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Track One 

 

“New Life” 

 

 

 

Transition to another place 

So the time will pass more slowly 

Features fuse and your shadow’s red 

Like a film I’ve seen now show me. 

 

– Depeche Mode
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Chapter 1 

 

He had been duped. Cheated. Hustled. As he stood in Charles de Gaulle airport, 

hungry and tired from flying all night, with no place to live and almost no money in his 

pocket, Nick wondered why he’d ever thought coming to Paris would be a good idea.  

And now that he knew he’d been duped, the lie was so obvious. How could he 

have fallen for it? 

Then again, how could he not have, with such a vast conspiracy? The budget must 

have run into billions. There were movies, books, airline commercials, snow globes. And 

it had been going on forever. Or at least for, like, a century or something. Paris was a 

dream. Paris was filled with grotty romantic bars, pouting women, misunderstood 

unshaven men. It was the beginning of a film, by Godard maybe, with the camera 

tracking the Eiffel Tower as black and silver footage spun around narrow streets. A 

woman was singing a grainy French ballad, her voice heartbreaking and raw. That was 

Paris, right? 

The conspiracy ran all the way to his own family. His own mother, not twenty-

four hours ago, told him how great the city was and how much he’d love it.  

“Promise me you’ll come home again,” she joked. 

“I don’t have anywhere to live.” 

“I thought you were staying with a journalist. Isn’t she a journalist? That’s what I 

told Les.” 
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Nick was uncomfortable hearing about what his Mom told Les. He was 

uncomfortable with the existence of Les. “I told you, they got the dates wrong and I don’t 

have anywhere to stay until school starts.” 

He didn’t want to live with a family – he’d had enough of families. Instead Nick 

had picked a room from a list of dismal options: being an au pair for two toddlers, living 

with an older couple looking for companionship. Creepy. By contrast, the admissions 

office said the journalist, Mme. Livernaux, traveled for her work and wouldn’t be around 

much. It sounded all right to him. Except now he couldn’t move in until the first week of 

September. It was August 15th. 

Unfortunately, he’d only found this out the day before he left. An administrator 

from the study abroad program had called. Nick didn’t like answering the phone in his 

new home, but no one else was around. 

“I tried reaching you several weeks ago. I left a message,” the guy apologized.  

“Oh,” Nick replied. “I never got it.” 

“I’m very sorry.”  

“Thanks. Umm – do you know if there’s anywhere I can live until then?” 

“Actually, I’m here in the US. You can try calling the school in Paris, but they 

don’t normally expect students early.” 

If he’d had any money Nick would have changed his ticket as soon as he hung up. 

But he didn’t.  

At college Nick had a small scholarship, his mother and Tom paid for the tuition 

Nick couldn’t cover with loans, and he worked in the dining hall for books. Over the 

summer he scooped Häagen-Dazs at the South Street Seaport for three seventy-five an 
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hour and a weekly pint of leftover ice cream. In Paris, Nick hoped that he could find a 

work-study position at the school, and though they’d only talked about it generally, his 

mom said that she and Tom could send him a monthly allowance.  

Eight months ago he would have asked his mother if he could borrow the money 

he needed to bridge the time before school started. Or he would have asked Tom.  

Until eight months ago Tom was his stepfather. They had lived on the top floor of 

a modest brownstone in the Village. A middle-aged Chilean couple owned the bottom 

two floors. Tom shared the back garden with the husband, the two men mulching and 

fertilizing until winter roots were coaxed into buds. It was the only home Nick had 

known and he could count the stairs without seeing them. He knew about the cracked 

wooden ball on the banister of the first-floor landing. He knew the sounds of the curtains 

and the floorboards. He knew that dim high-pitched whine was the hot water in the 

neighbor's powder room turning past the shuddering dead spot.  

But then his mother sat him down and told Nick that the two of them would be 

moving to the Upper East Side, that she and Tom were getting a divorce, that their home 

was already listed, and that she was going to remarry some guy Nick had never met. 

That’s who they’d be living with. The guy, Les, and his daughter.  

Nick’s first thought was about Tom. Was he still his dad? Legally speaking, 

probably not. But how was that possible when he was the only father that Nick had ever 

known? 

