of the routine lifted my spirits. Afte5r all, it was the last day, and I’d made it through the week, and I’d be getting 900 francs and I could buy some canvas and do other silly things like eat. And looking down on that lovely rolling undulating form, curling contentedly under my blankets like a cat put a sleepy smile on my face. I thought of Todd waiting down below on the street and how I could raconte my little story. He knows Emanuela as well, having made love to her, even though she doesn’t really like him--- but that’s another story. So I head downstairs after kissing my baby goodbye looking forward to seeing Monsieur Lot and Todd and having our usual chat en route to the job. Monsieur Lot is dutifully parked across the street waiting, but there is no sign of Todd. This makes no sense to me. He knows it’s the last day, he’s desperate for the money, and he’s a responsible guy. So where is he? I get in the car with Monsieur Lot and we exchange pleasantries. He comments on my sleepy appearance which I take as a compliment. After a few minutes, Monsieur Lot becomes nervous waiting and I don’t blame him because I’m nervous as hell on the inside as well, but I fake a complete outward calm that Todd will show up any second. Monsieur Lot says, Well, we’ll wait twenty minutes then go, but in five minutes he says, Well, we can only wait ten more minutes then we’ll have to go. I can see his patience evaporating by the second, and I don’t blame him, but I know that if we leave that Todd will be totally fucked and will be unable to get to the job on time by train, if he can find the school on his own at all. So I suggest to Monsieur Lot that we go have a café across the street and he agrees. We install ourselves at the comptoir and the server behind the counter is typically rude. Monsieur Lot asks fore some water which he adds to his espresso to cool it so he can gulp it down all the quicker. He starts to go into a litany of bitter recriminations at how rude the server was, the French are in general, and how good manners have practically disappeared from the face of the earth. All of this beneath the hearing of the surly guy behind the counter of course. On leaving, Monsieur Lot hurls an “au devoir messieurs et mesdames” at everyone like a good Frenchman even though there weren’t any women at the counter and no one answers him anyway. Back at the car Monsieur Lot is frantic and can’t wait another minute. I can’t fault him. He’s right; if we don’t leave immediately, we’re going to be late ourselves. Off we tear in the Alpha Romeo, my stomach turning somersaults and Monsieur Lot cursing every other driver on the road. I’m wondering where the hell Todd could be; if he got hit by a bus, or what, because any other excuse just won’t make it. And I’m thinking of lovely Emanuela, curled up in my bed, and how nice and warm and cozy it would be to be under the blankets with her now with those fragrant odors drifting up from under the covers. But no, I’m with Monsieur Lot and his driving is even more manic than usual to make up for lost time. At least we content ourselves with the knowledge that today’s session is an hour shorter, being only three hours in the morning, and four hours in the afternoon.

We arrive at the school and hurtle ourselves into the building at a brisk trot. Even though there are students still lingering around outside, we are late. The surveillants are supposed to be there a half hour before the start of the test and we are there barely five minutes before eight. Monsieur Boube and his faithful assistant are standing outside the conference room in the hall looking a bit anxious. I fear recriminations but they smile widely to see me, probably content that I showed up at all. Besides, there’s really no panic. All I have to do is pick up my papers and go to my class. I’m there, no less amazed than anyone else, and feeling good. Most of my students are in my classroom waiting, and we are equally glad to see each other. I feel like I’m entering the womb when I go into the classroom because these dozen students are my family. It’s funny to have affection and warmth in entering this sterile little cubicle with a pile of exams, but there it is, the human element; we are a family, and we’re glad to be reunited again. Maybe they don’t feel it, but I’m actually a bit sad, knowing it’s my last day with them. Surprisingly, I’m not tired at all, Oh, I feel a little spaced out, but not the painful battle to hold my eyes open that I had the first day. Even without sleep, my body is now used to being awake at this hour. I have Vincent’s letters with me again, but I don’t really feel like reading now. I don’t want to leave my thoughts or the room. So I simply indulge myself with thinking. I observe my students and contemplate them, and think of Emanuela and Todd, and Monsieur Lot, and Monsieur Boube. Speak of the devil; here comes Monsieur Boube into the room. Even though he’s whispering to me, everyone in the room has stopped the exam to watch him. He wants me to remind the students that this morning’s session is only three hours, meaning that we stop at eleven, which means the afternoon exam starts at one and not at two as usual. I’ve already explained all this to the students and they know it perfectly well. But Monsieur Boube wants me to write it on the blackboard so everyone will be sure to be back in time for the second exam. I assure him I will but then he asks, “Voulez-vous que je le fasse pour vous?”

