Excerpt from Rooftop Solilogquy
The narrator meets a young woman on the

street at night. The two go into a café...
(from the 5" Soliloquy)

She turned and looked at me: a young woman, perhaps nineteen or
twenty years-old, with a very pretty face, large mistrustful eyes and thin
lips that seemed to tremble like leaves on a tree. Her stopping
completely allowed me to survey her, and I noticed the little white jupon
she was wearing was dirty at the hems. The fabric was yellowish-brown
where it brushed against her ankles. Despite the cold, she didn’t appear
to be shivering; though I, myself, was frozen like winter sod. And with
my heavy frockcoat, | had not the excuse of being dressed in a ribbon.
Strange thing was, I had time to study all, as she wasn’t any longer
hurrying on . . . those eyes of hers, haphazardly etched with makeup,
watched me while we stood beneath the light of a streetlamp.

Did she not know that I too was on my way, and hurriedly so? 1
broke with her gaze to look up at Adélaide’s window. The light from the
window shined on me, welcome as a lighthouse shines on a sailor who’s
been lost among the swells of the dark sea with longing to see the shores
of his native land.

There in the window, a dark object passed to block the yellow
light of the lamp. I believed Adélaide was staring down at me, wondering
why I was standing in the street, late as I was to arrive, and still not
hurrying to meet her. I watched the window until a thin dust of floating
frost—call it snow, though it was as powdery as the dust meant for a
woman’s cheeks—fell between her window and the streetlamp and I saw
then merely halos of snow, winter clouds of floating light. I turned back
to the unknown girl standing in front of me and gave her again my
attention. She was looking at me, almost about to step away, it seemed.
She pulled her scanty woolen sweater across her breast and her neck as a
gust of cold wind blew across the river behind us.




“Listen,” I finally said to the girl, “we have been standing here
now looking at each other for over ten minutes. And twice now you have
tried to take my hand. Or at least it seems as if that were what you were
trying to do. And I would let you certainly, or I would take yours gladly
for you have an incomprehensible beauty, but dear girl . . . have you no
coat?!”

Hearing my words, she turned and pointed past the edge of a
narrow apartment house across the street to a small, rather concealed
passage where there appeared to be a night café. Over the arched
doorway, hung an old-style gas lamp and a sign too distant to read. She
flashed her eyes again at me and said, “I left my coat in there,” and then
looked down.

“But why were you coming from that direction?” I wanted to ask.
Or perhaps she was going back to get it? Although it seemed she had
rather been heading in direction of the bridge crossing the river, not at all
in the direction of the café. The two of us stood rooted in place, looking
at each other. I felt an urgency to get her away then from that sidewalk,
or at least to move down a block or two, for I distinctly heard a window
opening in Adélaide’s building across the street. 1 took a couple steps to
the right to let the dark branches of the willow tree over-hide me
overhead. Noticing my shift in position, the girl looked at my feet as if
she were expecting me to move again and were curious to see how I
would do it. She gave a little wave of her hand as if to ask for an
explanation, but before I could speak, she turned her back towards me
and peered again over at that little passage where the frosty sign and the
sanctuary lamp hung over the arched wooden door.

“Tll come with you,” T said suddenly and rather distinctly,
surprising myself that I, neglecting to remember the open window on the
fifth floor within earshot, had spoken thus. Now I heard it shut; and
with it, I imagined, all of the warmth of the city was pulled into that holy
apartment overlooking the Seine, and all of the cold of Paris sunk down
with a sudden drop that shook the willow branches overhead. The girl
standing in front of me finally began to shiver.

“To get my coat?” her voice quivered.




“How s0?” I countered, realizing I had been involved in a little
imaginary scene and had lost the train of conversation.

“You will come with me to get my coat?”

I didn’t bother to think, I recall, I just touched the girl’s shoulder,
and she flashed me her eyes. She then turned with me and we hurried
towards the night café. Stopping once in the middle of the street, I first
checked to see that she was indeed following me, or coming at least,
which she was; I then peered up to the fifth floor window and saw the
light was now switched off in Adélaide’s place. 1 gave it a moment’s
thought and understood that it had grown very late and I wouldn’t be
calling on my fair dancer on this night.

By the time I reached the doorway, I was in a bit of a fever and
didn’t trouble myself to look around me. All I knew was this girl was by
my side and the other girl, the one whom I had wanted to see, had set out
to see—pale Adélaide with her sweet thighs and beautiful breasts—was
now certainly contemplating my absence.

A swift rush of heat...

[ found myself entering into a night café. The unknown girl
from the street installed herself at a small table near a window and
immediately began warming her hands over the candle on the table. I sat
down across from her and observed. I noticed then how small her hands
were. Her nose too was small, and young, and upturned like a winter
leaf. She kept her head bowed, watching only the candle that warmed
her hands. The café was empty of patrons.

