

The life and are of Jean Renoir('s lover) as told by a young girl the summer after graduating from high school

Matthew Weiss

Renoir is such a lovely name. Hear Renoir and I hear the clattering of pearls and the airy flush of color exhumed. I hear the wrinkled gullet of a society woman calling out a bid in black and white; puckered eyes see the relaxed impressions of greens and trees and the whites of a smile as a nearby table disregards an insubstantial pair of glasses. Then the paws of Jean Renoir encircle me, his tuxedoed chest and lips apart--abashed bear, the voice of everyone’s friend. Jean and I fell in love watching Rules of the Game. Pierre-Auguste is too skinny for me, Jean I love for his humility, his poetry and the way he can fold me, envelop me, tongue me up and down, close me, stamp me and mail me from my couch to his, with only his face on the screen and the soft clink of a winebottle set on the glass surface of a coffee table. 


My living room and I alone plan passionate encounters with Jean Renoir. 

*


I met him for lunch this morning. It might have been at Paneras. We said ten, but he didn’t arrive until eleven thirty. I wore heels. We sat and talked, the winebottle between us and I ordered a soup and salad. His shoulder brushed against the iron fencing that could have cordoned off the café from the street, and would have, if it had been that kind of establishment. 


I interrogated him concerning the relationship between life and art. 


What’s the point of seeing you, I asked, there’s nothing we can do but talk, work separately, though we toil in the same--


He stopped me there with a kiss. I showed his lips my teeth. It wasn’t a grimace, but a smile as I love the scratch of his chin on my face, the way his nose tries to engulf mine.


What’s the point of seeing you? Are we going anywhere with this? There’s really no next step, I mused and my back arched on its own as his hand slid along my back.


Then I drained his glass for him and poured myself the rest because my stomach was sour because there was no way I was up to talking with Jean Renoir--especially not in this state at this hour.


I went home to nap and think it over. I lay on the very center of my floor on the carpet and investigated the ceiling which felt inexplicably heavy. I rolled over, then reconsidering, fell on my back again. I puckered my lips like I thought Jean Renoir sometimes did.


I woke up at four and went to the bathroom. There I threw up.

*


Absolutely, I am self-aware. This was the next morning. I’m being ridiculous, I know. But I’ve got to be on for Jean Renoir. I’ve got to be enthralling. I’m sure he expects nothing less, or at least, perhaps he doesn't expect perfection, not him, but why should he settle for less?


Met my friends for dinner. I’d called Ellie.


“Hey, bitch, what’s up?” I asked her.


“Oh, nothing! Grant’s having a thing at his house, I’ll probably go to that.”


“Oh, what thing?”


“Hey, you coming tonight?” Grant asked Mark. “I need you there. I can’t handle them alone.”


“Yeah, come with me,” Mark said to Ian. “Ash is going to be there.”


“She’s always fun,” Ian said.


“She’s crazy!”


“Okay, I guess I’ll go,” Mark said to Grant.


“How much liquor can you bring?” Grant asked him. “We’re going to need it.”


They ended up coming over to my place. I hadn’t told them about Jean. I wanted him to be a surprise. I wanted them to like him. He was late.


My friends were in the kitchen. 

*

Thursday:

1 cup of coffee (black, w/ breakfast)


2 glasses of Coke (straw, ice, lunch)


1 cup of coffee (venti, starbucks, mid-afternon)


3 cups of tea (earl grey, sugar, milk, tea-time, 4 o’clock)

My litany of stimulants. I stared at the liquid in the cup until it turned to crystal in my eyes. I reached for a bottled water. I was coming back from the bathroom when I felt like my legs were going to burst through the floor. 

I’d tried to take a nap this morning because I couldn’t fall asleep last night because I worried that I’d be tired.

Wednesday Night/Thursday Morning:


12:00: tired


12:30: uneasy


1:00: suspicious


1:30: anxious


2:00: desperate


2:30: sour stomach

And that only made it worse.


