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ABSTRACT

AN APARTMENT IN PARIS — TRAVEL STORIES
by Colette O’Connor

This thesis is a first person narrative work @ative nonfiction. It is a series of
travel essays, set frequently in Paris, that bteedelements of craft of the journalist,
essayist, memoirist and humorist in stories desigoeentertain, amuse and delight.
Using an informal voice, conveying a lightheartedd, the narrator tells of her travel
adventures and discoveries in France, New Zealadatner destinations. Rich in those
narrative elements that characterize the genmawét writing, among them, memorable
characters, vividly drawn settings, colorful dialegand a singular, personal point of
view, these stories concern themselves, abovwiditi,place. Each communicates to the
reader a clear idea of the author’s experiencirexample, Paris, or Sun Valley, and
each brings alive the subject travel destinati@nte nonfiction narrative art of telling a
compelling story. The theme of love links the Esrof this collection, whether it is seen
in the relationship among the narrator’s family nbems, those who also participate in a
number of these travel adventures, or the auttiondness for the places in which the
adventures take place. Each chapter intendssawih and as a part of the whole, to
celebrate the fun and wonder of travel and to nespgaders to pack a bag and go — to

wherever in the world their curiosity calls, wheaetheir sense of adventure beckons.
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PREFACE

It started, as these things do, without a lot afgfla — my mother and | arriving at
the Place de la Concorde during her first-everttriparis. The day was brilliant, the sun
glittered off the Seine, and our jet lag made uszayowith the city’s beauty. But then, to
my surprise, my mother flung her arms out wide kete@scape a sound loud enough for
every Parisian within earshot to turn. “I'm baaddashe cried, her joy bursting forth in
a teary laugh. It was at that startling momentdamee convinced that what she always
had felt was true: In a previous life my mothewsviFiench and had lost her head to the
guillotine — the deadly blade that once stood at tlery spot.

First she lost her head; next she lost her hetemt then it followed: She found a
tiny, ancient apartment in Paris’s stylisH"l&rondissement, and our family had
ourselves not a mom buh@aman- as well as a place in Paris. The apartmentneas
bigger than a bonbon. And after a renovation ifctvimy mother painted it pretty pink
and seagrass green — girlie, California colors sbandalized the neighbors — it was no
less sweet. The flat was a confection that gavdasge family not only a mother whose
essential French soul was home and happy aftéatarie lost, but also a new excuse for
travel adventure. The apartment became a vacaioescape, and a place where each of
us — all of us — would lose ourselves, find onetlamoand otherwise connect with life on
a larger, more excitingnore Parisianstage. We two brothers, three sisters, assorted
children, Dad, and, of course, newly Fremeamannow had Paris to discover, and the

City of Light did indeed dazzle us. Especiallystdaughter.



An Apartment in Paris — Travel Storiesa literary telling of this, among other,
adventures. A collection of short, self-contaiesdays in the “travel writing” genre, this
creative nonfiction work is, in the way of travermative, an exploration of place. What
is meant by “place?” Don GeorgeTnavel Writing a guide to the art and craft of the
form, explains:

What makes a successful travel story? In one wasgplace Successful travel

stories bring a place to life through a combinatdfactual and vividly rendered

descriptive details and anecdotes, charactersiatmyde. Such stories transport
the reader and convey a rich sense of the autbrpesrience in that place. The
best travel stories set the destination and expegien some larger context,

creating rings of resonance in the reader. (65)

Whether Paris, New Zealand, Mount Shasta or Suleyahe settings in which |
— writer, reporter, memoirist, explorer — find mi§see in these pages brought to life via
the elements essential to the travel writer’'s dttese are the same considerations of craft
at the heart of creative nonfiction — concernsaite, tone, setting, memory, point of
view, accurate fact-gathering and, of course, @éffestorytelling. As is often a given in
creative nonfiction, the stories Ah Apartment in Pariseflect a mélange of genres: the
news or feature article of journalism, the firstgmn or personal essay, the memoir, and
the humor sketch. Designed according to the marttiat the best travel stories are
“shaped like a good short story, with a clear bemig, middle and end” (George 65),
they are rich in sharp reportage, illustrative @otes, compelling characters, colorful
conversations, and plenty of personal recollectiofeken together these stories of place
share a common theme — love. They express a ainguice — mine. And they are

styled to entertain, amuse, and charm. Leavingndethose nonfiction narratives that

are overly serious or cerebral, these lighthearsel tales tell of adventures in Paris



and elsewhere that are layered with the sort cfqrel experiences that may well
resonate with readers.

In “Bruno in the Afternoon,” for instance, my sistéandice is mugged in the
Paris Métro and, in a fever of infatuation, elopéth the police inspector assigned to her
case. This cautionary tale illustrates for any warwho dreams of acquiring a French
lover how she might re-think her notions of romankks drink? Pernod. His smoke?
Gauloise. And his car? Peugeot. Still, InspeBimmno’s mosturiouspassion is
passion. This is a love story that well revealw laoplace — Paris — informs a character —
Bruno — who drives a narrative vivid with the pleges, perils and perplexities found in
France and the French.

Similarly, the experience of disbelieving even itiea of an adored parent’s aging
may be common among many devoted daughters, lassisated by the ski weekend
chronicled in “Sun Valley With Dad.” And possiblyiversally understood, if not met
with dread, is the disaster of a dinner party péghto impress a particularly
unimpressionable future mother-in-law, as is désdtiin “Guess Who's Coming To
Dinner Never Again?” This travel tale tells of teeening Madame P., a treafant
terrible with French cuisine, meets her horror of an Angrimenu whose featured
delicacies include Cheez-Its and puce-colored Kadl-

Whether armchair or actual wanderer, vagabond pegplor adventurer, any
reader infected by what early travel writer Markaiwcalled “the virus of restlessness”
(Twain 3) may find, in this collection, examplesdrto the literary form, that is to say,

“stories that capture the spirit of [a] place —g¢jemius loc and provide important



context and perspective.” (George 58). In “A Mieafor Pierre,” for example, my
brother George rescues a doomed Wirehaired Foxef@uppy from a gritty pet shop on
a quai by the Seine and illustrates one very shetriraculous, relationship. “Not
Surfing New Zealand,” the story of a surfing “sé@f&risked with my then-stranger of a
boyfriend, reveals not only how the arrival of Tlugve is quite like a ride on the perfect
wave, an elusive gift that lies just beyond thetdmach, or the next, but also the glory
that is gorgeous, ever magical, New Zealand. Asesbing of its setting is described:
Come dawn and now miles from Auckland, the scergehgart stopping.
Volcanic, wind-swept, desolate. Here in New Zedltre descriptive “pristine”
isn't kidding. Wild, clean and everywhere, the,sesch twist in the road reveals
a vista of startling beauty.... We speed north alilveg\wWhangaparaoa Peninsula,
Michael and I, and screech up to a beach our gowmleballs Pikiri. 1 am
speechless at the spectacle. It is an arc ofdlssmivhite sand fringed in ferns and
flowers. It unfurls, | swear, for forever at thége of a dazzling aqua-green bay.
We are completely alone but for a far-off fishermaho bobs in his boat beyond
the frothing breakers.
“We go to literature — and perhaps especially &atve nonfiction — to learn not
about the author, but about ourselves; we wanetadvedn some way,” it is said in
Tell It Slant a book on writing and shaping creative nonfictiéihat emotional
resonance happens only through skillful use ostcttechniques” (xiii). These
techniques enliveAn Apartment ifParis. They are blended from the journalist’s
favored plaything — all that is factually, accubptérue — and the fiction writer’'s most
cherished treasure of the toolbox: storytellingttlas art, “is a lie that makes us realize
the truth” (LaPlante 26). With the essayist’s silag point of view, the memaoirist’s

reliance on memory, the humorist’s frolicsome taae] the storyteller’s effort to craft

tales that charm and engage, this collection oktratories aims to inspire any reader



with a desire to wander — and wonder — to packgedoa go. For wherever in the world
one’s restlessness leads, whatever nearby citaway land, or beckoning adventure
calls, to follow one’s heart when it wants to triageto return home, eventually, with
stories that simply cannot wait to be told. THedafAn Apartment in Paristhis

collection, prove so.

Literary Influences

Mark Twain in 1869 was among the first to inverd thavel narrative witfrhe
InnocentsAbroad a humorous take on his “great pleasure excurstmough Europe and
the Holy Land. Today, gauging by the “travel eSsay‘travel literature” shelves of
bookstores, Twain’s pioneering effort is joineddmssibly “trillions of books about
France,” in the words of Diane Johnson, authohodd found in FictionL(Affaire, Le
Mariage, LeDivorce). Because a majority of storiesAm Apartment in Parisare set in
the City of Light, a number of these “trillions”eof particular influence to the
collection. Added to them are works of the mastés Twain, who perfect the first-
person, nonfiction narrative form as applied to¢ta There is John Steinbeck, who in
1961 entered the genre witlnavels With Charleya chronicle of his cross-country
adventure in the company of the Paris-born, “okehEh gentleman poodle” named
Charles le Chien (but going by Charley). Charkeg traveling companion who,
Steinbeck is proud to point out, “responds quiakiyy to commands in French.
Otherwise, he has to translate and that slows lovwnd (Steinbeck 9). There is also

Peter Mayle, whosA Year in Provences peopled by characters equally unique. For



instance, Mayle introduces a restaurant propriek@ssed in velvet smoking jacket and
bow tie, whose mustache, “sleek with pomade, qewevith enthusiasm as he
rhapsodized over the menu....It was a gastronoradar performed at each table,
kissing the tips of his fingers so often that hestrhave blistered his lips” (Mayle 3).