“Oui, oui”, I agree, “allez-y!” Anything to get rid of him. I don’t know if he figures that I can’t write in Fr5ench or that I don’t understand him, but better to let him do it. At least he gets his feeling of responsibility and is pleased to be in charge. Without having exchanged a word, all the students perfectly comprehend that Monsieur Boube is an idiot, that I think so, and by letting Monsieur Boube go to the board I am only indulging him. They all look and smile at me , then watch Monsieur Boube march to the blackboard with a self important air and in his most authoritative hand he proudly writes that the afternoon exam begins at 13:00 which he underlines three or four times. Everyone is disappointed that they have been disturbed to learn something that they already knew. But Monsieur Boube is content and leaves feeling good, knowing he’s done his duty.

When lunch came around I was sure I would see Todd waiting at the bottom of the stairs as usual. He wasn’t there and my disappointment was turning to anger. During the morning session, one of the surveillants from downstairs came to my room to ask me where Todd was. I told them I had no idea. But it was embarrassing. It was obvious that we were the only two Americans and that we were together. What could I say? I’m not my brother’s keeper.

The line at the cafeteria was gigantic as usual. I wasn’t really in the mood to wait but I had no choice. After a few moments I was startled by a hand on my arm. It was one of the other surveillants from my floor. He said, If you want to enter right away, there is a side entrance over here for the professors and surveillants. Of course I agreed and went with him. There they were, my group of idiots, Monsieur Boube included. Two or three waitresses from the cafeteria were holding back the horde of students pushing like the cattle that they are, to get up the stairs. One by one, the surveillants worked their way through the logjam and were admitted upstairs. I was pleased to see those two pompous girls from the day before amid the jam as I went by and was admitted with the other surveillants. Ah privileges are wonderful when you’re on the right side of the fence. We went directly up to our own private line, having saved at least at least a half hour over the normal student line. I had just one worry. I had a student lunch ticket instead of the higher priced full tariff that all the professors and surveillants bought. Fortunately the man at the end of the line said nothing when he collected my ticket. All of the professors and surveillants were sitting off in a side room of the cafeteria, so I took my tray and lost myself amid the students.

All the while I was eating I wondered what could have happened to Todd. The most obvious answer was easy. He spent the night with Melissa and slept in. But I could hardly believe it. Not after sticking my neck out with my landlord to get him the job. After my landlord stuck his neck out to arrange payment to two foreigners. After we had gone to such extremes to make it back from St-Gemaine-en-Laye to get to work. How could he simply blow off the last day of work by sleeping in at Melissa’s?

After lunch, my curiosity got the better of me and I went to the phone and called Melissa. She answered the phone.

“Hi Melissa. How are you?”

“Hi Ken. Oh I’m fine. How are you?”

“Alright. I’m here at the school. I’m dead tired but I’m doing okay. I was wondering if you’ve seen Todd?”

“Yes, I’ve seen him.”

“Was he there last night?”

“That’s right.”

“Would he still be around by any chance?”

“Mmm hmmm. Want to talk to him?”

“Yes, please.”

“Hi Ken.”

“Hey Todd. What’s going on?”

“Oh I slept in.”

“What do you mean, you slept in? That’s impossible. This is the last day of work. You have to be here.”

“Yeah, well, I thought maybe I would be. I thought I’d get up in time. But there’s no alarm clock here and I woke up an hour late, at 7:30 instead of 6:30.”

“So why didn’t you come right away?”

“I knew I was too late for the morning session, but I’m just about ready to leave now for the afternoon session.”

“Don’t bother.”

“Why not?”

“You’ll never get here in time. The morning session was only three hours so you’ll never get here in time for the afternoon session. We’re starting at one instead of two and that’s only fifteen minutes away.”

“Really? Is that right? I didn’t know that today’s schedule was different.”

Yeah. It’s different today. You should have come as soon as you woke up.”

“Yeah. I guess I fucked up.”

“Yeah. I guess you did. Well, I’ve got to go now. See you later.”

“What are doing tonight?”

“I don’t know. I’ll see you some other time. I’ve got to go now. Bye.”

“Okay. Bye.”

That bastard! Damn I was mad. How could he be so nonchalant? He really fucked me over. I wish I’d yelled around a little on the phone. But I just couldn’t be bothered. Well, what’s done is done. I did the best I could. It wasn’t really my fault that he didn’t show up. I know not to trust him in the future. He doesn’t see the difference between a wild, adventurous, wide open life style, and being a fuck up. And for me, there’s a world of difference. He reads Henry Miller and takes him for inspiration, but he doesn’t know shit about Henry Miller. Henry Miller does not advocate being down and out, being broke, living in Paris, borrowing money, or being irresponsible. Sometimes he was forced into those circumstances, but that was not Henry Miller’s message. His message was Love, Life, Joy. And it is totally false to get hung up on his external circumstances.

