                             Café Paris





   Menacing clouds hung over the city. Across the street a wisp of wind announced the passage of steady traffic. Nothing in the bleakness of the moment could ever indicate an omen of imminent hope that life could offer anything else save the circuitous repetition of mundane living. The blaring of the occasional car horn was the only sound that broke the monotonous, trance-inducing rhythm of the sweep of steady wind, incessant movements of vehicles and lost souls. Even the towering high-rise office buildings seemed transfixed and indifferent to the thoughts of passersby who, although made up of individuals,resembled a steady flow of  one continuous, viscous life form.


   Against this less than idyllic backdrop, Paul’s thoughts drifted to his furtive glance at that girl he happened to have noticed in the Café Paris bistro ; that nymph that for a fleeting moment walked in, ordered a cappuccino to go and quickly vanished from sight in a blur. His recollections of her were at best imprecise and shadowy, but something in her gaze, when their eyes met for a millisecond, stirred something deep within his soul that would not be ignored.Who was she?  Where had she come from?  How could he ever hope to meet her again?


   All this reverie only served to bring him back to the spring of that year. He had just finished his last year of sociology at McMaster University in Hamilton. He had always been fascinated by social behaviour in humankind and felt compelled to delve into its labyrinthine mysteries further through the hallowed halls of higher learning. But even three years of essays, book reports, insipid lectures and tutorials had only scratched the surface of human psychology. He was reminded of the analogy of a palimpsest that he has once read about in his elective course in ancient civilizations. Just like each layer of the palimpsest reveals more information, so each analysis, thought and mulling in the mind reveals new emotions, hesitations and uncertainties.                Why had he come to Montreal? He had told himself it was to clear his head, to give himself a new perspective on life before deciding on the inevitable: look for a job or continue to search for his life’s calling through university studies. Perhaps he needed this “escapade”, this need to “explore all avenues” before making an informed decision. Yes, that must be it. He had come to explore the charm of this francophone city so different from his native city of Burlington that he affectionately referred to as “Plainsville”.Afer all, shouldn’t everyone leave the comfort zone of his native city to see what lies beyond? How could he have an affinity with others if he only had a “Burlington perspective”? How long he would stay, he had no idea. Maybe he would feel a special bond, a soul-binding link that would make him seek life’s fortune in this metropolis or maybe he would be soon disillusioned with this adventure and return to the friendly confines of King Street in Burlington. After all Paul could barely pronounce “rue de la Seigneurie”, the street his one room apartment was on. His command of the French language was, to put it mildly, limited; however, to say it was practically non existent would be closer to the truth.


   It wouldn’t  really be hard for him to sever all ties with his friends and family members back home in Burlington. He really did not have any close friends to speak of, for reasons he still could not pinpoint. There were times when members of the genteel sex had caught his fancy, stirred his imagination, but not one of them left a lasting impression, except for those who, like lingering indigestion, he regrettably found hard to forget. Some of them wanted to cling to him like flies on fly paper, which almost turned him off from dating ever again since he didn’t know if the next date would turn into an emotionally dependent female whose life would be shattered if he didn’t reciprocate her love. As for his family, his parents and two brothers would do just fine without him. He could start a new life here, if he found an interesting job or if he met the girl of his dreams, even though he didn’t know what kind of “dream girl” he wanted. He seemed to be partial to tall, shapely blondes with a quaint French Canadian accent {Could that subconsciously be the real reason for his being in Montreal?}.However, he certainly would not make it a policy to exclude anyone else based on hair colour and accent.


   With all his musings he had almost walked past the bus stop. Paul checked his watch; he would probably have at least a ten minute wait before the bus taking him to his apartment came. He would spend at least an hour in his apartment hunched over the current issue of The Gazette in the vain hope of finding a job advertisement that was not only exciting and well paying but did not require any knowledge of French. He knew his chances were slim and that the task of finding such a job was daunting, but he knew that he had to be persistent because he wasn’t yet ready to give up. If he gave up after only a week, he might regret what could have been if he had only demonstrated more determination, the kind that keeps you forging ahead on an unusually windy day when one hand keeps your hat on your head and the other is used to steady yourself.


   Later that day Paul found to his dismay that the job openings hadn’t changed since yesterday, which meant there was nothing for him to apply for. With a heavy heart, Paul decided to turn on the T.V. As always there was the cornucopia of soap operas, game shows and cartoons. Nothing  seemed to interest him. After some fruitless channel surfing, he turned the T.V. off in disgust. The only thing he felt like doing now was lying on the couch and dozing off. He flopped onto the couch like a tree being felled by a woodcutter.