These and other authors of travel narratives, thestributors to the literature of
place, explore the form in memoir, travelogue, gsgee nonfiction novel, or by crafting
short humor sketches. Each a treasure of elertfeattexemplify “a wonderful travel
story” (George 65).

Tim Cahill's essay collectioRlold the Enlightenmentor example, blends the
crack reporting of the journalist with the storyllskof the fiction writer, the voice and
point of the view of the humorist, and the persammhmentary of the essayist. This
convergence of forms results in a narrative thé&ieish, original, and an excellent
example of the mandate that, “as a good travebwntou must both “pay attention the
details of place — in all their glorious peculieg®...and [also] render these details in a
voice that is wholly your own” (Miller and Paola)33

“I am not a yoga kinda guy” (Cabhill 3), Cahill weg in the title story, describing a
yoga retreat in Jamaica where he ultimately dedid@®stpone enlightenment — at least
until he can lose weight and acquire a more bemdlyb In “The Teeming Ark,” Cahill's
rollicking recollection of his adventure aboardga€at throbbing riverboat motoring
down the Congo River” in the company of 3,000 Cdege Bantu, pygmies and
chimpanzees (94), he introduces memorable chasditerthe fellow passenger named

God. Cahill reports God saying many wild and wahdehings by way of dialogue; he



places God in a setting — the Ark — that is desctibsing all the color afforded a writer
adept at the use of sparkling imagery, witty woagpdnd descriptive, sensory details as
clear and strong as Cabhill, one week into his jeyrfinds the scent aboard thieuve
Congq which has no bathing facilities.

Cabhill is a travel “adventure” writer in the veihdon Krakauer, whoskato Thin
Air is a gripping account of a doomed ascent up Mérést, and Bill Bryson, who, i
Walk in the Woodsyarrates with hilarity the tale of his ill-fatettempt to hike the 2,100-
mile Appalachian Trail. IAn Apartment irParis, several adventure-themed stories are
inspired by this brand of travel narrative, thetlm&mples of which hold to the tenet that
successful, compelling travel essays, like the beesttive nonfiction, “read almost like
short stories” (Miller and Paola 94). “Submittit;yShasta,” for example, is an account
of an ill-advised mountaineering expedition undeztaby non-mountaineers who, by the
grace of some force extraordinary, survive. Atteip emulate the drama, suspense and
narrative arc at work in the nonfiction adventuse<reatively captured by Cahill
characterize the tale.

The art of essayist M.F.K. Fisher that so dazzidser 744-pag&he Art of
Eating and that of journalist and nonfiction novelists8a Orlean in her travel-essay
collection,My Kind of Placealso greatly inspire the storiesAri Apartment irfParis.
Fisher, a consummate cook agmlirmandepens essays on France and food and love and
life and appetite. She writesThe Art of Eating“When | write about hunger | am really
writing about love and the hunger for it, and wdrpand the love of it...and then the

warmth and richness and fine reality of hungersfati (xvi).”



Orlean, a “woman who's been everywhere,” as theitseibo My Kind of Place
declares, crafts essays devoted to topics as cuai®the tale of Keiko the whale, who
after 20 years of captivity in a sad, run-down Meaxi aquarium, is released into a
migrating ocean pod, and follows his fellow cetarx2avhere they headed off past Lovey
Bank, past the Faeroe Islands, onward to — weld kriows? Whales keep their own
counsel” (Orlean 258).

Both Fisher and Orlean perfect the essayist’s ofafteating short pieces that are
small jewels of vivid details, dialogue, anecdqersonal commentary, even
philosophizing. Fisher writes:

It is, though, very dull to be at table with dudigple, no matter what their sex.

Dining partners, regardless of gender, social stanar the years they've lived,

should be chosen for their ability to eat — andklri. Then with good friends of

such attributes, and good food on the board, and gone in the pitcher, we may

well ask, When shall we live if not now? (44)

What's more, these essayists combine the jourtsakeen concern for accurate
facts, accurately conveyed, with the fiction wrgeskill at telling a compelling story via
fiction’s favored devices — among them, a writitgesthat is rich in clever turns of
phrase, unexpected twists of language, imagerwas as a photograph, settings alive
with colorful descriptions, and dialogue that vablly leaps off the page. Both perfect the
task essential to travel writing, indeed, to alcofative nonfiction, that is, “that, really,
everythingis ultimately about character: showing and tgllidialogue, plot, concrete
details...everything revolves around strong and cdimgecharacters” (LaPlante 418).

The essays of Fisher and Orlean are made livepyelple such as Orlean’s

“Hervé Halfton, a French person who hates Frendpleé (Orlean 137) and Fisher’s



garrulousgrandpapaPapazi, who year after year “produced his weeakiyrph of a tart
as big as a cartwheel, with all the apple slicesglypack to belly to back in whorls and
swoops” (Fisher 420). Their essays also are laviabed with those “glorious
peculiarities” of setting or anecdote that makedwoousing and memorable travel
narrative, a narrative that “interests and engégeseader” (George 65), as well as
reminds him or her of why, in the end, one trav8ays travel writer Pico lyer:

We travel, initially, to lose ourselves; and wevek next, to find ourselves. We

travel to open our hearts and eyes and learn nirat ahe world.... And we

travel, in essence, to become young fools againstoiv time down and get taken
in, and fall in love once more (Miller and Paolg.32
As Orlean writes of such peculiarities in “Wher@&lly?” the story of Keiko the whale:
“It was a hell of a time to be in Iceland, althoughmost accounts it's always a hell of a
time to be in Iceland, where the wind never huffd puffs but simply blows your house
down” (Orlean 257).

In addition to the travel-adventure writing andvebessay writing that informs
AnApartment in Paristhere is the travel memoir. Among those notédxe¢heir one-of-
a-kind voice and singular point of view — a givdrhe genre — idly Life In Franceby
Julia Child. Child’s affection for France and dgjirobservations enliven her recollection
of the years 1948 through 1954 when she and héxands Paul, lived in Paris, Marseille
and Provence. The memoir is a series of linkedographical essays that mark, says
Child in her Introduction, “a crucial period of tigformation in which | found my true
calling, experienced an awakening of the sensekhad such fun | hardly stopped

moving long enough to catch my breath” (Child Because the memoir is, in the

author’s words, “a book about some of the thingave loved most in my life: my



husband Paula belleFrance, and the many pleasures of cooking andgg®8), love
infuses the narrative in all manner of expressiasthe warmth and intimacy of Julia
Child’s voice; in the relationship between the bsakain characters; and, especially, in
the writer’s affectionate perceptions of everythirgmn the first meal in France that left
her in a swoon, to the Paris she worships. Retgra the City of Light after a weekend
in England, she writes: “l wept with relief anetpsure. Oh, howddoredsweet and
natural France, with its human warmth, wonderfuéBsn graciousness, coziness and
freedom of spirit!” (82) Her description of thafamous meal is no less enthusiastic:
“Portugaiseqoysters), soleneunieéresalade verte, fromage blamndcafé filtré Ah
me!” (111)

The author’s voice in this memaoir is warm, wittgtimate and entirely her own.
Her likeability is immense. Her very personal alvaéons of France, the French and all
things foreign are infused with her particular -d amique — personality. It is her voice
that goes far in conveying “a rich sense of [tlaigihor’'s experience” in France (George
65). Also well expressing the hallmark of compwlliravel writing is Child’s literary
skill at turning memories into memoir, that is &y sinto a narrative that, “unlike
autobiography, which moves in a dutiful line fromtiv to fame, narrows the lens,
focusing on a time in one’s life that was unusualiyd” (Miller and Paola 96).
“Remember what it was to be,i&aid essayist/journalist/memoirist Joan Dididnoat
the role memory plays in crafting effective creatnonfiction, “that is always the point”

(LaPlante 43).
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Consider Twain’s experience Thelnnocents Abroadhe European and Holy
Land pleasure excursion he describes as “a piene gigantic scale” (Twain 3) that
ends as something of a relief. “l suppose we stdpped at the Bermudas because they
were on the programme,” he writes. “We did noecanything about any place at all.
We wanted to go home” (488). And consider Steikisein Travels With Charley

| know that sooner or later | would have to haygoat Texas, and | dreaded it. |

could have bypassed Texas about as easily as @ spaeler can avoid the Milky

Way. It sticks the big old Panhandle up north &stbps and slouches along the

Rio Grande. Once you are in Texas, it seems ®ftalever to get out and some

people never make it. Let me say in the beginthiageven if | wanted to avoid

Texas | could not, for | am wived in Texas and neotim-lawed and uncled and

aunted within an inch of my life (227).

These literary voices are each as unique as thel idventures undertaken and
the memories recounted in highly personal storigss is essential to the art of travel
writing because, in literature of place, “[a]s wahy good creative nonfiction, tiself
must be wholly present in the work. A voice thaga&ges us to take this trip along with
you [the writer], to stand at the windows and gazeat what youand only youchoose
to show us [the reader]” (Miller and Paola 35). &tfter it isSA Town Like Paridy Bryce
Corbett, the story of an expatriate Australian whimances and marries a Lido showgirl,
or On Rue Tatirby Susan Loomis, the chronicle of American whongpa cooking
school in France “to prove that each and everyrdr€AN come true” (Loomis vii), the
author’s experience — and voice — are unlike ahgrotInAn Apartment in Parishe
author’s voice and experience are, as well.

