
The City of Light

Sandy Suminski

Paris has been pulling me; this voluptuous myth has conspired with my
unrecognized bipolar chemistry, my havoc-wrecked body clock, and my weary
spirit to bring me here. It begins with my first shower.

My friend Ann has decided to go sightseeing for the day and I’ve declined,
wanting to explore on my own. I’m in the shower for a very long time, and
when I step out the steam hangs in the air. One of my legs is clean-shaven,
extremely so; my skin has never felt cleaner or smoother. It is miraculously new
skin. The steam has been hanging in the air now for an unnaturally long time;
a miracle is occurring. I take things slowly, methodically, in exact inversion to
the thoughts and images rushing through my mind. I am filled with wonder
over my skin. I sit down on the toilet and gaze at my feet. They are moist from
the shower and the perpetual mist. The skin starts to redden, each foot creat-
ing half of a heart that becomes whole when I place them together side by
side. The heart begins to swell and beat red, then the upper left lobe breaks off.
This smaller fragment turns white with death as I realize that it’s Jesus com-
municating to me about His love and sacrifice. The heart fades away as stigmata
appear on both feet. They don’t actually bleed, but the vessels redden in a pat-
tern of dark blood trickling down the arches. They heal and the heart returns
whole, throbbing bright red. I am not afraid; I am filled with awe.

I linger in the bright white golden glow of the mist, crippled and stunned
by this majestic occurrence. I am suddenly compelled to go outside for a walk.
I toss on some clothes, a denim shirt from the Gap. Jesus stands in the Gap
for us. I am wearing “For Joseph” jeans. Joseph, Jesus’s earthly father. My
shoes area pair of black heeled mules whose label bears a crown; I am divine
royalty.

I’m walking quickly towards the Seine. I am suddenly aware of being not
necessarily at the center of the world, but being in the simultaneous center of
everything. I see that every point in the world is an axis, that everything intricately
turns on itself in elaborate interconnection like a million whirling spinning
jacks, each shooting electrons, every point click-click-clicking and spinning in
a harmonious square dance, the Virginia Reel times a million in circular for-
mations. I am not the catalyst, rather it has always been going on and only now
can I see it, only now have I been let in on the secret. 
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I see all the cog-like symbols and signs and wonder how much of it I can
possibly take in, all of this gorgeously ordered information, the universe as one
giant system of timed traffic lights. Click comes the man with the dog down
the street, click passes the bird, click comes the waiter, click the cloud passes over
the sun and cues the bus and now comes the taxi as the woman in the red skirt
trades curtsies with the red scarf in the window and the dog at the café table
laughs and the street clown twirls his cane to the beat, two three, one, two,
three then switch I enter dipping and weaving through the flow of the feet on
the pavement as click the man pulls on a jacket and sweep the woman lifts the
newspaper then crack go the butcher’s knuckles then pbe-bpeep goes the car’s
auto door lock and then zweep the sign says stop and I wait and rush goes the
traffic, the leaves wave “hooray!” then click “come!” says the sign and I cross
the street to the bridge that crosses the river. 

The sparkling breathing rushing fresh river is lined with the rippling leaves
of the trees full of light and the wind. Jesus starts talking to me in the voice of
Manfred, the German doctor I’d met earlier in the trip. Manfred. Man-friend.
Friend of man, like Jesus. He asks how I’m enjoying my birthday trip. It is easy,
strolling talk, like that between long-separated friends who’ve met at last, like
pen pals. And from now on we’ll never be apart and I see that this is how it
was always meant to be.

As we approach the opposite shore, glinting sculptures beckon us. I walk
between the sculptures in their park as Sunday families play among them,
unaware of their significance. Tall, slender silver pieces with moving parts that
spin in the softest breeze and flash against the sun. A stone mosaic in the shape
of a crown grounds the largest of them to the walkway. They flip and spin and
move together, enmeshing with the wind and the elements, apart and above
mere civilization, secret devices of communication planted amid normalcy as
agents for the union of the physical and the spiritual. I am at home among
them.