We stayed silent—she warming her hands, I observing. When
the proprietor came over, he brought another candle and the menu carte
and we ordered a demi-carafe of wine. The gitl took out coins that she
had in a litcle knit pouch on a strap that had been concealed beneath her
sweater and laid them on the table and began to count them I asked
where her coat was and she said quietly that it was hanging up in the
back of the café. I mused that she had been in this café before and had
only gone out to take some cold air, and thus stumbled upon me, a
stranger—though I had no way to be sure and decided I wouldn’t
question her on it. Seated silently, I watched her slowly arrange and
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rearrange the coins she was counting on the table. They were large ten-
franc pieces and some small centimes and her fingers passed over them
finding intrigue in the serrated edges. She made lines and geometrical
shapes—now a tarnished constellation, now a metallic honeycomb.

The proprietor brought the wine and I filled the glasses. The girl
I was with looked up long enough to take a sip of her wine. When she’d
set her glass down, she gave a quick inhale—more of a gasp—and looked
at me and said softly that she was sorry she didn’t say ‘to our health’
before drinking, that she’d forgotten. She then resumed counting her
coins on the table. I saw that she had just the right amount to pay for the
wine and it was then [ insisted that I would pay for the wine and she
could keep her coins. She looked up as I said this, as though very
surprised. When, after, she went back to get her coat, I learned from the
proprietor that the wine had already been paid for. It turned out, as the
girl would come to explain moments later, that she was living above the
café . . . or staying rather . . . that she had paid for a month’s lodging, and
some money on top of that for expenses in the café; that her father had
come to visit from the provinces and had helped her in the way that
fathers do, and now he had left again and she was on her own. When I
made reference to the sum of coins on the table, she again seemed very
surprised and I realized that this whole time she had not been counting
them at all, but had rather been arranging and aligning them out of
nervousness.

She started shivering again and brought her hands over the
candle. The sleeves of her coat came close to the flame. The coat was
nicer than I had expected her to possess when we had met out on the
street—a black peacoat with large buttons. The proprietor came once
more and he addressed her by the name of ‘Anne-Sophie.” He’d come to
tell her that, by-the-bye, he’d received a letter for her that day in a small
envelope. To this bit of news, she took almost no interest. She told me,
while the proprietor was still standing there, that she had been coming to
this café most nights, or rather, every night; and that it was pleasant and
she would continue to come every night for as long as she was living
upstairs; and then, suddenly, she waved her hand and said she actually




didn’t know—or couldn’t know, rather—and blushed when she noticed
I’d taken particular interest in these last words.

I asked the proprietor for some coffee, but he sadly shook his
head and claimed that the machines were broken and there was none to
be had. After he’d gone, she admitted that ‘Anne-Sophie” was in fact her
given name but that she preferred the name ‘Victoria.” She clasped my
hand for a moment and her palms were cold and the wool sleeve of her
peacoat brushed my wrist and the sensation was pleasant and the joy
remained after she let go. “Where would you go?” I said of all things, “of
all places?”

“Of all places?” She lit up at my idea for talk, and gasped with an
eagerness that I found peculiar. “Only, I think I would like to visit Place
Dauphine before morning time when the people arrive and the
automobiles come. [ imagine it still dark, but almost light. And when
lightness would begin to seep in, I imagine the streetlamps would still be
lit and it is this [ would like to see too!” And then she frowned, “But I'm
afraid I can’t wake up early enough to get there before dawn. I am so
tired in the mornings—hard as I try! But sometime [ will. I will keep
trying.”

To this, I smiled, delighted by her innocence. She asked me if I

wanted to leave to find coffee and 1 said yes, that there was another café
in St-Germain [ liked and we could go there.

“Oh!” she exclaimed, as if innocently frightened by the idea of
another café. She expressed a wish then to see where I lived . . . or how |
lived, rather, was how she put it. I told her she could see how I lived,
that we could have coffee there, and she agreed but said she had to go
upstairs to her room first.

“Would you mind if I come in twenty minutes?” she asked. 1
didn’t mind, and I explained how to get there (she claimed not to know
the city). 1 wrote down the code to the outside door and told her the
floor number. She said she would try to not get lost. I laughed, saying
she had better bring her coat along with her, and she asked that if she
were to get lost, would I return to find her this same night at this same
café. I said of course, but that it would be hard to get lost in a
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neighborhood such as St-Germain where the streets are laid out in such
pristine order, and that I would see her in twenty minutes and got ready
to leave; when she added, “But maybe sooner!” almost with an imploring
tone. | uneasily stood and as I did, she reached and pressed my hand to
hers, and with the touch of her cold hand—a soft touch carrying that
desirous sensation so often dreamed of and hoped for, and so rarely
found—there came a gentle fever to my head. I felt an age of triumph in
that empirical touch.

Outside in the street, I found myself in a slip of vertigo. The cold
air smoothed itself sweet and ominous on the drops of sweat that beaded
up on my forehead as I walked along. Each stoop of every doorway
seemed to look the same on this night. [ studied their bricks, their
rubble, while walking down the cobblestones. Over there, a closed-up
bookseller. Over here, a boarded-up wine shop. Twice I found myself
heading in the wrong direction and was surprised by my sudden
disorientation. I wanted so to be back at that café with the unknown gitl
who’d named herself Victoria and was deep in flight. “I left in the
night,” she’d said, “Just like that!” giving her reasons for coming to Paris.
It was only weeks later she would come to write a letter to her mother
and father in the provinces, telling them where she was. “I will cherish
her,” I thought aloud, and suddenly felt strange for mumbling thus.

(end of excerpt)




