GIOVANNI'S ROOM (1956)
by James Baldwin

I remember that life in that room seemed to be occurring beneath
the sea. Time flowed past indifferently above us; hours and days had no
meaning. In the beginning, our life together held a joy and amazement
which was newborn every day. Beneath the joy, of course, was anguish
and beneath the amazement was fear; but they did not work themselves to
the beginning until our high beginning was aloes on our tongues. By then
anguish and fear had become the surface on which we slipped and slid,
losing balance, dignity, and pride. Giovanni’s face, which I had memo-
rized so many mornings, noons, and nights, hardened before my eyes,
began to give in secret places, began to crack. The light in the eyes became
a glitter; the wide and beautiful brow began to suggest the skull beneath.
The sensual lips turned inward, busy with the sorrow overflowing from
his heart. It became a stranger’s face—or it made me so guilty to look on
him that I wished it were a stranger’s face. Not all my memorizing had
prepared me for the metamorphosis which my memorizing had helped
to bring about.

Our day began before daybreak, when I drifted over to Guillaume’s bar
in time for a preclosing drink. Sometimes, when Guillaume had closed
the bar to the public, a few friends and Giovanni and myself stayed be-
hind for breakfast and music. Sometimes Jacques was there—from the
time of our meeting with Giovanni he seemed to come out more and
more. If we had breakfast with Guillaume, we usually left around seven
oclock in the morning. Sometimes, when Jacques was there, he offered to
drive us home in the car which he had suddenly and inexplicably bought,
but we almost always walked the long way home along the river.

Spring was approaching Paris. Walking up and down this house to-
night, I see again the river, the cobblestoned quais, the bridges. Low boats
passed beneath the bridges and on those boats one sometimes saw women
hanging washing out to dry. Sometimes we saw a young man in a canoe,
energetically rowing, looking rather helpless, and also rather silly. There
were yachts tied up along the banks from time to time, and houseboats,
and barges; we passed the firehouse so often on our way home that the

firemen got to know us. When winter came again and Giovanni found
himself in hiding in one of these barges, it was a fireman who, seeing him
crawl back into hiding with a loaf of bread one night, tipped off the police.

The trees grew green those mornings, the river dropped, and the brown
winter- smoke dropped downward out of it, and fishermen appeared.
Giovanni was right about the fishermen; they certainly never seemed to
catch anything, but it gave them something to do. Along the quais the
bookstalls seemed to become almost festive, awaiting the weather which
would allow the passerby to leaf idly through the dogeared books, and
which would inform the tourist with a passionate desire to carry off to
the United States, or Denmark, more colored prints than he could afford,
or, when he got home, know what to do with. Also, the girls appeared on
their bicycles, along with boys similarly equipped; and we sometimes saw
them along the river, as the light began to fade, their bicycles put away
until the morrow. This was after Giovanni had lost his job and we walked
around in the evenings. Those evenings were bitter. Giovanni knew that
I was going to leave him, but he did not dare accuse me for fear of being
corroborated. I did not dare to tell him. Hella was on her way back from
Spain and my father had agreed to send me money, which I was not going
to use to help Giovanni, who had done so much to help me. I was going
to use it to escape his room.

Every morning the sky and the sun seemed to be a little higher and
the river stretched before us with a greater haze of promise. Every day the
bookstall keepers seemed to have taken off another garment, so that the
shape of their bodies appeared to be undergoing a most striking and con-
tinual metamorphosis. One began to wonder what the final shape would
be. It was observable, through open windows on the quais and sidestreets,
that hoteliers had called in painters to paint the rooms; the women in the
dairies had taken off their blue sweaters and rolled up the sleeves of their
dresses, so that one saw their powerful arms; the bread seemed warmer
and fresher in the bakeries. The small school children had taken off their
capes and their knees were no longer scarlet with the cold. There seemed
to be more chatter—in that curiously measured and vehement language,
which sometimes reminds me of stiffening egg white and sometimes of
stringed instruments but always of the underside and aftermath of pas-
sion.