Finally, David Sedaris, witMe Talk Pretty One Dagffers short, sharp and

seriously funny essays that are “the kindly contiatngmn of the incongruities of life and

11



the artistic expression thereof” (Miller and Pabld). The literary humor of Sedaris’s
Paris-set travel sketches inspires the storidgmofApartment in Pariso go for the laugh,
or, failing that, at least remain lightheartedané and mindful that, in travel writing, one
of the biggest author’s faux pas is “not havingeslif voice or a sense of humor” (George
59). Sedaris is said to be “our generation’s Jahimesber, Dorothy Parker, Fran
Lebowitz, Woody Allen and Mark Twain wrapped in@mpact package with a pixie’s
voice,” according to one critic. The title vigreettf Me Talk Pretty One Daig a sketch
of the humorist’s experience as a student in ssHagnch class. The teacher is a
belittling “saucebox,” and Sedaris and his clasgsaf every nationality are immersed
in new and undeserved “occasions for shame.” hi¢ jtuxtaposition of odd or unexpected
things makes up a lot of what we find comic” (1ahgnMe Talk Pretty One Daig a
transcendent instance of travel writing that, lTkeain’s The Innocents Abroaghines
with literary hilarity. “Sometime me cry aloneraght,” Sedaris writes (Sedaris 172),
and surely any student of French who has suffeméldbarely survived a similar ordeal
enjoys the “rings of resonance” (George 65) thdterfar travel stories that, like those of
An Apartment in Pariscelebrate the fun and wonder of travel, ever Withemphasis on
fun.

This story collection, this literature of placefasmed from the journalist’s fact-
rich reportage, the essayist’s autobiographicédéstile memoirist’s reliance on memory,

and the humorist’s frolicsome voice. Itis, in ard, travel writing.

12



PART ONE: PARIS

13



THE MAKING OF MY MAMAN

It started, as these things do, without a lot afgfla — my mother and | arriving at
the Place de la Concorde during her first-everttriparis. The day was brilliant, the sun
glittered off the Seine, and our jet lag made uszayowith the city’s beauty. But then, to
my surprise, my mother flung her arms out wide et@scape a sound loud enough for
every Parisian within earshot to turn. “I'm baaddashe cried, her joy bursting forth in
a teary laugh. It was at that startling momentdamee convinced that what she always
had felt was true: in a previous life my motheisvi@ench and had lost her head to the
guillotine — the deadly blade that once stood at tlery spot.

Now, she has lost her head in a different fashidnmaybe it's her heart. At 70-
something, this mother of five, grandmother to seaed lifelong Francophile is cashing
in her fantasy and becoming a Fremechdame

Who knew she had it in her, this utter oneness wiblittered baguette for
breakfast (it used to be plain toast), this blissl@vbrowsing Monoprix, this absolutely
transcendent expression she gets when she sdys pedr man at the market in
something that’s actually Frencld€ux belles poires’il vous plait, Monsieur.” My
mom. Now she is mgnaman.

She has learned to tie a scarf, become a connoigEEmon tarts. And to see
her charming them in the stalls of Saturdayarché aux puceat the Porte de Vanves is
to see my mom — excuse me, mgman- inhabiting a character | suppose has been there

all along. Maybe it just was hidden within thered housewife of classic California

14



suburbia, the French-themed person that lurkeddikrike surface of the well-to-do,
stay-at-home mom possessed of passions, apparantheyond the obvious: beautifully
prepared meals and a house that, thanks to hen@stery of a mop and certain
vavavoom with a vacuum, tilted toward the immaalat

| don’t know, maybe there were hints. How her garehind our modest wood-
shingled house had to have precisely pruned rowsbsabely, pointy things, gravel paths
and a fountain — a formal style | later would leah@anneled Versailles. How she said
“lingerie” unlike anyone else’s mom, or even stolerks or TV — pronouncing it the
authentic French wayahn-je-ree)even though she never had been to France, much les
learned a word of French or even met an actualdirperson. These were things, she
said, she “just felt.” And it is not like transtat French books and romantic French films
fed her imagination. From the day she met my Adfiigcer-turned-stockbroker dad on a
blind date, married him two weeks later and gavin o babies one, two, three, four
and, after a brief timeout, five, her life was dircansuming whirl of wifedom, children
and housework. Even if sthkadhad the slightest second to herself to study agore
language or culture, she would have used it frstdlapse, exhausted.

“Endless drudgery,” she called it all. But we knemderneath the sometime
whining she loved it (didn’t she?). Home and fasgndfter all, were her pride of
accomplishment.

So today when mgnaman who keeps a tiny, pink apartment in Paris’s dhi-c
16" arrondissment, doesn't just say, letarssexy French lingerie, | wonder how she

was born one person — my mom — only to become anothis mom-object of such
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major admiration (in me) that | would be beyondlk if | could be even a tenth as
fabulous as she. How can becoming a Frenadamedo that?

Well, anyway, this is what happened. First theas the espadrilles and boat-
neck, striped T-shirt thing. Maybe it was how Jadkennedy always was photographed
in St. Tropez wearing the fetching, oh-so-Frenahmser outfit (with white jeans), but
my mom (whdovesJackie Kennedy, don’t we all?) wore espadrillemicmy and boat-
neck, striped T-shirts going, even if it was ordythe grocery store. Then there was the
coq au vin. Maybe it was how Julia Child in TV &ow class would reminisce of her
days at the Cordon Bleu while slapping around hexken breasts, but my mom (who
lovesJulia Child, don’t we all?) started revising oueaits. Cog au vin, remoulade,
vichyssoise, tapenade: Not overnight but slowdysarely as the Tour Eiffel lights the
Paris night with romance, even magic, family disn@quired a French accent to
describe.

By the time in her 50s she finalliygnally put down the Hoover long enough to
take her first trip to France, it was pretty mueleio My mom was quite far gone as my
maman.

She could claim with pride a small, remaining shoédignity tréssmall) after
being worked over for years by the terrifying MrBéiss, the adult-school French teacher
who was none too impressed with my mom’s...well sl@i'st sayssueswith the
imparfait (for one). She now routinely was going by Jacipeelher French given name,
instead of Gadgie, her father’'s nonsensical chiddhaickname for her — which my mom

would use, but never mmaman. She had our foyer, sunroom and bathroom flodrs al
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rehabbed in black and white tilgee,Malmaison), named our wire-haired fox terrier
Pierre, and neveever, even if she were flat out postal with hunger,ssaimuch as a bite
between meals. Of course, a Frenddamas like that: Emerging from the boulangerie
she might bite off the butt end of her baguetteieefunch or dinner to avoid a faint, but
dive into a sack of Cheetod?orreur! | would learn things like that later, of couraéter
my mom was well into hanamaimnization.

So after her first trip to Paris and thee lived before, but | was Frencimcident
at the Place de la Concorde, my mom could notrg@agh of it. Like she was picking
up the misplaced bits of a soul that long ago tettered and was scattered by the winds
of time; like she was ecstatically sticking eacle twack in place until her essence again
was shining, happy, whole. She did a trip of Fhrecathedrals, another of museums, a
third of spas — Vittel to Evian. There was thetehax tour, the art trek, the ancient
villages drive-by event. If she didn’t pray to t¥egin at Lourdes (she did), she was
buying a bikini in Biarritz that was oh-so-BrigitBardot. If she wasn’t getting teary at
the beaches of Normandy (she was), she was flippeg the faience of Quimper, lost in
downtown Dijon, or found to have friends in Provenc

Over the years each trip would leave my mom a¢ littoremamanlike. Her
hair, for instance. My mom’s graying brunette llo#t in the youth-obsessed U.S. was
dyed (to its eternal shame) a shade not foundtur@decame in mgpnamana glossy
bob of silvery pride, itau naturalhue (as encouraged by her Paris hair people) adhalo
honor for her ageless grace. Her shoes went ddveelaheight — the better to speedwalk

Paris cobblestones — her handbags up in qualit/hancloset....why, if my mom were
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to get a load of her closet, practically bare loute few — a very few — exquisitely
tailored things, she would wdihave nothing to wearBut not mymaman. Shénds

her dribs and drabs of outfit take her from dajdbd date with my dad (I don’t want to
know about it) in something that before her Frefichiion my mom tried for years sans
success: total chic.

Weird, no? Or as mmamarwould sayhon?

And it's not like my mom’s transformation is limdeo such frippery as style.

No, the more and more nmpamanemerged after mastering the many mom-challenges of
life in France — the art of just saying yes! tdrlerench pastries daily without packing on
pounds, say, or the science of shampooing, legrstpaet al. with a shower nozzle that

has an agenda of its own — the more | was convintad the daughter ofraadamé A
madamelmost as authentic as if once upon a time in andife she had been ruled by a
Louis or two. Or has she? Who else holds fanslyha raison d’étre of a happy life, and
has made long French-style Sunday lunches a weiekdy? Who else infuses grace in
moments, charm in hours and meaning in years afdoand generous efforts on behalf

of those she loves — never forgetting that notlsizngs love like a perfectly madarte

aux pommezs My mamanthat's who.

Oh, my mom could navigate her 70s convinced itieetio slow down, stick close
to home, be content to look back — a lot — at #ftridife best enjoyed these days through
the adventures of her grandchildren. Well...no. mgmanwill have none of it.

Racking up Air France miles, she is — jetting betw&an Francisco and Paris with a

vengeance bred of the overwhelming need I'm gugsse lost at the guillotine: that is,
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to fly along rue de Passy in the rain on her wath&oMétro, her shoes French flat, her
handbag French-fine, and her part-French heatttatithome.

