Chapter 7

Lost in the Paris Metros


Before leaving Paris and returning to Majorca and the low lifestyle which he fostered on his yacht, the Dallas Star,  Arthur Hodges had an errand to attend to. Mei Tay, his domineering wife, sister of the sinister Low Bing, had instructed him to visit the offices of Opera International Magazine   and  pick up a back issue carrying an article on the Beijing Opera. Before he'd left for Paris, she'd  called the offices of the magazine: the  issue she'd requested was on a shelf awaiting his arrival. A detail that Hodges had not anticipated was a cause for some annoyance to  him : the offices of Opera International Magazine  are located at 10 Galerie Vero Dodat  , an exceedingly strange address . No-one,  either among the clientele or the  personnel of La Belle Noisette  ,  knew where it was, or could imagine that such as address even existed. 


Yet there had to be such an address:  it was on the masthead of every issue of the magazine. Leaving the restaurant around 2 PM at a gallop Arthur Hodges,  heedless of consequences, descended the staircase of  the Belleville station into the tentacular Styx of the Paris Metro. 


Belleville is Paris's primary neo-colonialist district for  non-European immigrants. Long before he reached the basement level, Hodges began to feel  intimidated by the crowds  of alien  forms of humanity swirling about him, lurid threatening beings with their peculiar mannerisms, their repulsive skin colorations, their iniquitous, suggestive  glances, their exotic languages. He imagined them crawling right out of the shadows and attacking him; he was certain that he saw them lurking in the mysterious passageways, or loitering with malevolent intent  on all the staircases. Most unwillingly he found himself being jostled by people  from every part of the globe: Senegalese, Algerians, Vietnamese, Turks, Hindus. It might appear paradoxical that a man as prejudiced as Hodges should have a Chinese wife. Yet she was rich, Wellesley educated, a Christian convert and something of a dragon lady;  effectively Occidental, in other words . 


" Nothin' but'uh bunch'a dirty furriners,  heah!  "   he swore, in a voice loud enough to attract everyone's  attention. It would appear that he was totally oblivious to the fact that he, too, was a  foreigner here, or that someone might just decide that he was dirty as well.


 A short, stoop-shouldered , bull-necked  Moroccan rug merchant, his goods slung over his shoulder,  wearing a colorful skull-cap, walked up to him with the probable intention of selling him a rug:

           " Voulez-vous achetez un tapis, Monsieur? Tapis perse! Bon qualité !" 

Hodges  stared at him : points of fear overflowed his puffy eyelids, his  gleaming eyes. Of a sudden he remembered his wife's errand. Waving the scrap of paper his wife had given him, he shouted, as if crying for help:



" Dees ' Gay-Leer -Ie' yah  Vier-o'  Doo'dah  ?  " 


 Convinced he was dealing with a madman the rug merchant  dismissed him contemptuously  with a broad wave of the hand. By sheer coincidence this rude gesture had  pointed in the direction of the signs indicating the entrance to the quai with trains going in  the direction of Chatelet  . Thinking his question had been answered, Hodges tipped his 10-gallon hat, said 


"Thank you kindly. sir. And I want you'all t'know that Ah ain't got nothin' aginst niggers!  " , before  sprinting  down the corridor towards the quais. 


It was not until two hours later, after coasting a few times through the length and breadth of the Paris Metro, and returning for the  third time  to the station Réamur-Sebastopol   , that Hodges conceded that he was hopelessly lost. He was preparing to walk up several staircases onto the street, when he remembered that his wife had advised him  that the agents seated behind the ticket booths in the Metro  kept a little brown book listing all the streets of Paris  . Climbing to the upper level of the  Réamur- Sebastopol station he  got into line before a ticket booth. In front of him stood two other customers,  Algerian and French. 


The woman behind the window of the ticket booth 
 ,  whether owing to some misfortune visited on her in childhood, or because of something that had occurred just the other day, had the bad habit of screaming at anyone who asked her for anything. She was dumpy and distraught, her hair done up in pin-curlers. It was more than likely that she was merely incapable of assuming a normal tone of voice. 