4:45: tears

Then, this morning, I left only a stain of sleepless sweat on my bedcovers. My plants were waving past my window, fluttering against the air conditioner. I had to go out to run. Gets the blood flowing, gets you worked up and ready. Had a banana too--helps with digestion. I brought a bag of fruit and vegetables with me.

Fruits and Vegetables:


1 banana (slightly green near stem)


2 peppers (sliced, but not neatly; one yellow, one red)


½ pineapple (in cubes, more or less)


12 grapes (or thereabouts)


1 small package of carrots


¼ cantaloupe (cool to the tongue)

Snacked on them seated on a park bench. Hydrated at the blue pole water fountain, ran to find a bathroom. That was good, reset the system, flush out the toxins. I was saving my words too--I hadn’t spoken a single word to anyone all day, and now I was ready to let them loose. My smile too, I was keeping. 


(I did nearly let a word loose when a neighbor’s dog leapt into my path, but I wondered at how I would look, scowling and silent, eyes closed, trying to feel my energy, then all of a sudden screaming at this dog, who, admittedly, did deserve it… the thought almost dredged a smile from my lips.)


I stood there at the kitchen door and imagined opening it and seeing my friends seated around the marble countertop (flea market), stealing sugar from the ceramic monkey-skull (India), leaning back in their chairs (mother).


Their eyes would be like the round voice-holes you see at ticket windows, sometimes covered by a mesh of microphone, sometimes open so you can see the clerk beyond.


“Did you hear what Ash did the other day? They put her in a cake at Meghan’s birthday party, and she burst out singing, got icing on everyone’s face.”


I remembered that and everyone’s eyes were shining in the same way. My eyes were stale, though, and I was tired. I tried to sit down for a minute, but they all came at me, asking what was wrong, what happened, you look like you’re going to cry.


I wanted to sleep, but that could never happen, so I went in.


I lifted the bottle into the air.


“Look who’s got the booze!” I shouted. Ian got up, all six feet of him.


“Ash, what have I told you?” He bent down to look me in the face. I giggled and screwed up my nose.


“Look at his face!” I turned to the table.


“She’s really going down the wrong path.”


Mark was talking to Grant.


“Hm.”


“She doesn’t know what she’s doing,” Mark continued, taking a stab at the philosophical, like he had a right to be so serious all of a sudden, as if he was the serious one in the group. “Last night was just bizarre.”


“Who are you talking about?” Ellie asked.


“A cousin of mine.”


“You dirty Italians, it’s all about the family,” I said.


“Oh, Ash,” said Ian.


“Ash, why do you open your mouth?” asked Grant. He held a serious face for a few seconds before it shattered.


“Pass that to me, I want to get drunk!” said Ellie, and who could blame her?


At least it was all going according to plan, no one was out of it, everything was just as it was supposed to be, if only Jean Renoir would get here.


“Ash, what did I tell you?”


Look, absolutely, I am self-aware. I wear high heels for them. I make my jokes--I love my friends too much to lose them. I show them who they fell in love with and I like myself better this way, I’m funny, quick, shameless--I love my personality, it’s just hard to keep it up. I want to explode in their company. I want to smile for them, I want to be their laughter. 


I giggled and screwed up my nose.


They don’t change for me, I don’t think. But that’s what identity is all about--we are who we decide to be. We make ourselves, we make our choices and stick to them, that’s how we define our values. I’ve decided who I want to be. That person just takes a little more work.

*


At last, Jean came in.

Thursday (cont’d):


8 chocolate covered espresso beans


1 glass of red wine


3 glasses of hard lemonade

“I just want to have a good time.”

Jean came in and the room went up in roar. The boys took to him immediately. I think they liked him better than they liked me.

Once Jean and I decided to go on a picnic. I showed him my wicker picnic basket with the little gold clasps, that went from plus sign to minus sign, and I showed him the belt that buckled in snugly a pair of plates, the hoops that hugged two sets of silverware (fork, spoon, knife) to the cushioned top of the basket. He untied the restraints from the inner box and took out two wineglasses. He rinsed them for me, in my kitchen, and leaning over the counter, poured me a glass, because, he said, the shape of the glass and the condensation on the white wine bottle made it impossible to wait until the picnic blanket was spread. We got in my Toyota and, after belting the picnic basket in the backseat, we drove off to lunch. 