We miss her when she’s there, of course. But kngwiymaman with dad, is
snug in her itsy-bitsy Paris pied-a-terre, whichateon schedules permitting we always
are invited to share, is to thrill to my mom knogia happiness — nopdiss— that | hope
one day to find for myself.

The day | was born, long before she becamemagnanmy mom named me

Colette. | should have seen it coming.
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AN APARTMENT IN PARIS

One of the benefits of having your mom become ynamanis that, eventually,
she wants to shop. For a Paris apartment. Sueesauld have kept her California home
a faux French abode, complete with a sparkly Eiffaier (lamp) in the living room.

But owning an actual flat in theés chic Right Bank neighborhood of Passy was an
obsession too seductive for my mother to passitupould be wildly impractical,
impossible to pay for, out of the question to wsidre than a few months each year. She
had to have it. A place in the City of Light wouddt here there in the thick of all the
inconveniences that pained actual French peopie= [dck of air conditioning in
summer’s sweltering heat. The freezing water a@iteri that bursts the bathroom pipes.
And, of course, th&igo so small only a few items at a time may be refagea — six

eggs, max, a half-round of cheese, or a nibblalaidsgreens. The apartment would be a
bitty pied-a-terre that required the services ofdfully, handsome French handymen
and, no doubt, hunky French plumbers. They worlgddid inconveniences at great
expense and with a maximum of hassle — and alhiédgipening in a foreign language!
Well, this would immerse my mom in a joy 4oge —far beyond any she had known in
this life. Given her previous life as an actuarah person (a fact as far as we, her
family, were concerned), its unfortunate loss atdhillotine during the French

Revolution certainly would be vindicated by mmamars return to Paris not as a
passing-through tourist, but instead as a recurmesglent. With her own address no

less! The very thought of it thrilled her.
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So she warmed up her high school FrendBonjour,” she routinely greeted us,
sure to put a happy trill in her tone like a tRarisienne “Je m’appellelacqueline-
that's Jacdeen; she practiced. “Can you believ@est moiwho now lives in Paris!”
Next, she placed a call to Catherine the realtéremchwoman based in San Francisco
who specialized in finding homes in France for Alceans completely clueless about
foreign business transactions.

Amped by excitement, mpamanasked Catherine: “A quiet apartment in the
heart of Passy, is it possible?” Catherine wasppp yet practical woman who, when in
Paris, sped around on a red Renault motorbikeraated her American clients like the
children they became when faced with matters dntio® French for them. She was
eager to please.

“Of course,” she said, “why not?” Did Madame haveidea of what she
wanted?

“Authentic,” Mom said. “My place has to be veryrBd

“Of course,” said Catherine. Little did she gutsslength and depth and breadth
of my mother’s impossibility to please. Zippingand on her red Renault, the realtor
acquired a fat portfolio of possible Passy apartsiand, in the space of a week, insisted
Mom fly to Paris to choose among them. They we@uliful apartments, grand
apartments, apartments fit for the most finickyaofually FrencimesdamesBut my
mamanwould have none of them.

“The apartment for me, well, it has to s&gris,” Mom said during a tour of the

ninth or tenth.
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“Alors, Madame, ziss in Paris,” said Catherine. Her mommy tone was fifThe
two were standing in th&alonof a glass-wall flat on rue Raynouard. Mom regdrthe
clean, cool stainless steel wedges and Lucite eafge futuristic apartment that
Catherine just as coolly lead her through. My meotiegarded the current owner's TV
table shaped into a shapely set of women'’s legdlasked a frown. Where were the
walls of gilded plasterwork frou-frou? The flom&ancient parquet? Where was the
itsy-bitsy bathtub with its hand-held shower no2zM/hy, my mother thought, one is
simply not in Paris if one doesn’t walk on floosworn by generations of Parisians that
they moan and groan like the crotchety aged they/amd one is not a true Parisian if,
while squeezed in a bathtub sized for a toddleg,dwesn’t sit folded into thirds, and
attempt to control a hand-held shower hose withl@ wnwieldy life of its own.

“Yes, | know it's in Paris” said Mom, “but...no.” ®lrejected the handsome flat
full of mirrors with its disco ball chandelier one boulevard Beausejour. She nixed the
nice Le Corbusier-inspired two-bedroom on rue Nodblat had white tubular railings
throughout, like an ocean liner. And she pradyoaknt running from the top-floor
studio with a Seine river view that was fashionexaif industrial gewgaws. It appeared
the up-to-date kitchens, renovated baths and Adévize bedrooms with Paris rooftop
views that Catherine favored held zero romancenfpmaman To serve as my mother’s
apartment a place had to possess...

“Well, what?” Catherine outright asked after prageg yet another lovely pied-
a-terre on rue de Passy itself. There, my mottees twrned off by the salon that had no

pre-Revolutionary fireplace, the highly stylish #&ithat would cough black smoke and —

22



well, she didn’t mind — hardly ever draw. “I casdy,” said Mom from behind her
frown. “I just will know it when | see it.” Cathime, exasperated, seemed to give up.
“Bon” she said and popped on her helmet, no doubtedatgpto motorbike off into the
Paris winter chill as far and fast her red Reneoiltid go. Still, her fierce French pride
gave it one final try.

“I do know of a small, dark hole on rue de la Tdshe said.

A hole? Mom visibly perked. Holes, especially firhales — smallhopeless
holes of homes that no one wanted because of ésativat had them called holes in the
first place, were mynamans peculiar passion. Loaded with promise, rich in
possibilities, these abused, neglected or otherwns®ved rooms, flats, houses or even
chateaux called forth in her the fixer-upper’slttof a potential project. Should said
project be long, hard, sweaty, expensive and frawgh problems, all the better. A
renovation in Paris to make a hole a home? Wlgyetivas nothing save a flat in the
Eiffel Tower itself that would charm my mom more.

“Oh, yes, let’'s go now!” she told Catherine. Rwela Tour, so named for its
Eiffel Tower view, snaked up from the Seine to Bwes de Boulogne and featured
apartment buildings of every Parisian style. Thveeee old handsome Haussmanns;
sixties-era cement blocks; ancient, off-kilter bings with rooftop maids’ rooms; and
post-modermbjets d'artwith lots of tinted glass. After arriving in tH&™"
arrondissement, Catherine’s red Renault roared aphtuge crimson door — No. 9. Mom
in the taxi that followed shivered with thrill atdt sight of the doors. She said later: “It

was like | knew without knowing that my dream wattipg closer.” Catherine punched-
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in the code that buzzed open the massive dooreanithe way through a courtyard
festooned with pots of pink geraniums. In one eara statute of a demure Greek
maiden stood in an attitude of quiet, serene beauty¥atherine’s wake mmamanfelt

her heart leap. Off the courtyard, another doazbkd open to reveal a foyer of marble
floors patterned in classic black and white dianson@he oriental carpet that padded the
spiral stairway up six flights smelled of old — yeild — Paris. Paris of Sainte-Chappelle
candlelit at dusk. Paris of Victor Hugo’s hometba Place des Vosges. Paris of the
Cluny Museum and tapestries musty with history. eéW/ht last the door to Catherine’s
“hole” opened, mynamanalready was sold: she was home.

The apartment was a quirky collection of roomsrehtisans view but for the
rain-stained, shadow-dappled wall of the buildiregtrdoor. If Mom got on tiptoe and
looked just so, she could glimpse a miniscule patatky. The place was pure,
unadulterated Paris. The maalonwas a confection that featured elaborately carved
ceiling moldings. The marble fireplace was quisegial Versailles in style. The toilet
stood in its very own closet! The kitchen, a m&ne of a thing, was pretty in tile, and
the floors — oh, the floors! Their ancient oaknia sagged so spectacularly that under
the lightest step they squeaked in distress adibhdpuas the radiators moaned and
groaned their upset. Mom swooned at the very siftitem.

“Alors,” said Catherine. Ce n’est pas grands chosesit’s not much. But, she
added, maybe with lo@nd lotsof love...

“It's perfect,” interrupted mynaman Parfait. Already, she was unfurling her

fantasy; she imagined her Paris life-to-be witls thier very own hole — a hole soon to be
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home! The phone will ring and she will answer fid¢llo?” but “All6?” She will sleep
not in a room, but ahambre not in a bed but bt. Her clothes will hang in an armoire!
And on the hook behind the bathroom door she vedik..her robe? Not even close. In
Paris it will be a peignoir. Positively zingingtiiexcitement, my mother was mere steps
behind Catherine who, by way of a tour, disappravedway through the place. She
opened stuck drawers with a graceless jerk, testtg windows with a grunt, and
stepped, squeaking, through the layout — two bedspsalon, foyer, kitchen, hallway
and bath. She was careful not to catch a heehgpmail that did not lay flat. Merde,”

she muttered over a broken window lateterdeagain at a mirror’s large crack.
Meanwhile, mymamanmentally plotted the apartment’s renovation. Ghere, the
antigue armoire, she thought, seeing beyond aatakeling paint. And here, this dingy
bedroom of beige will be reimagined in passionaté.pThe pink of a Paris sky at dusk
when the light glows rose.

“This apartment is a jewel box,” she said, comingyaf her reverie. Catherine
flicked off her Chanel skirt a gnat or flea or #yshe couldn’'t be sure — and made a face
at my mother that seemed to say it was decidedowmnymamanwould serve athe most
clueless of Catherine’s dear, naive American cérldrMom continued: “It's hidden
away, cozy and quiet. A treasure.”