The Algerian was chased away by a memorable exhibition  of ill temper. The Frenchman just  wanted a standard packet of ten tickets (carnet de dix  ). Then Hodges stepped up to the window:


" Dees ' Gay-Leer -Ie' yah  Vier-o'  Doo'dah  ?  " 

he bawled. The woman gazed at him , struck dumb with horror. As her  breath was sucked in with a sharp hiss, her mascara-thickened eyelids closed to a dull suspicious  squint. Clearly she didn't think Hodges was human:


"Quoi  ??    "


" Dees ' Gay-Leer -Ie' yah  Vier-o'  Doo'dah!!  You see, M'am, mah wife wrote it down  on this heah piece'uh paper." 

He pushed the paper underneath the Hygeiaphone. She barely glanced  at it. Her nose wrinkled in contempt. With the hammy heel of a fat palm she shoved it back:


" Je n'en sais rien. Jamais entendu  . "


Hodges pointed to her desk drawer:


" Book?" , he asked , "Little brown book?"


" Quoi  ??   " she barked anew, hoping through the mere sound of her voice to intimidate him into an  awareness of his own stupidity. She did however pick up on the word 'book' . " 


" Non, m'sieur, Je n'ai pas le bouquin  . " Hodges raised his voice:


" Book, lady? Book? Book? Little brown book?"


The woman jumped off the stool, and screamed at him with all her force:


" Je N'ai Pas Le Bouquin ! Je N'ai Pas Le Bouquin !!  "

 This caused Hodges in his turn to roar at her and stamp his feet:


" Book  ?! Book ?! Book ?!  Book ?!     "


The woman  pounded the counter with her flabby fists. Then she beat the Hygeiaphone with a rolled up copy of the gut-bucket right-wing tabloid Le Parisien  . She removed her shoes and threw them against the wall of her cubicle. Then she  executed a mad dance of rage, of the sort that  a psychotic might improvise who'd just learned that someone else also claiming to be Napoleon had been admitted to the ward, or as might a gourmet at the restaurant Le Tour d'Argent    who discovers a hair in his glass of vintage wine, or perhaps as did the monk Claude Frollo, enraged by Quasimodo's delectation at Esmeralda's bell-shaped curves. 


" Je N'ai Pas Le Bouquin ! Je N'ai Pas Le Bouquin !!Je N'ai Pas Le Bouquin ! Je N'ai Pas Le Bouquin !!" 

Hodges surrendered. He snatched back the note and walked around the lobby showing  it to various people. As Mei Tay had written the words  Opera International   at the top of the paper, he soon discovered a nice person who assured him that this gallery was in the neighborhood of the famous old  Paris Opera house , the Salle Garnier  .


The figure of this individual  was draped with an oversized tan trench coat which could only have been acquired at the Salvation Army store on the rue Cantegrel in the 13th Arrondisement 
 . Large round spectacles that bulged like goblets  lorded over a groomed bristly black moustache. A  nervous tic disfigured the right side of his face. On his head there squatted, crushed,  a canvas rainhat much mended with numerous green patches. 


The man took Hodges by the arm and led him back into the corridors of the Réaumur-Sebastopol station  until they reached the entrance to the quai alongside which a train going to the Opera station would be arriving in a few minutes. Hodges thanked him with the grand and extravagant gestures , gave him a big-hearted hug and proceeded on his way.


Returning to the lobby, this  providential Saint Bernard strode to a telephone booth. He knew that Inspector Migraine would be very happy to learn that Low Bing's brother-in-law, the Texan who plies the Dallas Star, loaded with many different kinds of contraband,   between Majorca and Cannes,  was now wandering about , hopelessly,  lost in the gargantuan Metro labyrinth  of Opera/Auber/Havre/Caumartin St Lazare.

�Not a window exactly, but an odd invention called an Hygieaphone  , 


a sheet of plastic designed to protect both sides from bad breath


�RER Boulevard Massena 