I could see the picnic spot in my head. It was all misty, golden with suspended pollen and birds. It was close and at the time, in my kitchen, I really couldn’t think of anywhere else, with Jean Renoir leaning against the fridge, right beside my nineteen forties reproduction telephone.

Behind a nearby elementary school lies a tangled patch of woods, between the town and 295. Trails marked in yellow and white slashes forage past a creek like a tear in a shirt to a makeshift bridge, over which we dangled. The spot I’d seen in the forest was close and, a few minutes later, deep in the woods, Jean was barreling down the trail, but as he came to each overhanging branch or vine, a surprising gentleness would overcome him, and he’d bend low in deference, then turn to me to make sure I was okay. 

The path continued, past the morning of the plants which roofed the low ground, the softness of the trees and their still harness which the sky had brought to ride the earth as the vastness of June struck the distance of the clouds. The paint speckles of the undergrowth and the suspicious ceramic impurities of the muddy shore leapt out as the path began to trickle and drip, finally running its tiny course, leaving the emptiness of unchecked plants. I knew there was that spot to find, a clearing hedged by leftover couches, and logs arranged for sitting, but I’d forgotten a blanket and I’d worn shorts, and there were thorns crossing our path and poison ivy, which I'd never learned to recognize, and it was tickling at every step. We’d gone a long way and I considered even turning back to the elementary school, but instead of choosing either to keep searching the woods by the highway or retreating in defeat, we settled for a log stretching across the path, balancing our plates on the curve of the wood and the curve of our thighs. We talked, legs wrapped around the log, facing each other, but the spires and columns, decorated squares and boulevards, gleamed too whitely in the afternoon light for us to concentrate. We left then, heads bowed, and I dragged the picnic basket to the back of my car.

*

Mark fell asleep on the floor of my kitchen. His head was directly against the floor and his thick legs and big sneakers were twisted against a cabinet. I dragged him despairing into the shadow which ensnared the second half of the kitchen, and there he lay beneath the skylight, wondering why there were so few stars. His lips were still philosophizing when they grew quiet. Mark fell asleep in my bed, the covers made beneath him, Cat Stevens playing in the background, while I tried to preserve a love letter for Jean Renoir. 

A few days later, I was waitressing on a boat that goes up and down the Delaware River. Sometimes I’ll tend the bar, distribute soda to teenagers, and wash the interiors of glasses, inspecting the dirty spots where they blush. That's what I did that night, anyway. After my shift, I went out and sat with the revelers at an empty table. It was about three. Summer was out, but the wind on the water was chilly and I pulled on a sweatshirt, hugging it around myself. I embraced my cup of coffee and nuzzled the thin red straw which tickled me back with a lazy curl of steam. My hair was in my eyes. On the deck above me, high schoolers were tossing metal café chairs off the boat’s edge. I could hear the splashes. 

A couple was sitting a few tables away. The girl was short, thin, wrapped in a thick black coat, leaning on the guy’s shoulder. She talked quietly, not like she was trying to fill the silence out of fear of not filling the silence and what that could mean, but because she genuinely felt the night worth communicating. She would lift her neck up and duck beneath his chin in excitement, and look up at his brown papered cigarette, which he brought to his mouth grasped between his thumb and forefinger. He had long hair and she tangled her hand in it as he exhaled, his chest growing easy in exhilaration, his fingers moving faster, and her pupils dilating and her cheeks flushing, and her legs deeply loosening because this was just too hot. 

They got up to explore one another and I placed myself and Jean at their empty table. Me mousy, I had my cute haircut, the black hair that curls around my ears, and I knew he would like my freckles. Between us sat a pot of coffee. We could both feel the warmth of the pot on our cheeks, on our eyelids. My legs were cold in my tight jeans and I felt the abandoned factories which lined the Delaware, and the ghost ships and the undersides of bridges blowing freezing air on the indentation at the back of my neck. 