I sit and look out on the Seine. It is the most real I have ever felt. Only in
this intense light can I truly now live. Yet I realize the price of this—a certain
isolation from the merely earthbound, which I will, from now on, somehow
have to manage. As I look out on the river, I notice how it splits around the
point of an island. It forms the forked path of a peace sign, and the island is
the pivot point. It is peace. Like the name of our hotel, Hotel de Paix. Three
sections of a peace sign like the holy trinity. I have just turned thirty. It is three
days after my thirtieth birthday here in the third city of my trip. This is peace.
This is the Point of Peace.
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I am terribly lost, terribly distraught. And I’ve hurt Jesus. He shows me, on
a small side street when we are walking back to the other side of the river. I
am floating, feeling glory, then suddenly humbled by the sight of a picture of
Jesus in a small shop window. His hands pull aside his garment to reveal a
burning, glowing heart, pierced with pain. I look away, down to the cobble-
stones. They undulate below me in heaving groans of sorrow. This is my
folly—this is His sadness—that all my life I’ve looked straight past him to God
and don’t I know it’s He whom I should look to for understanding, for love? I
have broken His heart.

I walk past a movie poster, filled with men, that is posted on a kiosk. The
names of past boyfriends, past mistakes, leap from the credits below. One of
the men in the background of the poster glares at me with damning eyes, alive.
He hisses.

The people in the street see me in my damp hair and high heels and they
whisper. I left my money at the hotel, so not only am I lost, I am poor. I enter
an elegant cheese shop gleaming with marble and ask the ladies there for help
and they look at me with disgust and turn me away. Only Sammy, like my name
Sandy, helps me. He is working at the produce stand next door. “Pommes Des
Terre” says the sign, fruit of the earth, back to the earth, back to simplicity;
give up your worldly objects and fine clothes and beautiful shops; turn back to
those connected with the earth, who walk the earth and work the earth, as you
walk the earth, as Jesus walked the earth. Only Sammy helps me. He gives me
money for a taxi and helps me find the address of my hotel. When the taxi
delivers me to the hotel, I leave my fancy worldly crown shoes on the floor of
the cab. I walk the earth, barefoot, back to my room.

I rush to the bathroom to wash out my mouth. I brush my teeth and spit
out dirt. I keep rinsing my mouth, and dirt keeps pouring out. I take another
shower. I hear noises in the room. I open the door and there is Satan. A hotel
maid is in the room with eyes pulsating deep, black and evil. They are windows
to Hell itself. I scream her out of the room and demand she empty her
pockets and laundry bin. She will not check the laundry bin. Still only in the
raincoat I’ve grabbed to cover my nakedness, I run into the hall and yell for
anyone to help me. A handsome young Russian named Nikolai comes down
the hall.

He is about my age, tall and strong with perfect masculine features and
slightly tousled reddish hair. He speaks no English, but is earnestly dedicated
to understanding me in spite of all language barriers. I pull out my pocket
notebook and try communicating with him through drawings. He understands.
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The doors of our minds have now opened to each other. What is language?
Everything has opened today.

Once I sort things out with the hotel manager, Nikolai comes back and
invites me for tea in the room of his traveling companion. Viktor is about
twenty years older than Nikolai and a very Russian-looking Russian, with a
stern expression and robust complexion. Viktor speaks about ten words of
English. Each of the three of us speaks perhaps fifteen words of French. We
draw, we gesture, somehow we communicate. This primitive cobbling  together
of symbols thrills me. I’m convinced I’ve been called to create a new language.

I learn that Nikolai and Viktor are professors at a university in Minsk.
Minsk, like my nickname in high school, Minsk, short for Suminski. They are
professors of political science. I show them how, as an advertising writer, I
type on a computer to write scripts to sell cheese and shampoo.

The room is long and narrow, with high ceilings. There is a single bed
against the wall and a small round table where we have tea. Right behind us,
next to the bathroom, is a little hot plate warming a teapot. Most of the time,
Viktor stands at the window, smoking, looking out at the sunny Paris after-
noon, fiddling with the shutters, controlling the light that enters the room. The
room becomes a cool, dark sanctuary against the sun and noise and dirt of the
city. Viktor looks out the window, turning frequently, then less and less so, to
join us in communication. Below, Nikolai and I sit across from each other. He
on the bed and I on a chair next to the table. Our knees are almost touching.
We lean in with each word and drawing and gesticulation until our most powerful
communication is our nearness. Viktor recedes further and further from the
circle, standing by as a sentry to guard this most holy meeting. Viktor, like vic-
tory, stands and looks off in the direction of the Arc de Triomphe, from the
Hôtel de Paix, the hotel of peace, in the Bastille, incarceration, then mad free-
dom. Nikolai and I kiss.