True, the apartment no one (but Mom) wanted wasatgary of silence when
compared with the city outside. Who needed a Saew at night, my mother reasoned,
when the most you can do after a long, full daysaf;, Louvre-going is collapse after

dinner and hot bubble...well, given the size of the sitzbath? Catherine, who as a
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nativeParisiennewas absolutely of the school that a beautiful veindeed, any view at
all — is better than a panorama of the neighbdusc® wall, squeaked over to a sad,
single light bulb that swung on a string in thel h&he snapped it off. Bon” she said
with grim finality. “It is settled, yes?”

“Yes!” cried mymaman Sheer glee danced in her face and her eyesahkighg
with the future.Just think!they reflectedsoon I'll be not just Maman but Madamé&he
fruit sellers of the sidewalk markets will say ih&n they hand over the peaches and
plums, ‘Merci, Madamée The counter girl at the cornboulangeriewill, too, each time
she’s asked for a dinner baguett®©uf, Madaméeé And even government bureaucracies
France Telecom and Gaz de France will insist agathagain as they make Paris home
ownership a travail of incomprehensible officiatées, perplexing monthly bills and
nonsensical acts of apparent betray@lgst normal, Madameé It's normal to charge
you for telephone services you don’t have and gasdpn’t use. Cest comme ¢a It is
how things are done, here in Paris.

An ocean away, we, her family, prepped our owndliteespend as much time in
Paris as possible. Provided we were invited. liDgyyou’ll never believe, | just bought
an apartment in Passy today!” she telephoned daghia turn, her upbeat tone
melodious and happy and soon to be known to ug$aris voice.” “I can’t wait for
you to come see it.” Dad had a ticket to France day. Sisters Candice, who worked in
the wine business, and Camille, a wife, mom aneg@rcontractor, kept a bag packed.
Brothers George, a San Francisco retailer, and amattorney with three teens,

considered the impossible, given their schedulgsnch lessons. And |, a writer, got out
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my notebook. It was going to be a grand adventdmm’s apartment in Paris. It was

going to change our lives.
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BRUNO IN THE AFTERNOON

He is the legendary Lothario bdmour and every woman wants one: the French
lover. Sexier than a Spandex bikini. Able to l@&p bed after a single kiss. He is the
Superman of seduction and once she’s had him noawamil ever think of love again
without recalling Bruno. Bruno Bruno Bruno. Stganit seems now, how his name,
French for “dark-complected,” sounds so unlikertten himself, the name being so
hunky, really. Hulking. Better for a bruising hydmiilder who grunts out conversation
like dead-lift counts: “Hihun What'sup, huh?”

The Bruno she knew would never lend himself to duarciish pursuits. Her
Bruno — tall, dark, handsome in the Gallic way otire museum paintings she had
seen, those noble-nosed, pop-eyed, aristocratstgdhe guillotine — her Bruno was as
fine as that hot August night fate brought thenetbgr in Paris. She was a tourist thugs
had mugged in the Métro. He was the police dete@ssigned to her case. His drink?
Pernod. His smoke? Gauloise. His car? Peudgmoino’s more peculiar passion would
be the wooing of her, but she couldn’t yet know, a®she sat trembling at his desk in
the rue Victor Hugo police station, sobbing out dih@ma of how three teenage yahoos,
pressing a filet knife to her throat, tore her pur®m her shoulder as she waited for the
train to Odeon. Snuffling and teary, her passptmten, her travelers’ checks gone, she
honked into the hankie he offered.

“Désolé, Mademoiselfethe detective said, oozing suave in the low mdrnis

voice. “l am sorry.” Beneath her snuffles, sheswarprised to find her body secretly
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perked to something in the inspector’'s smile. Sbimg vaguely foreign, intriguingly
French. He continued: “I am Monsieur Pannet®muno. Allow me to be of service.”
Strange, it seems now, how Inspector Pannetieund# had only briefly to deepen his
dimples and she, yet the victim of the horrific waly assault, felt criminally compelled
to be subdued by him in an arm-hold, perhaps enskefl.

As it was, she soon enough was arrested by Brunoiantic advances.
Handcuffed by love, as if were. Thrown in the staen of passion. A first date was
made for coffee; a second, for snails; and byMtivd t two coldcroque monsieursn the
Champs Elysées sidewatkkisses stood in for the cheese course and hey Bpastment
became the scene for all future rendezvous. Fhenbéginning Bruno proved to be
unlike any lover she had known back home, anditithided all two.

Mornings, for example, the French lover telephotinede, four times before her
first double espresso.

“Bonjourmy little rabbit!” he would trill in English so gbled with French
inflection she would be higetle rrrrabeet dubbed as such for her fondness for salads of
carottes rapées

“Did you have a good sleep, my darling penguin®e ecame his “penguin”
soon after he saw her run to catch the bus, heptingiof a derriere waddling, he
thought, in irresistibly fetching fashion. Stilbad and feeling boneless as she held the
phone between ear and pillow, she was none tom takb Bruno’s buoyancy well

before her wake-up croissant. But he would no¢ tadr nodding back off for an answer.
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“Eh bien my adorable flea,” he'd say, “will you won’t yaull you won’t you
join me today amidi?” Noon to two was the French lover’s lunch bremaHaily parole
from police routine the inspector relished.

“Uh,” she managed to grunt in reply before sawiffgacsnore to settle back into
snoozeland. This grunt, however, the French Itk to meanYes, of course, mais
oui! Oui Oui Oui Strange, it seems now, how that simple “yesregped again and
again the months of Bruno’s romancing adjusteddtieide and longitude of her life so
dramatically that today she is adrift, directioslesn a riptide of despair.

If only once she had saldo when, instead, by 10:30 a.m. two, three days &kwee
her home was transformed into a tropic of foliageparadise. Sprays of roses,
marigolds, gladiolas and iris were delivered instay vases; armloads of tulips, tiger
lilies, freesia and gardenias were dropped offoiloidul pots. Bouquet after bouquet of
Paris’s finest flowers often filled her vision whehe lurched out of bed for the day, and
the overwhelming sight made her woozy. Bruno!

“Love and kisses to my darling cuckoo, so cuteg fiorist’s card read. “Can’t
wait later to cuckoo-cuckoo with yowBisous xxxx, Bruno.” Another day, a blue velvet
jewel box was hidden within a towering arrangenwdritoire Valley wildflowers:
Sapphire earrings, set in gold, glittered hello whke opened it. On one occasion, a
fantasia of freshwater pearls — necklace, bracedet,barrette and ring — arrived with an
armload of lilacs in a Limoges cachepot. Was tloperty hot? she momentarily flashed
on the fear. After all, the Paris police detectivaes only of a lowly functionary’s means.
Yet the French lover’s jobouldoffer easy access to spectacular loot, and lots of
routinely seized in the city’s botched robberiesouldn’t it? Luckily, she was ill-
equipped to think further, being logy without cafie, so she promptly lost the thought

when at noon, on the dot, the door buzzer buzZé@. French lover lunged up eight

30



flights of spiral stairs to find her slumped on #a#a like a slattern, demitasse in hand.
Her shredding chenille nightie and fuzzy pink soagpeared well-slept in; her bottle
blonde bob was a perversion of sticky curls. She uncombed, unkempt, undressed.
Bruno was struck dumb with desire.

“My loving duckling, it's noon and you're just upe cried, toppling onto her
for a snuggle. She struggled her hand free to guwteeanly toward the bathroom, where
a tub was running. Lavender suds scented thendisam swirled in thick whorls out
the door.

“Ah, bor? A bath before? But of course, my happy henJynBrcooed and
scampered off to strip and step into the tub. fd-da-laaa, lee-le-le-leeee, lo-lo-lo-
loooo.” Splish-splashes sounded above the somataoBang, slopping suds (she was
sure) all over the bathroom floor. The plasticldealecoratively displayed in the soap
dish was forced in (she was equally sure) for amswshe didn’t know what to think of
Bruno’s bathtime jollies, except perhaps...well, det new lover have enthusiasms
beyond those suggested by his earnest detectigaieahor? Intimate caprices that were
completely...kooky? Sexual tralas that were mystisty, perhaps embarrassingly...she
didn’t know...French? Alarmed, she clutched thearadif her nightie closed; she
scrunched her pink-stockinged feet more snugly éénieer. And she fought to dismiss
the thought.French men, notoriously, are the sine qua nbfovers, n@ she argued.
The sovereign lords of 'amour_et’s be frank, she reasoned, Americans the oy
she had known — had yet to twist her knickers whthkind of thrill for which the French
are legend with their inbred, in-bed je ne sais,qught? Right? “There, there, now,”
she muttered. “There is nothing to fear that aguilp ofvin blancat lunch can’t
handle.” “La-la-la-laaaa,” went Bruno’s song; sphsplash went the bath. Allowing

herself to relax, she fell into a swoon of expecyan
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Imagine! Soon, a French lovérer French lover would go spelunking through
her caves of unexplored passions. Soon, ecs&sigst unbidden would trip her
pleasure fantastic. She quickly doused her arausiala slurp of coffee. Be cool, she
shapped to. Hard to get. You don’t want the datesnooping out clues of desperation,
do you? Over 30 and single — still. Pathetice 8shifted her nightie into a peephole of
décolleté. She worked up a passable come-hitlpression. Just then, the bathroom
door flew back and out he galloped: Bruno! Alfiad flesh; a tall, tan blur; the slick,
sudsy French lover was on the run, trailing ribbohiswvender-scented steam.