Anyway. I was madder than hell, and I knew the slow burn would continue a long time. I just hope Todd will have the good sense to keep away from me for awhile.

The afternoon exam was another ball buster judging by the pained expression on the students’ faces. Just by watching them I felt that I knew each of them personally. And I realized how unnecessary the exams were. After these four days together I could tell you exactly who would make good engineers and who wouldn’t. Their relative abilities and personality traits were totally evident to me. I could recommend exactly who the best students were and what they were capable of. This whole slow torture of these boring exams seemed so unnecessary. Was this really the best way to judge who merited admission to Les Grandes Ecoles? In their quest for objectivity they have arrived at an extremely narrow, and dead method of evaluating people. It’s all part of the great death march which weeds out creativity and individuality. The real miracle is how these kids are left with any creativity or ability to think in an individual manner after thirteen years of this type of nonsense of commencing on the minute with your name and number in triplicate. Make sure they sign each page with their name and number! How many times had I heard that throughout this week? No matter if they drop dead, don’t know the answers, get the wrong exam, or shit their pants like I did, just be sure their name and number are in the right space.

I read some of Vincent’s letters and wrote a couple myself. The afternoon passed slowly in a pleasantly boring way. I was both relieved and disappointed when six o’clock arrived. I think the students felt the same way as they weren’t in such a hurry to run away after the exam as the other days. My little blonde girlfriend filled the role as one of my witnesses to accompany me down the hall. Once again I considered taking another step further with her. But taking an honest look at her and an honest look at myself, I knew it was out of the question. Everyone smiled at me as I entered the room. Some of the surveillants were talking about the exams they’d be monitoring next week. So! I’d stumbled on a whole self perpetuating world of students and surveillants; exam takers and exam observers. For a moment the idea tempted me to do the same thing next week. I’m used to the hours now and I could get down to some serious writing as I’ve been wanting to do. One glance out the window changed my mind though. Il fait beau temps. I’ve made enough money to buy some canvas and live for a little while. Why get greedy and make a slave of myself?

Monsieur Boube collected the exams. He called out “107”, my room number, and I handed over my pile of exams. As usual he asked if there had been any problems and I said “Non, aucune problemme”. Monsieur Lot had already turned in his papers so he was raring to go. I squeezed by the fat woman and tossed an “au revoir messieurs et mesdames” over my shoulder. Only a couple of people responded. Hundreds of students still lingered around as Monsieur Lot and I went to his car. “Monsieur Boube was certainly business like”, I said to Jean Francis, “I expected a little “bon mot” of appreciation or something”.

“Lui? Non, il est con. Les gens comme lui n’ont aucun sense du politesse.”

The traffic jam was the same as other days, but I had become used to Monsieur Lot’s driving, or else I was feeling a little deflated since I just leaned back and relaxed.

“I talked to Todd this afternoon.”

“Ah bon? What happened to him?”

“Just as I expected. He spent the night at his girlfriend’s and slept in. Tout simplement.”

“Ah le jeun chien. He hasn’t grown up yet.”

“No, I guess he hasn’t.

Monsieur Lot was extremely nice at parting. I called him Jean Francis to show him that I liked him too. Who knows, he said, maybe we’ll bump into each other in the neighborhood.

“Yes, that would be nice. Alors, Bonne Chance! Salut!”