   His mind reviewed the moments of the day. The sights and sounds of the city, the rattling and jerking on the bus, the splashes of words from the newspaper and the strobe-like pictures from the T.V. flooded his mind. As all these images were being dissipated by a blanket of sleep about to envelope him. The picture of the girl in the Café Paris flashed before him. Once again he was haunted by this surreal apparition. The line between reality and  thoughts was being blurred as Paul slowly drifted off to the world of sleep and the subconscious.


   When he opened his eyes he realized he had only dozed off for a couple of hours. The day seemed disjointed after that nap, as if it had been halved. Upon rising from the sofa Paul thought about lunch, one of his favorite subjects, and, although he was by no means a master chef, he had been known to whip up some tantalizing sandwiches. As he attended to this culinary endeavor Paul thought about how alone he really was; he had no family here and no one to call a good friend. All of a sudden he had an idea, a veritable flash of  brilliance. Why not forget this ham sandwich and head back to Café Paris? He had noticed that, in addition to coffee, doughnuts and various pastries, there were also servings of light lunches in this quaint bistro. Perhaps, if Lady Luck smiled on him, he might see that girl from this morning. He looked at his watch again and realized that it was now 3:05 p.m. Too late for lunch but not too late for the 4:00 dinner specials he had also noticed. Unfortunately, the bus ride back could take some time. What if the girl had already left the bistro from her way home from work? Another idea haunted Paul: What if that morning appearance was nothing more than a chance crossing of their paths? What if she usually never went to the bistro and this morning was not going to be repeated this afternoon. There is nothing worse than being held hostage by uncertainties. It is better to be disillusioned than to be in this limbo, thought Paul.





   As he grabbed his coat and headed out the door he thought  of how puerile he felt. Surely, he wasn’t going to act in a childish manner because of a blonde female he didn’t even have enough time to stare at properly. The mere idea that he might be falling prey to irrational actions irritated this graduate in sociology and psychology. He remembered the species from the TV series “ Star Trek”, the Vulcans, that he thought he wanted to emulate- logical, detached and methodical. The only other analogy that came to his mind was that of a chess player- every move was calculated, anticipated and logically reasoned out. Was he now acting like a seasoned chess player, the logical Spock or a scatterbrained youth afflicted with infatuation? 


  Paul was in a daze as he boarded the bus.  Time had lost any sense of sequence as day dreaming  and the occasional glances at subsequent bus stops became a mist in his brain.  When he realized that his bus stop was coming up, all the symptoms of nervousness suddenly became manifest: sweaty palms, an accelerated heartbeat and a pasty mouth.  He got off the bus with a determination of a condemned man walking the plank.  In his clouded mental condition he had neglected to groom himself properly.  What’s more, he realized he did not have his spare comb in his pocket.  With a flick of the wrist he gave his hair a patting in the hope that any unruly clusters created by the tossing and turning of his nap would find their rightful place. The first thing he would have to do is buy some breath mints to ward off the biggest faux-pas he could commit if he was to have any hope of creating a good first impression.  When he was within sight of the bistro he stopped, took in some deep breaths and rehearsed some lines he could use if the girl happened to be there.  From an expert chess player he now had to take on the persona of a stage actor.  He had to control his emotions, know his lines and above all be endearing.  As the blaring of the horn of a taxi cab brought Paul back to reality he thought of something:  What if this girl was not very attractive?  After all, with only a furtive glance, he was in no position to remember the colour of her eyes, the shape of her nose or the features of her smile.  He thought it would be best to study her from a distance. Isn’t that what any good anthropologist, sociologist or psychologist would do?


     With all his cogitation he had not noticed that the sky was becoming overcast.  Shades of gray filled the sky like brush strokes on a canvas.  The wind, this morning just a gentle breeze, had picked up some momentum and was now howling.  Rue Saint Jacques was a charming district on the fringes of Old Montreal.  Two blocks west afforded a panoramic view of the majestic Saint Lawrence River.  Further into the heart of Old Montreal were vestiges of a bygone era such as cobblestone streets and time honored buildings.  However, the Cafe Paris bistro was located on a nondescript street, next to the Metro station and only two blocks away from the bus stop.  Paul had not thought about bringing an umbrella.  He realized how unobservant this little distraction in his life had made him.  Fortunately, he had not forgotten his wallet.  With some trepidation he went into the bistro.  