“Yippee-yippee-yee-hah...giddy-up!” he hooted, nggforward a horse only he
could see beneath him. “Yippee-yee-hah!” He gatbpast where she sat paralyzed on
the sofa, stunned. He turned and trotted backingle square of toilet tissue covered his
nakedzizi, stuck in place with an Ouchless Band-Aid. “Whide halted before her.
“What-ho! A damsel in distress? Dismount, meBismount dismount dismount. If
only she had, then and there, gotten off her ndde frontier of love with Bruno, she
might have had a chance. A chance for what wakeancA lifelong marriage? A stable
family? Perhaps. She had come to France fresh ¢adlege to perfect her French and
prepare for a career perhaps as a professionaldtan Love could wait. A proper
match made if not in heaven at least in her hometoountry club followed by babies
planned and paid for was the way; a happily evier afas the why; and anyway,
everyone knows lovers aren’t husbands except iaulious romantic fantasies. And
yet...yet...when Bruno “dismounted” to bend and kieshand, higizi's square of toilet
tissue fluttering seductively, she was hopelesstyplessly, booked, confirmed, on the
stagecoach of desire. There was not a chanceckirgpout of the trip.

“Damsel, allow me to forswear other mademoiselfes@rvelousness and love

you and you alone,” Bruno murmured. What coulddgh@ut submit, her fuzzy pink
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socks slipping off to unveil to her French lovee thysteries her body held down to the
tips of her pretty peach pedicured toes.

Bruno in the afternoon soon became a habit, th@asaion. Possibly, it was an
addiction, as consuming of body and soul as aegalldrug. Tracks of remembered
kisses scarring her tender breasts. Wretched uttiér contempt for her better sense.
Bruno Bruno Bruno. She had to have him. @idis per week, seven. “Dear Mom and
Dad,” she wrote home to San Francisco. “I havedoim. Bruno. | wish to be married
within the week.” Her parents, naturally, were agfh A French detective! No, this
would not do. This would not do at all. Friend$r@nds in France received the mayday
message: “She must be stopped!” her family fax&kt her on a plane out of Paris,
pronto.”

Pronto pronto pronto. Strange, it seems now, hastennever did figure in when
her plane home to the States lifted off from theait Charles de Gaulle. Oh-so-slowly
she got around to getting the ticket. Oh-so-pdig/\was in packing. In fact, by the time
she actually boarded — alone — weeks had passed.th& snit she was in was as
painfully swollen as were her ankles, as out oftcras were her Burger King cravings.
All the signs told of it: She was pregnant. Andfed. At Bruno. Her French lover,
now her bridegroom, had married her at a civilnffastive city hall ceremony and now
was begging-off on the honeymoon — a trip home g¢etrher family.

“But my adorable duckling, | must stay here in Frnntil | find the finest
Champagne she ever has produced,” was his extlise this and only this that will
properly herald the arrival of our son.” The sorawg would later confirm it: a son.

So while Bruno in his Peugeot on his off-duty hosped from wine shop to wine
shop, his American bride sat in San Francisco ngriser snit as six months passed, then

seven. Bereft of job prospects, she had no chmitéo move in with her parents. They
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were more grossly aghast. As the Peugeot — witind@+ blew through Biarritz and
raced through Chamonix, as it cris-crossed Provandecareened through Alsace, she
waited and waited...and waited. Within her the bgi®w; without, her face fixed itself
into a frown of frustration.

Where in damnation is that maishe wondered, though he wrote four times a
week, or five. Bonjour Mommy penguin-to-be!” his Marseille postcard redtwill
join my snugly guppy in California just as soomagboss at the police station unjails
me (ha ha).” She didn’t laugh.

Eight months passed, nine. “My Darling Wife,” theench lover at last scratched
on the back of an Eiffel Tower photo. “The Champag found! Our son may now
arrive.” Arrive arrive arrive. Strange now to allchow in short order everything would,
everything but Bruno: first the baby, then obstdtills, and finally, panic. “For crying
out loud,” her father whined one night when theamifs wailing shook the house.
“Where on earth is that no-show of yours?” But Bhd only excuses.

Bruno is still back in France (she told him as mastshe knew of her husband’s
pursuits) — painting scenes of his childhood homeolors of the Cote d’Azur sky. Yes,
you'll find him in France (she kept going), plargia half acre of trees at his parents’
place, the cypress and redwoods he loves. Atster's in Provence he is paving slate
paths, constructing stone walls, tending to olaed growing a garden of sunflowers,
string beans, squash. He is carving a cradle thabest French oak with our new
baby’s name — William — burnished in gold. By deyis sewing together a set of leather
luggage and hand-making a fly-fishing rod; by nigatcomposes sonatas — on guitar.
Days off, he grills the wild trout he catches, slrres the tomatoes he grows,
reupholsters the loveseat he crafted aigh, strings a bracelet of fine pink gold. The

bracelet’s 12 links, each in the shape of a petésotdrop, represent, he mentionaa an
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de chagrainthe “year of grief’ it is to be away from me. UBIO is writing poems,
collecting Limoges, drinkingastisand smoking. Weekends, he restores his bestlifsien
chéateau.

Yes, the French lover’s life was so positively pfumith projects he scarcely had
time for a wife. And yet, she waited. Once thbyoaas old enough for daycare she
took a receptionist’s job with a cable-TV conceffour months passed, five. Uncombed,
unkempt, and stressed, the day the call came wald of the blue - she was on her
knees sopping up a pot of spilled coffed:afrive!” squealed Bruno from the airport pay
phone. “At last | come to you, my scrumptious swwe®h?! She couldn’t speak.

Along with Bruno came a collection of crates anates...and crates. Nine of them, 10.
Stacked at an off-site airport will-call, there wémickknacks, door knockers, lamps and
antigues; there were French gadgets for kitcherbatid The French lover’s
accompanying haul from his homeland was no legs alidhe’d ever owned, or would.
“My cuddly cauliflower, it is here, iiAmerique,| stand!” he squealed. “Will you won't
you will you won’t you quit work and come play withe?”

Play play play. Strange, she thinks now, how lihekn she had no clue that her
imported husband was never destined for the radeashed he play. Dress himin a U.S.
banker’s tie, a broker’s button-down, or a bondérss pinstripes; put him a postal
clerk’s shirt sleeves or top him with a restauicef’'s toque; even fit his fine French
physique into the schlumpy duds of a hard-boiledape eye in keeping with his current
career: The French lover would be like an exateature captured, caged — a creature
who suffers horribly to be free. Bruno and the kemlay, not-much-pay world simply
seemed somehow, sadly, mismatched. Like an exg@suyere soufflé taken with
coffee, black. Or a delicate silk charmeuse gownwwith high-top basketball shoes.

Bruno, quite frankly, was fashioned more for lov@r was it fun?

35



But because she had no clue, she and the newlgddaench lover, with baby
William making them a family, moved into a seasstiedio. She went to work, William
learned to talk, and Bruno tried to adapt. Howhamwas from France! Without a job he
had days free to launch a hodge-podge of projddesgrew vegetables in the garden and
with a trowel made a pond. With lillypads. Andds. In front of the cottage he planted
trees of apple, pear and plum; in back they wermteand almond. The French lover
restored an heirloom armoire, baked berry tartgyhiahis son French, studied Italian,
stacked wood, cut grass and cookétk en croltérom scratch. He made bookcases, a
barbeque nook, a cat’s bed, an arbor. With bowgbksa. And roses.

“Chérie let me tend your crabby mood with gsandmamais special soup,” he
fussed one day among most when she arrived homeviark to find his résumé still on
the desk (unsent) and the Help Wanted ads (unleakdthing the garbage can. She had
staggered in late, rain-soaked and racked withed lkeld. In her purse the paltry
paycheck that was the buoy of their survival wesghter body with woe. “Suit
yourself,” she wheezed and sneezed — and sneeasd-aghen Bruno, panting with
passion, kneeled tenderly to remove her soppingsgak. “Oh, my only penguin, true,”
he said. “l would sell my treasured soul for omslkello, perhaps two.”

Wouldn't you know, there were 11 kisses, 12. Azl by the light of the moon
when Bruno bent in the garden to gather the caamdisonions and squash he would take
until nearly midnight to chop, simmer and painstgky spice into soup, she looked upon
her French lover from the kitchen window and gaselirow a good bonk with my palm.

“Why, when a quick can of Campbell’'s would do,” (bordak) “do | indulge him
so, my Bruno?”

She mulled over this conundrum the night her Progaemate barbecued pork ribs

in the bedroom fireplace. “My darling, just waitté argued when she objected. “They
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aregorgeouswvhen cooked in the heart of the home.” She exadithe conundrum

again the day of his interview with the speciakearcounselor when she learned Bruno
hadn’t shown. “I can’t get awaymon amouy my guests await!” he said, breathless, when
she called from the office to hear his excuseval$ a doozy. Rather than pursue the
interview, Bruno was whipping up a make-believe hoé&oquille Saint-Jacques (with
snowy heaps ajorgeouggarlic potatoes) for William and a preschool playe) his

chef’'s accoutrements? A miniature French toy &ta s

The question got another going over the morningpefFrench lover’s
appointment with the VIP her father’s people arexhgs a favor when Bruno did indeed
show — only elsewhere. At the confirmed hour, while VIP (he later groused) checked
his watch, twiddled his stress-relieving whatnoig avaited on the 49floor of the
downtown office tower, the French lover was percperky and alert on a stool in the art
school next door. He was eager for his intro-igeainting lesson. “If you must know,
my luscious éclair,” he said when she griped altiuist yet another ruined employment
opportunity, “there is no dearer wish for a mamthzat he make immortal the
intoxicating essence of his beloveds | have done here.” He handed her a portrait of
herself conceived in lush orange curves, with igrteuse hair and a doublewide smile
that bore scant resemblance to her current chemad. “Thus your fair, moody beauty
is etched onto my heart,” continued the FrenchrloV#k is there, forever, as exquisite as
our love.”