I took the steam rising from the coffeepot to be my canvas and with a painted fingernail I sketched a manifesto for my art. I took it to be a picture of my life: where once I looked forward only to those off moments when I could sketch myself in the steam, now all I looked forward to was the sight of Jean Renoir even in the stream. Jean’s nose was my sundial and I read my hours off his face. Sixty minutes no longer made an hour for me, but one hundred ten minutes, the length of time it takes to watch Rules of the Game. Back then it was easy, I could sit and watch him alone, half-asleep, huddled in the corner of the couch, stuffed between the cushions. But one day, he came out of the movie for me, and suddenly the steam I used to see around myself was gone. I had poured myself the last of the pot of coffee, drained the last of the Styrofoam cups, and the steam was gone from my face and kids who had been hurling chairs off the side of the boat sat down at my empty table.

*

Thursday (cont’d):


1 headache (pressing in from all sides)


2 aspirin (child safety cap difficulty misjudged)


2 cups of green tea


3 glasses of cool water


After they left my house, Ellie and Grant hooked up. I tried not to watch and I decided, sitting beside them in a theater at four AM (reverse matinee, snuck in via back entrance), that I had to go off coffee for a bit.


Grant loves someone else, but he also loves Ellie, who loves him absolutely and who can’t do anything about it. They’ve known each other for years and the possible paths their relationship can properly take has trickled to a drip. Grant and Ellie are both leaving for college soon, and Thursday night was their send-off party. Grant is engaged to someone else, but he touched Ellie gently that night, and she took him in and kissed him forever. Grant had to stop it, but he didn’t want to. Then we went to see a movie, all of us. Grant drove and he couldn’t stop shouting. He was trying to be hilarious, and he talked in a pirate voice with a magic marker pirate beard, and he couldn’t stop roaring and Ellie sat in the passenger seat and looked carefully, carefully out the window and wished she could die, like the Sibyl in the cage. 


The rest of us sat in the back. 

That was the situation. 

Grant was going crazy and he couldn’t stop himself, and Ellie was just sitting there. And there I was, paralyzed by too many drinks, and my heart was thumping out of rhythm from too many shots, and Ian held me as I nearly threw up again. If I could have made a joke and laughed or made fun of Grant and smiled at Ellie, things would have been different, but I couldn’t get up and the fear of ruining things in my state at this hour kept me in Ian’s arms, slave to his strength and the mercilessness of my weary chemicals. Mark cracked a window and the violent vibrations of highway air were screaming something significant at us.


In another time, people were sitting all around me on the prow of the ship, The Spirit of Philadelphia, and each one was writing their own story as they sat staring off into the night air, examining themselves in relation to those whom they loved or wished to love. Each one was sending their love, their passion, their discomfort into the void of the night sky, into the deep trash of the river; each one was waiting for the parabola to arc, for the anchor to strike bottom, the vibrations in their stomach, in their heart, in their throats giving them all they needed to know about what to do, what to say, if only it could be interpreted, translated from a series of nauseating waves into the sad hardness of resolve. Their stories came all together, cut up and interspersed, by circumstance and time.


Sometimes when I look at Jean, he’s all mine, his front and back. Other times, I’ll walk around him slowly and see he’s flat like a projection, like he’s taken the television screen along with him and allowed himself to be projected. I want him! I want him in three dimensions. I want him in all. But Jean only allows me to see his smile, entering, and the back of his head, walking away. 


Ian wants to go camping with Jean. He was telling me all about how they sat around talking for too much of the night. 

*


Finally, Jean came into the kitchen.


My eyes opened up and I sat forward in my seat, and when I breathed, I tried to catch the currents racing around the room with my breath. My chest reached out when my friends looked at me as if I were six, we were at a Massachusetts wine factory tour and I fell off the truck. My arms were bruised, my dress was torn, I broke into the bottling facilities, and was crushed under an avalanche of corks. Dry, unused corks. That night I saw a moth which looked like bark on a white door. Dad took a picture of me and the moth invades the frame beside me.