     The restaurant was buzzing with the cacophony of clients babbling to each other.  Obviously, rush hour was already here. He glanced at the menu illuminated over the counter and with considerable effort was able to decipher a familiar order:  pain grille au fromage et au jambon avec frites ( grilled cheese and ham sandwich with fries).  He used his best high school French to place the order and then also paid for a little bottle of Perrier.  Paul sheepishly picked up his tray of food and walked away from the counter like a scolded child.   


   He searched the bistro for a place to sit, munch on his food and wait with anticipation. As his glance swept across the room, he noticed a single small table with two chairs cloistered in the back corner facing a large window. From the window he could see the surreal images of the street, the nameless individuals and behemoth-like buildings. There wasn’t much vividness to speak of; a light sprinkle of rain had created a blurred effect and, coupled with a taut blanket of gray skies, had now conferred a dreaded bleakness to the outside world. To Paul this outside world started to look more and more like the netherworld, an unwelcome, foreboding place where only brave and hardy souls would venture. Perhaps the girl he had come to meet would break this moroseness like a wide beam of sunlight piercing the tin-coloured sky after a downpour. Oh, how he wished this was so! A giggle from an amused customer brought Paul back to reality and his somewhat appetizing dinner. He started eating almost mechanically. He compared himself to the machines he worked with last summer at the Dominion Packaging Company. Those presses  were the quintessential definition of repetition. He now felt a kinship with them. After all, wasn’t his life becoming exceedingly repetitive: staring, daydreaming and wandering. His mind would stare at a particular object or scene which would trigger a daydreaming mechanism in his brain and that would consequently cause his thoughts to wander aimlessly.


   Another distant-sounding giggle made Paul snap to attention and break the momentary daydreaming spell. Looking to his right he noticed a couple laughing and conversing and seemingly oblivious to his inquiring glance. He decided he would finish his meal. After all, he had already been in the bistro at least 30 minutes. Proper etiquette told him that he shouldn’t use an eatery as a lounge to fritter the time away.He finished his dinner and was about to get up when he noticed a girl walk through the door. He couldn't see her face clearly, but her hair colour was certainly blonde. Almost immediately his heart started to beat faster, his palms sweat and his throat become dry. Just when he needed to be as cool as a cucumber he was unable to control his nerves.


He stayed put in his chair, as if his feet had been set in a bucket of quick-drying cement. His legs felt rubbery and his mind started to freeze up on him. Whether or not this was the girl Paul saw that morning was left up to conjecture. Nevertheless, she did seem to fit the fragmentary description forever etched in his mind. Why is it that certain individuals can wield such power over others? He was about as rattled as a skydiver about to jump for the first time. The rush of adrenaline coursing through his body was unsettling and yet thrilling. The girl ordered something, paid the attendant and looked around the bistro for an empty table. There were no empty tables to be had at this time of the day, but there was an empty chair directly in front of Paul. He was hoping she would ask to share the table with him. Perhaps he should make sure of it by offering it to her. His brain felt like a mastodon frozen under a thick layer of Arctic ice. He had to thaw out his mind or this opportunity might forever be lost. However, before he could articulate anything the girl in a tan trench coat walked toward Paul and asked:


   “Pardon, Monsieur, Pourrais-je m’asseoir à côté de vous, s’il vous plaît?”


Paul had difficulty finding his thoughts in English at the moment, let alone in French.


   “Pardon, Monsieur”, she repeated.


   “ Juh nuh pahrle pas francais tray bien”, he managed to say in the most anglicized French imaginable. It’s amazing how nervousness brings out the worst linguistic accomplishments. 


   “I’m afraid I don’t speak French very well”, he continued. “Please, sit here.”He was now able to sense some feeling back in his legs.


   “Thank you!” the girl replied in an almost native-like Canadian English accent. “My name is Chantal Pelletier”.


   “I”m Paul. Paul Schaeffer. I’m new to the city.”


   “Oh! Where are you from?” she probed.


   “I’m from Ontario. I don’t know if you’ve ever heard of Burlington?” 


The girl seemed to ponder for a couple of seconds and then shook her head slowly.


   “It’s close to Hamilton and about 60 km southwest of Toronto.”