And she pondered the problem especially the Suddsl Bruno, during a
commercial break from a 72-hour, John Wayne TV {figst, charged through the house
as - no, could it be? — an Apache. “Me want te taly pretty Pocahontas here, now!” he
chanted among Indian warrior whoops as he hoppexhereg, then the other,

whooping, through each room. The French lover atdaze in fiery war paint: hot pink
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and coral lipstick zig-zagged ancient tribal magsmown his bare, hairless chest. A
spray of seagull feathers projected askew fronjdgger’'s headband. Making do for
deerskin, a flap of designer paper towel was dajped into place — a loin-cloth replete
with “Have a nice day!” smiley faces.

At first sight she brought her vacuum cleaner ser@eching halt in the hall. “I
swearBruna...” she stared at her earnest Indian. “You thjiol are being so...” Before
she could expel the “f” in “funny,” the French louvaodily detached her from her Dust
Buster, threw her over his shoulder, and, withldaby rattles attached to his ankles
rattling, he rain-danced through the den and thremoff onto the living room La-Z-
Boy. It was only a minute, or two, before she kndhe Dust Buster would have to idle
awhile without her.

The day the French lover booked an early flighetance, however, was the day
the conundrum demanded an answer. France Fraaned-r Strange, it seems now, how
the land of baguettes and berets was fated toimeels its own, her Bruno. With barely
an “a bientét” Bruno flew off and settled into a minuscule ftear Paris’s Palais Royale.
The next day, his police detective squad welcomeddack with balloons, a banner
(“Bienvenué?) and a bigger, shinier badge. His first mornaigvork the French lover
tacked a photo of William on the wall above hisldeext to the “Most Wanted” posters,
and dug out of a drawer his favorite CD — a coitecdf tragic Corsican love songs. As
the mournful tunes soaked his office in bitterswglebm, again-Detective Pannetier
opened a file marked “Unsolved Homicides” and, absédedly, fiddled with the pistol
from which he had been away far too lorfgh, he thought, lighting the first in a chain of
Gauloises and letting the tears freely falfeels oh, so good to be home

“I love you, | love you truly, | do!” he wrote toen two, three times a week, or

phoned. Yet, an ocean away, she was too, tooatlutonunderstand. “Ah, my happy
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penguin,” he faxed, “how my far-away family fillsynfragile French heart with joy.”
Unclear, unconvinced, in a dither, she took a pepéying job in a chiropractor’s office.
Her friends were incensed.

“What in damnation happened to that man?” they dwled. She wondered, too.
Hadn’t she hoped love — his love, for her — woulshire the French lover to cast off his
country like the Mediterranean clams he alwaysxgeely shucked from their shells and
come to her culture with charm intact? Hadn'tlblaby been enough to bolt him to the
grindstone so she could stay home William'’s fiest fyears? And really, hadn’t her
beloved USA — helhome— promised him a life more...weligal than one in which he
can gallop around naked on a make-believe steesi? ida husband that's normal?
Inspector Pannetier — Bruno — has gone back inceéréhe told them). Yes, you will
find him in France. His gallant Gallic heart isesttwined with the daily sights of the
Eiffel Tower, his soul so at-home with strolls ajaihe Seine, that the French lover living
anywhere but Paris (she suspected) is like the teosivipped of its Mona Lisa, the
Moulin Rouge removed of its sequined showgirlscomplete, wanting, wrong. She
honked into the hankie one or another offered aeptWwot tears of woe.

It was some weeks before Bruno wrote on the baed et Invalidedithograph:
“My charming chicken, to know we’ll be in our heatbgether always, laughing and
happy, is the inextinguishable light of my foolisrench life.”

Foolish foolish foolish. Strange, it seems noweg distance, how far and fast
she fell for the French lover. The thousand arglghts of passion promised by
Inspector Pannetier’s firftonjour now calamitously...kaput. The marvelous Frenahge
sais quoi contained in her dream of a future an&suTrue Love...gone to smashuts
she muttered over the loss of her hopes for a Hiagper After. | am simply a wretched

romantic. And it's over. After all, this friend that urged her to follow the French lover
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to France and become a proper Parigianlame A mere police detective’s wife. Just
think of it! And she did. The rest of her lifegthyouth gone, he beauty spent, passed in a
tiny government-subsidized flat —a hole, reallyithva man happiest either dinging
pinballs and hoistingastisat the corner café or nakedly interpreting Colun'gus
conquest of the Americas? She shuddered. She &newever could forsake her bright
American future in exchange for a forever undeydraris skies. Especially since the
great effort of speaking French always gave hergaaime. Yet the day she went in for
the test and it came back a “yes”, her migrainegddo know no boundary of country or
culture. She was pregnant. The French lover hradked his romance upon her. Again.

She telephoned Bruno with the news, tracking himrdat a Marais district bistro
where he and 13 of his best police pals were yukkinp over garlic escargots. Through
the telephone line the background music boomedpitiimalls dinged and she almost
could smell the café’s choking smoke in the raspigey of her absentee husband.

“Ya-hoo, ya-hoo!” he hooted with happiness at wotther condition. “There’s a
pee-wee penguin on the way! Champagne for allhdwted. Cradling the portable to
her ear in the hall of her parents’ homwhere again she movedshe slobbered torrents
of tears and soaked to a shred her one woeful Wassae. Je t'aime beaucoypmy
little cuckoo,” she heard her far-away French los@w. “I promise to rejoin you and our
wonderful wee ones just as soon...”

“For crying out loud!” her father’s baritone boomidm the dining room.
“Where in holy hosanna is that man?” With a cheke squeaked “Gotta go, Bruno;
goodbye,” and put down the phone. She stood alatteonly excuses.

Bruno is where he belongs, yes Bruno is back im¢ggshe told him and
blubbered into the hankie he offered). Yes, yolifid him in France — with plans. He

will copy in colored pen the cave paintings of Laxgcto brighten his bare flat walls. He
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will plant for his mother Monet’s gardens of Givgyand for higpapapreparesteak au
poivre He will make paté, bake croissants and takehragtt of wood whittling. He will
attend classes in tango, tap, salsa and ballroetthhlunt for truffles in the forest, and in
the Alps he’ll ski. In the Mediterranean Sea hd diNe for langoustines, and come fall
in Provence he will help harvest his friends’ Cleamdlay. And then: he will piece
together from pink shells of Polynesia a plaguehernew baby’s cradle. “Thomas” it
will read.

Yes, the French lover’s life was so positively pretsque that he scarcely had
time for a flight. Or so she consoled herself whag after day, week after week, she
waited, buoyed by his promise made two times a monthree, that the next Air France
jet to touch down in San Francisco would contam,tier very own, Bruno. “Have
patience for | will come to be with you for goody melectable dumpling, just as soon as
l....” he phoned, faxed or dashed-off in a notthhis excuse, or that. And the months
continued to pass. Still, she waited.

Within, baby boy No. 2 grew and grew, and just befGhristmas was born with
Bruno’s bold brow and kooky, crooked smile. Withdwer face fixed itself into the
picture of complacency. It was a mask perfecttiose hundreds of times when anyone
asked. So tell methey’d saywhat has become of Inspector Pannétier

“He was and will be always my French lover,” shaudosay, as practiced. “He

was and will be always my dream too special to nraké”

“My penguins, how Papa loves you so!” the Frenctetavrites from France two,
three times a week, or phones. “When next | flgrae see my flock of happy geese |
shall make you giggle with all the best surprises; know?” She knows, she knows, she

knows.
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Ten years have passed and the official divorcentbesigned and newly
final, is on file. In the bedroom of the home sl@ne acquired, thanks to some
startling, unexpected success in the wine busimessiew fiancé reads theall
Street Journathrough half-glasses slung low on his nose. Wheetakes a bath there
is no splish-splashing, no suds, no sonata. Nhkad neither cowboy nor Indian but
mere businessman — all business. William and Tispmaw nearly in high school,
are thriving. Still, when the French lover emails messages once a day or texts, she

can't help but feel her heart lurch just a litthelonging.

“Eh bien, my love so true, will you won’t you wadlywon'’t you drop all to
come frolic with me?his email might read. “What, Bruno again?” sags fiancé
from the bed. “It's nothing,” she says and her faetays her lie. For itisn’t.
Indeed, it isn’t really so strange, come to thifkchow Bruno’s every visit, whether
it lasts one week or three, brings him back intoheart, however briefly. No, it's
not really so strange, after all, how her Frenctetdorever will mean family, mean

home, however fleetingly.
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PARIS WITH PARENTS

Bazaar Hotel de Ville

In the bed department of Bazaar Hotel de Ville, Btadiselle in charge of duvets
pulls a particularly puffy one from the displayeaifery weight — summer, autumn, Arctic
— and offers a feel to Dad. Mom, meanwhile, siksky and collapsed on a sample bed,
careful not to muss its crisp, pleated sheets afu@aor in despair bury her head in the
fluffy pillows.

“Monsieur, zis igreswarm, zee best,” Mademoiselle says, her Englisiffamt,
but clear. “You will not be cold some morlon” She shakes her head. Dad fondles
the corner of the duvet with suspicion to feetsfecomposition — 50% down, 50%
feathers — can ease the chill he has carried be@nd Mom arrived in Paris six days
earlier. Because their newly-acquired apartmenbtsyet fitted with even a single twig
of furniture, for five nights they have slept o ttoor on a camper’s blow-up mattress.
The blow-up has a leak that hisses but can’t be aed a pump that's French — hence,
too foreign to manage without a nervous collapse.