I was dressed all in sweats. Lined up on the couch--felt the knobby basement moist cushions. Lined on the couch, all seven of us and Addie in her black bra dripping in front of us. Seven of us, like little baby birds, beaks outstretched neatly, open necks waiting for mother. Place a pill in my mouth.

All but Jean. Jean was there, turning a stained cork around in his fingers. He was there and Ian. Addie went down the line. We, they gulped it down, unfamiliar faces. Jean was looking at me, I saw Addie getting closer, and my face flushed. My ears started to burn from the smoke, the basement. My eyes closed, and she set a pill in my mouth and I swallowed, waiting for the feeling. The back of my neck shook with sweat. All I really wanted--really, deep down, this is all I wanted--I wanted to be alone with Jean. We had a story to continue.


Then Addie came to him. I could see him reflected upside down in the little metal piece of her bra. Her jeans were repulsive, her legs repressed, her lips were wet; her bony hand and bracelet offered him a pill, and her eyes were solid poppies.


“Hello,” said Jean, and the cork in his hands could have been a cigarette. So suave.


“What?”


“No, thanks,” he said, smiling. Five faces turned to him. Ian was shaking, his massive shoulders trembling on the headboard. 


“So you’re just going to sit there?”


“Don’t worry about me.”


Jean leaned back and crossed his legs. The cushions were too big. They all had to sit forward or sleep back. Addie rubbed her thigh.


“What the fuck.”

She dripped onto the couch beside me and swallowed two pills before she melted into the cracks of the cushions and, moaning, disappeared. It took about a minute for what we’d taken to kick in. Jean’s eyes looked at mine, dilating, two distinct explosions of dust. 


Then I was falling diagonally, and the room streaked past me, and I was burrowing into the couch in my sweats, Jean was holding me. I felt my lips mouthing, “Hold me, hold me, hold me.” I felt so large in his arms, but I’m so small, and I wished I could be doing anything other than that, what a terrible mistake I’d made, and there was no way to get out! Crying on the couch, no way out, everyone alone, glassy eyed across the room, slack like silent flowers in a meadow. No one was talking and all I wanted was my conversation to be coherent, the only conversation, the only story there was, reinforced by three pears, mint tea and a bear hug. 

The next day I was tired and couldn’t even make out the steam from my coffee through squinted eyes.


Jean came into the kitchen at last.


“Hey, Jean, sit down,” Ian said, offering him a chair.


“We’ve all heard so much about you,” said Grant.


I felt the day laid out before me, a series of highs and lows, demarcations of waking and sleeping, allotments of hours to waste until the moment of signification arrives.


Ellie was looking at Grant and I wanted to go over and bite Jean’s lip, tug his belt against me, but I couldn’t do it in front of my friends, so I reached out my hand. And when my song came on the radio, blaring, I sang so loud--and Ellie sang too--that they all covered their ears, and muttered that I was crazy. But I couldn’t hear them, I was singing so loud that I'd forget they were all staring at me and I might be able to be exactly who I wanted to be, and I might be able to be happy, happy not on paper, but in real life, and the sound in my throat let me do that. My eyes were closed, at last, even to Jean, and I was looking as if at one of his father’s paintings, as if through an insubstantial pair of glasses. 


“Ash, why do you open your mouth?”

I do it for this, when we’re sitting in a circle around a table and we’ve lost what we wanted to say to one another, but we still talk, joke and gesture from the same old script, because it’s a sign and the thing signified is a shout in the dark, “I’m here, I’m still here.”


So, I choose life, not art. Days are not preserved for posterity. Days are defined by the next coming of Jean, by lists and litanies,

by library fines

by video rental fees

by Netflix queues

by the time it takes the caffeine to rip away the mufflers from my temples to the time it runs out of my body and

by the solitude of pen and paper

by the spilled tea on a composition book

by the length of a lead pencil

because if I didn’t commit Jean to paper, our sordid affair could have continued indefinitely, and that just wouldn’t have been sustainable.