The kiss is passionate. The sex is not. He insists I stay on the bottom and
any move I make to be more active is distasteful to him. But it seems to move
him deeply. All the while Viktor keeps his sentry at the window, staring out.
After we’re done, Nikolai goes to the bathroom and then leaves, motioning
that he’ll be back. On the way out, he offers me the condom packet as a
memento. It’s a small silver foil square with the word “Flirt” on it and some
shiny red lips. I decline.

I don’t understand why he’s left or where he’s gone. I ask Viktor to explain.
He says something to me about Nikolai very much wanting children, and when
the child-creating act is not for that purpose, he becomes very sad.
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When Nikolai returns twenty minutes later, we leave. He apparently has
another room on a higher floor and we must go through several doors and a
split-staircase entrance to another part of the hotel to get there. It’s very con-
fusing. I feel lost.

Earlier, when the hotel manager had helped me with the business with the
maid, he’d asked to look down my shirt at my breasts and I showed him:  sure,
why not. Now I feel he is watching us or following us and this is why we must
go through all these doors and there are phones ringing from the rooms that
follow us along our path and he, the manager, is now very angry that I am with
Nikolai and not with him. And the truth of it is that Nikolai is God. Not actually
God, but the representation of God, just as Manfred’s voice is the representa-
tion of Jesus, and they are both here on this earth at this time to play out this
drama of the divine trinity with me. And the Holy Spirit comes variously in the
guises of Viktor or the hotel manager or Sammy as facilitator. And what is so
amazing today, right now, that just as this morning Jesus revealed to me the life-
long error of my ways in looking straight past him to God, he has granted me this
gift, this audience with God. And God, sequestered from a fallen world even
as his son is an ambassador to it, deigns to share this one earthly moment of
human love.

In Nikolai’s room, we lie down on top of the bed covers and hold each
other silently in holy and forbidden bliss.

The phone rings. Fearing the hotel manager, I won’t let him answer it. It
rings again. And again. Tired of not answering, Nikolai picks up the phone and
hands it to me. It’s Ann. The holy audience has ended, as it was always meant
to.

I begin to leave and Nikolai doesn’t understand why. He tries to make
arrangements to meet me later but I make no promises. He asks for my pass-
port and jots down my information. We kiss. I leave to face the maze of hall-
ways. 

I wander, go in and out of different doors, up and down sets of stairs. I
hear Ann calling my name. I call back, but I can’t find her in the maze. More
calling, more doorways, more stairs. At once her voice is below me, next it is
above me. Hallways and doorways and stairs pile up in front of me like blocks,
until finally, there’s Ann. I rush up and hug her.

I tell her about my afternoon, about Nikolai and that I am very afraid, that
the hotel manager is trying to get me. Though we are not scheduled to leave
for two more days, Ann says it’s time to go back to Chicago. The reality of the
situation has passed out of my hands for the moment, and now I have a role
to play, and Ann has one, too, and she says it is time for us to go back to
Chicago, so I agree. 
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She goes to the hotel office to arrange our early departure, as I pack.
Fearing the hotel manager’s retribution, I bring everything I own with me into
the bathroom, including the large painting I bought in Prague. I close the door
and sit on the toilet surrounded by all my earthly belongings and wait for her
to return.

Once we’ve gotten a taxi and have loaded everything in, I start telling Ann
about Nikolai and the hotel manager and she asks me to please just be quiet. I
am quiet but she can’t stop what’s going on in my head. I am in another world
now, floating high above the confines of the world to which Ann belongs,
where I used to live, too. As we drive out of Paris the web of communications
only grows denser and richer as all of the street signs and traffic signals and
changes in shadow and sunlight speak to me, giving me their messages, cele-
brating my arrival to their world while bidding me a fond a bientôt. As we merge
onto the highway toward the airport I’m quiet as instructed, but rapture and
wonder and occasional small laughter continue to pass across my face as the
light within me and outside me intersects and recedes, intersects and recedes.
I look up at the clouds; they form the shapes of cartoon characters. Some of
them laugh for me. Only one or two are menacing. My face radiates glowing,
burning, and glorious white light. I can feel it. 
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