   “I’ve been to Toronto but I haven’t gone past it,” she ventured to say.


Paul could feel his confidence building up again in him. There was a momentary pause in the conversation while the girl ate a bit of her sandwich. Having finished his light meal Paul had nothing to do except admire her. However, he had to guard against the appearance of “soaking” in her good looks. She certainly afforded a beautiful sight. Apart from her full-bodied hair Chantal had a nose that would make a top model envious. Her lips were well rounded and ruby-coloured. Paul couldn’t really stare into her eyes for long periods of time but they appeared to be turquoise blue in colour with thick and long eye lashes to adorn them. She looked as if she had just walked out of a magazine page advertising Estée Lauder make-up products. He thought he should take adequate steps to prolong her stay.


   “I’m just going to get another Perrier. May I get you something?” he asked, rising from his chair.


    “Oh, thank you, but I’ll be fine,” she replied.


As he walked toward the counter he wondered if he shouldn’t have offered again. Maybe that’s what he should have done. But how was he to know? He wondered what impression he had made on her. Then he thought about his uncombed hair and, Oh my!, his breath. He had forgotten to get some breath mints. Maybe the sandwich had coated any trace of halitosis, he hoped. He quickly bought another Perrier and some breath mints.


   As he approached the table he realized what a tall, stately girl Chantal appeared to be, even if allowance was made for her high-heeled shoes.


   “May I ask what brings you to Montreal?” she asked, almost as a psychoanalyst would do.


   “Well, I Just finished school and decided I would see if I could maybe find a job here or something else.”


   “I would suspect you’d probably have more luck finding a job in Ontario, wouldn’t you?” she said, opening her can of pop.


How could Paul let her realize that he came here hoping to meet someone like her.


   “Well, Maybe I’m being a little bit like Hemingway, you know. He went to Paris to see the world. Maybe, in some fashion, this is my way of seeing the world by living a bohemian life.”


   “Oh, I love reading Hemingway! You know, I took some courses in American literature in university,’ she said with unabashed enthusiasm.


   “That explains why you speak English so well,” Paul remarked. “Is that what you are majoring in?”


   “No. To tell you the truth I’m a music major. I only take literature courses to perfect my English. What about you?”


   “I studied human sciences such as psychology and sociology.”


   “I see,” she said curtly and continued to eat her sandwich.


   After a pause that appeared to be an eternity, but which in reality was barely a minute Paul asked, “So, do you come here often, to Café Paris?”


   “Almost every day on my way home from school. I grab something light until my mom makes dinner around 7:00.”


   Those words were very significant to Paul for they meant she lived with her parents and was therefore unmarried. He did not see a wedding band on her finger and the fact that she was still going to school also gave credence to his delightful suspicions that she was unmarried. She finished her sandwich and pop and was getting ready to get up.


   “It was nice to meet you” she said . “I hope things work out for you here in Montreal”


How he wished she were part of the phrase “work out for you here in Montreal.” He felt he had to do something. It was at that moment that he remembered that The Montreal Symphony Orchestra was playing at Place Des Arts this weekend.


   “Uh...Listen if you’re free this Saturday I can get two tickets to listen to The Montreal Symphony Orchestra at Place des Arts. I’d like to take you, if you would like.” He didn’t realize how bold desperation could make him.


   “Why, I’d really like that,” she answered.


   “Maybe, I could see you again tomorrow afternoon here in the café.” he added.


    “That would be nice. Well, I have to get going now. See you tomorrow around 4:30, then.” she said.


   “I’ll reserve a table. Bye, Chantal.”


   “Bye, Paul.”


   As she walked away the realization of what had transpired hit him like a ton of bricks. He had to steady himself as he suddenly felt overcome with giddiness. Paul felt stunned and yet so elated. A deep sense of expectation and excitement overwhelmed him. As he looked out the window of the bistro he once again fell into the rhythm of staring, daydreaming and wandering. He didn’t focus on any perticular object but he noticed that the light drizzle had stopped and the gray clouds were dispersing and in their place the sun had reappeared. That’s when Paul’s thoughts drifted back to Mrs. Peabody’s grade 12 English class and the poem by William Blake that is so apropos in describing his feelings:





   Every night and every morn


   Some to misery are born.


   Every morn and every night


   Some are born to sweet delight,


   Some are born to sweet delight.





He felt he was now among those born to sweet delight.
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