Nick’s next thought was for himself. Who were these people he’d have to live 

with? It wasn’t fair.  

His parents had known for six months. They hadn’t mentioned it.  
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“We didn’t want to upset you.” 

“I’m upset now,” Nick had said. 

“Yes, but now you can deal with all the change at once. It’s much quicker in the 

end,” his mother had replied. Infallible logic. 

Tom moved into a studio apartment on the Lower East Side the following week. 

Then that summer Nick and his mother moved, too. Nick met his prospective stepfather. 

The new one – Leslie Parker, “Les Park” to the literary world – was gray-haired and thin 

and wore polo shirts. He wrote book reviews for The New Yorker or something and 

apparently he used to publish short stories. He called Nick’s mom Ann. Tom had always 

called her Annie. 

That summer Les would pass Nick in the hall and give a little nod of something 

less than recognition. It was the same nod he might use on copy boys at the magazine.  

His daughter was worse. For one thing, if Nick didn’t actually know Julia, he 

might have had a crush on her. For another, she hated him. They were the same age. Nick 

had gone to public school. Julia had gone to Spence. He had nothing to do. She was 

always busy. He thought maybe they’d bond over their shared familial misfortunes. 

Nope. And while Nick had no solid proof why he didn’t get the message that he would 

have no place to live when he got to Paris, if he had to guess he’d say it was because of 

Julia. 

His new room was a small prison. Except it had plush carpets and smelled nice. 

Like cinnamon. Or wood polish. The weight of living in their house started off as 

oppressive and then became like living under gravel. 
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But now that he was standing here waiting for his bags to arrive, Nick could tell at 

a glance that running away only created new problems. For one thing the airport wasn’t 

like the commercials at all. There wasn’t any sleek 1960s design of white plastic molded 

into curves. There wasn’t any ethereal soprano singing an aria. It was like Newark, only 

in French. And as much as he wanted to, particularly at this moment, Nick didn’t speak 

French. 

For another thing, when he left New York he imagined that he’d survive on 

baguettes and Brie, like Hemingway, assuming that’s the way Hemingway lived. It was 

just the kind of thinking that got him in trouble. In fact, when his mom offered to give 

him some extra money he refused it. 

“I’ll leave you something just in case.” 

“That’s okay,” he had replied. “Thanks, anyway.” 

Nick took a bus to the airport the next day. Yesterday afternoon. No one was 

around to see him off. When he woke up that morning he thought that he heard his mom 

in the unfamiliar living room, but by the time he was dressed the house was empty. There 

was a note under his door. “I love you. Have a wonderful, wonderful trip!” His mom had 

drawn a happy face next to her initial. She didn’t leave him a credit card for emergencies. 

Maybe she forgot. Or maybe she’d believed him when he said he didn’t need it.  

Before he left Nick had called Tom, but after the phone rang twice he 

remembered that Tom was teaching. Besides, they’d talked yesterday, or was it the day 

before? And it was the same conversation that they’d been having ever since the divorce. 

Nick didn’t even know what to call him now.  
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As Nick packed a few last things, he’d listened to the dull distant hum when 

things are altogether quiet.  

He heard a similar quiet now. All the other passengers from his flight had been 

met by friends, found their bags and disappeared into the morning.  

Nick looked down. By his side were one medium black nylon bag and one small 

black nylon bag. He counted them. Two. It didn’t take long. He looked up. The conveyor 

belt had stopped. One large black nylon bag was nowhere to be seen. 

Nick had never been to Charles de Gaulle before. He’d never been out of the 

United States before. But putting cultural differences aside, he concluded that if he left 

New York with three bags, he could expect to arrive in Paris with three bags. He went in 

search of someone who could help.  

He saw a sign with a suitcase and an arrow pointing to a small room with a large 

window. Inside, behind a cloud of cigarette smoke, was a stout woman with a tight bun of 

hair beneath a crisp blue hat. She wore a blue suit with brass buttons and a maroon scarf. 

She looked official. After giving it some thought, Nick hoped that she might have 

something to do with bags. 

Nick wasn’t dumb exactly, though a casual observer might get that impression 

from the conversation he was about to overhear. In any event, here is a rough translation 

from the original French: 

“Excuse me.” 

“Yes?” 

“I have luggage.” 