The week was truly over; here it was Friday night. What to do? Not much perhaps. I’m totally exhausted and don’t have a franc to my name. They told me to expect a month’s delay before getting paid. I wish I had a date for the concert tomorrow night. Well, there’s still time to worry about that tomorrow afternoon. I could still walk around a bit up and down Mouffetard before climbing those six flights of stairs back up to my room. Who knows, maybe I’ll see something interesting. So I walk up the narrow steep brick street full of people doing their evening shopping. All of the food displays look fabulous as usual; but they are only décor to me. Number one, I have no money; and number two, I have no kitchen. The vendors call out prices and encouragement to the passersby. There are a couple of musicians spaced along the street trying to earn a few francs. I see the old black man looking down on the ground as he plays his flute. He’s a local character who spends much of his time in the Censier Daubenton Metro. And there are crowds of people of all types, including many beautiful women. I’m feeling a bit drained and down and ashamed of myself on the hunt for women. I stop on the corner at the bottom of Mouffetard and try and assess my mood. What the hell I am doing? Might as well as spend a few of my remaining francs on a can of concentrated milk for my coffee, then go up to my room and relax. The idea calms me immediately and I walk over to Felix Potin, the closest grocery store to my front door. I walk in, acknowledge the cashier, who knows me, and go directly to the aisle with the canned milk. But what was that I saw? There was a beautiful girl at the cash register paying for something. I stood staring at the shelf of canned milk, my heart beating, not knowing what I was doing. I tell myself to behave and not to make a fool of myself. I grab a can of milk and on an impulse a chocolate bar as a reward for making it to Friday and go to the register. An old woman has taken her place in line behind the young girl. I stare at the young girl and she glances up at me from the corner of her eyes ever so quickly. Yes, she is beautiful. She’s tall with a long thick mane of very dark hair. She keeps her head down at a shy angle. She’s wearing a light tan raincoat with a navy blue sweater draped over the back in the very French manner. After she pays and is leaving, she sneaks one more quick glance at me. I am completely conquered. I patiently waited for the old lady to pay for her purchase. Then I pay for my milk and chocolate bar and step outside. I stand there unwrapping my chocolate and looking around. Then I spot the tan raincoat about 100 yards away heading toward Mouffetard. I slowly walk in the same direction as I nibble on the chocolate without any fixed idea or plan in my head. At the bottom of Mouffetard she turns off on the little side street to the left then pauses in front of the window of a large bookstore there. I walk up and stand next to her but she doesn’t look up. We are both staring into the large window display of books. I turn slightly, hold out my chocolate and say, “Voulez vous du chocolat?”

“Oui, merci.” She reaches her dainty hand into the wrapper and takes a tiny, tiny morsel.

“Mais non! Prenez un plus grand morceau.”

“Non, non. Ca va.”

“Vous cherchez un livre?”

“Non.”

“Ah.” We return to staring at the books in the window but I doubt if she is reading any more titles than I am. The silence is deafening and I know if I don’t say something soon that she will walk off and I will lose her forever.

“Vous habitez dans le coin?”

“Oui.”

“Ou ca?”

“Sur la rue Claude Bernard.”

“ah, bon. J’ai un ami qui habite au numero 84 de la rue Claude Bernard. Moi, j’habite dans le coin aussi. Juste la”, I say, pointing in the opposite direction, "au coin de Monge et Avenue des Gobelins.”

Again the silence returns. Well, it’s now or never.

“Vous connaissez la Brasserie Mouffetard?”

“ La au coin??”

“Oui. Voulez vous aller pour un café?”

Non, merci.”

“C’est une brasserie tres sympatique.”

Oui, je sais, mais je ne peut pas maintenant. Je suis presse.”

Again there is an awkward pause as we regard each other. She seems mildly amused by me, but I can’t tell if I’m getting anywhere or not. She’s obviously shy. And she’s obviously beautiful.

“Peut-etre une autre fois?”

“Oui, peut-etre.”

“Avez-vous un telephone?, et que vous me donnez le numero…” , then my French became all balled up, but she came to my rescue.

“Oui, oui, avez-vous un stylo?”

“Oui.”

I pulled out my pen and notebook and she gave me her number.

“Comment vous vous appelez?”

“Julie.”

“Ah. Je m’appelle Ken.”

“Kennn-ah?”

“Oui, c’est ca.”

“Vous etes quoi?”

“Je suis quoi ? Comment ca? Je suis quoi?”

Even outrageous beauty cannot suffocate my pride; I immediately took offense at being called a “what”. She blushed slightly and rephrased the question.

“Vous etes de quel pays?”

“Les Etats Unis. C’est pas evident avec mon accent?”

“Si.”

Again we looked into each other’s eyes which made us both nervous.

“Alors, uh, a la prochaine, uh, au revoir.”

I turned to go and then it struck me. “Etes-vous libre demain soir?”

“Oui.”

“Voulez-vous aller au concert avec moi?”

“Oui, avec plaisir.”

“ah, super. C’est un concert de Rory Gallagher a la Porte de Pantin. Vous le connaissez?”

“Non.”

“Ah. Il joue des blues, un anglais. Si vous voulez, on peut prendre rendezvous a la Brasserie demain a 19:00 heures. Ca va pour vous?”

“Oui. Ca va.”

Again that regard. Then I blurted out, “Que je suis content!”

“Moi aussi,” she said softly.

“Alors, a demain.”

“Oui, a demain.”

“Bonsoir.”

“Bonsoir.”

I turned and headed home. I broke off another piece of chocolate and popped it into my mouth. “Que je suis content!”