“Huh?” 
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“Luggage.” 

“Pardon?” 

“Luggage.” 

“Yes?” 

“If it were lost.” (Why did Nick use the subjunctive? Was it intentional? It’s a 

puzzle). 

No reply. 

The bag meant a lot to him. It didn’t have a laptop, iPod, or cell phone because 

this was long ago, in 1990, in the days before laptops, iPods, and cell phones. If only 

there were something exciting like drugs or a gun it would have changed everything. 

Then there would have been a trench-coated someone following him down mean streets, 

a stolen car with switched plates, like in a Truffaut film. Instead, the bag was stuffed with 

clothes for the year (remarkably he’d remembered to pack winter clothes) and a few 

books that he thought he’d need. There was a French-English dictionary and a French 

grammar book. They would have been useful right about now. Plus when you’ve packed 

for ten months and you can’t go out and buy everything new, and on principle you hate to 

lose things, the potential loss grows in importance.  

He tried again. “Luggage.” 

The woman shrugged.  

Nick stepped out of the room to see if the sign on the door had been misleading. 

There was the picture of a suitcase. There was the arrow pointing almost directly at the 

woman’s hat. He stepped back to the desk. 
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The woman let loose a torrent of words, concluding in English with the one 

sentence Nick recognized. “Do you have your ticket?” 

Nick remembered that he did have a ticket. He produced it. 

A few lazy keystrokes on a green monitor. 

“It’s there,” she said.  

It was a lovely riddle. Was it there on the monitor? Was it there on the conveyor 

belt? Was the number there? Nick took this lesson in metaphysics in stride. It was not 

there. What did it mean to say that it was? A world of possibilities opened up before him. 

He felt like Oedipus before the Sphinx. Nick thought hard before replying. To be told a 

thing existed which didn’t brought to mind thoughts of presence and absence. Life and 

death. Absurdity and particularly French Absurdism were suddenly and for a brief 

moment very clear to him. Then the moment passed. 

“Sorry,” he replied. “I don't understand.” 

The woman turned the monitor so that Nick could see. There was a list of green 

numbers. She held up the baggage claim ticket. One of the green numbers matched. The 

woman underlined it with her finger.  

“But where is it out there?” Nick pointed towards the rest of the airport. 

The woman picked up the phone and dialed a number. At first it sounded like she 

might be talking to a friend. The voice on the other end said something and the woman 

laughed. Her face lit up. She chirped something in reply. It sounded like fun, but Nick 

didn’t think it was getting him any closer to getting what he wanted. Then the 

conversation clearly turned serious and when she placed the receiver down she gestured 

for Nick to follow.  
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He did.  

They went to an annex filled with oversized bags. “Aha!” he thought.  

The woman checked the number on the ticket against a familiar-looking oversized 

black nylon bag. Then she showed Nick both the ticket and the bag, pointing out the 

numbers on each as if she were a kindly teacher and he was a sweet but dim-witted child. 

He was afraid that when she was done she might pat him on the head. Instead, she handed 

him the ticket, smiled and said, “Au revoir.” 

 

With that first hurdle behind him, Nick lifted his luggage. It seems incredible 

today that a suitcase wouldn’t have wheels, especially one the size of a Peugeot. But his 

didn’t and with all three bags he could only manage a few steps.  

Fortunately, when it came to airport carts, France was, apparently, a utopia. Free 

carts abounded. And as Nick loaded up his bags and rolled along the smooth floor, it 

made him momentarily happy. He was in control. Maybe he’d roll the cart all the way 

into the center of the city where he’d contentedly bump along the cobblestone streets and 

take in the sights. Maybe he would keep rolling on forever. 

Nick was still glowing from his cart triumph when he spotted a currency 

exchange. A hard reality set in as Nick changed somewhat less than a hundred dollars for 

somewhat less than five hundred francs.  

 “Voilà,” the man said with a flourish as he slid orange, brown, and blue 

banknotes through a slot in the bulletproof glass. Not much of a trick. Unless you 

considered how much of his money disappeared in fees. 

The oversized bills stuck out of Nick’s wallet. 
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He rolled his cart towards the exit. That’s what you did after flying. But normally 

when you leave an airport you have somewhere to go. 