“You know? Maybe | should just get the plane hdrdad blurts in a tone of
high irritation. Mademoiselle flinches.

“Well, maybe you jusshould” says Mom. She iso hot sitting there in the
mauve. Outside, the Paris winter freezes awageany, tiny temperatures and an
unfriendly wind whips. Visiting the over-heatedpdetment store while overdressed in

layer upon layer, plus coat and hat and glovessaad causes Mom to sweat. She flings
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off her woolen beanie and gives her husband ofipéaryears “the black look” that in
earlier days sent him straight to the bar but noany decades sober, inspires him
instead to rattle Mademoiselle.

“Ah, but oh, Monsieur,” she stammers. “Perhapsaliksbe better for you and
Madame.” She pulls out a different duvet from dmsplay and offers it to Dad for a feel.
This comforter — 60% down, 40% feathers — dodsg litt tamp down his temper. As the
black look seeps into his marrow he turns towaedit&d to slit his eyes at Mom.

Their fight began, if not the day they married aen@vo weeks after they met on
a blind date, certainly their first night in theasgment. A fake duvet of polyfill Mom had
provided Dad let his feet poke out in the nightoridieur Landita, the building
handyman, would not fix the first thing that shiednvenuavhen they arrived — a broken
heater — until he returned from vacation in Spaianother four, freezingossibly fatal
nights, to hear Dad tell it. His chill was unforgable.

“It was meant for &hild,” Dad with a pout says not to Mom but to Mademlitgse
his tone conveying the frost of a wronged husbadiddemoiselle is perky, petite and
pained by Dad’s blast of crabbiness. At the snadgkher young, fresh features shift
from a shopgirl smile into a shape that could, whi# slightest encouragement, cry. But
she will not be abused.

“Yes, yes, butis” she says with strength and unfurls a decidedlyitasized
duvet — for two — and invites Dad to feel it, flitff maybe he will even lie under it on the
display bed next to Mom and imagine the possibaiRi Zis makes for warm feet and,”

she aims a sympathetic smirk in Mom’s directionafm feelings.” Mom moves a
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mauve pillow onto her lap. It looks like if sheodses to throw it, it will be good and
ready.

“Honestly, who is the child? Who is the childw?” Mom'’s voice is as hot as
her legs under their itchy, foul-weather tightsaddloesn’t answer and nixes the duvet-
for-two by wandering off in the direction of theests-and-pillowshams display.
Mademoiselle follows.

| stand sagging against a floor display of bedskoter-hot in my own hat and
coat, and listen to my parents carry on. Thisags$?- Paris! We should be loving every
inch of it, every minute, as they create a homeyawam home of their new apartment,
and | spend 10 days of European vacation makingékeof them. That is to say,
knowing full well I'm to cherish every ticking sead | have with my precious, aging
parents while we’re here, together in this magoiigl — even though they make me as
jumpy as they do Mademoiselle. Over in sheetsglimvshams, | see her pulling from
stacks a selection of sheets with a rat-a-tatieffity of one determined to please: a sales
pro.

“Yes, Monsieur,” she’s saying. “Perhaps somethiagy soft — Egyptian cotton,
the very best — in a soothing color. Blue? Y&=thaps this will please you and
Madame?”

Madame isn’t pleased. In fact, Madame won’t bepdel at all unless and until
Dad decides on a duvétday, a decision that will free her from one more tostis night

on the floor dealing with Dad’s thrashing and coanqtis. Their bed, on order, will arrive
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at the apartment in French time. This means whanéewill, no one involved in its
purchase and delivery can say when.

“Tom!” Mom calls, with the uncharacteristdommie Dearestdge she resorts
to in catastrophes. Like when Dad pretends nbetr her, even though he, totally deaf
in one ear and diminished in the other, really taAnd because he can’t hear: “TOM!”
She motions him over and I, still sagging into bleelskirts, feel 5 not 50, and afraidh-
oh, somebody’s in trouhle

“Tom, let’s just focus on the duvet,” she says wbeaa returns, trailing
Mademoiselle and her hands-full of blue sheetska{®”

“Okay!” says Mademoiselle, cheery as can be. Shads her pile onto a
sample bedroom bureau and makes it point to igmyrparents like they are naughty
children whose bad behavior best not be rewardedyrpositive way.

“Mademoiselle,” says Mademoiselle, instead turrtmgne. | flinch. Now I'll
have to be involved.

“PapaandMaman they love to love, yes?

Oh my God

“Soft blue sheets, very soft, will be lucky for EvforI’amour, do you see?

No, no, I don’t want to see! But | pipe-up for theke of Mademoiselle, who
seems to be trying so hard to, what, make a s@let?™Mom and Dad dealt with and out
of there? “Yes, blue. Very beautiful.”

The determined way she does not flee to help aihsiomersnicer customers,

customers who surely will buy something, is a mimaracle. A miracle much like the
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58 years my parents have held together. Never thimdozen years of divorce they
entertained before remarrying in a romantic elop@rteeLake Tahoe to which their five
children and seven grandkids were not invited: Mord Dad since their first date,
which happenedfter he proposed and she accepted at the post-coliegevphere they
met, have choreographed a relationship whose dtep&ver intricate, no one but they
know. Least of me, cringing with their bickering ifall of Paris will tsk-tsk at their lack
of respect and, offended, shun us from sharindj th@love the city promises — not least
with its idea of a bed. The soft and seductive mme holding up my mother, for
instance, is frilled in romantic ruffles and prettiby a slinky, satin coverlet. If it doesn’t
saycome to bed, darlind don’t know what does. But really, as if Maddsatle with

her sheet suggestions can have my parents hapgihevgpn a flabby, half-deflated
blow-up mattress when there are Dad’s cold feetveimal knows what else between
them!

Still, I am entranced by Mademoiselle’s idea theahour is simply a set of sheets
away. That luck in love may apply to my parenssshe so optimistically implies. | am
SO entranced, in fact, that | miss whatever Dad s&xt, but it must have been classic,
because Mom’s response seems as ready as the pikowe

“Maybe you should just stay inreotel” she says.

“Maybe | justshould” says Dad.

Other bed department shoppers who wander amordjgpkys hear my parents,

sense the danger, and cut a wide swath aroundtteeaf hostility they have formed;
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some even scoot away fast like Mom and Dad arast Bbout to detonate.
Mademoiselle is made of steelier stuff.

“Oh, mais nof’ she clucks. Non, non, nori She levels her gaze at Dad. “Feel
this!” Off-topic of sheets and back on duvets, shallenges him to fondle an especially
puffy one — 70% down, 30% feathers — and unfurstitiing so it lies on the display bed
in a splendor of promised warmth and comfort. Mswooches over a bit to give the
duvet better play. To help it lie flat she puffelgpats the mauve pillow back into place
beneath the headboard. At Mademoiselle’s urging daps onto the smallest possible
sliver of the bed’s edge as if at gunpoint, andréisctant, put-upon expression causes
Mom to roll her eyesHe’s so impossibleMademoiselle, however, is triumphant.

“Mais oul” she sings in the trilling way of those flirty &mchwomen. She is all
girl, with short skirt and a sexy playful wink. Heharm alone could chase the chill right
out of Dad’s feet, and | wonder: what effect mighe have on a fever? Watching my
parents impose their...their...well, théiring on an innocent bystander like
Mademoiselle makes ns® hotin my two sweaters and coat and gloves and sddmé
lack of control | have of them! To stave off arflal try to breathe...one...two...three,
unbutton my coat to vent some steam, and wondeat dppened?

Mom and Dad were all laughs mere hours earlier wiresat Paris-people
watching on the sidewalk terrace of café Les Dewagds in St. Germain des Pres. Four
tables over lunched (gasp!) the actor Jeremy Idon&ing bleary-eyed,

bedheaded...tired.
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“I know that guy,” said Dad, indiscreetly staring.think | worked with him
once. I’'m going to go see if he remembers me.t,Racareer stockbroker who most
certainly has never worked with Jeremy Irons, stopdnd was halfway to his table to
ask if the actor remembered him when Mom and | gdritkim back in giggly panicio!

Between then and our visit to the bed departmemnteshing must have been said.
A choice aside on the Métro ride to get desselietasn the Ile Saint-Louis. Or a loaded
look cocked and shot as we walked past NGtre Dasaerets, lies, unwelcome surprises.
Joys, marvels, miracles. My parents’ love stoatidees it all. Their tale is a triumph
over typical marital trauma — alcohol, infidelitponey worries, in-law issues, problems.
Acquiring an apartment in Paris several years d#fteir remarriage was to be not just
amends, but also a second honeymoon, a dream coematwildly exciting next
installment — the part where the happily-ever-dfigppens.

Yet here itis: my parents’ marriage on publiqpthy in Paris.

“Oh, stop it,” says Mom.

“Youstop it,” says Dad.

“No, you.”

“You.”

| study my shoes in sham&/hat must Mademoiselle thinKThis is Paris — Paris!
A place where in a setting of incredible beautyance simply cannatot happen. Take
Psyche Revived by Cupid’s Kiggtonio Canova’s spectacular winged sculpturdhé
Louvre. Or any of Renoir's knockout nudes, plumg &scious, displayed in the Musée

de I'Orangerie. There are, especially, the ancigitded buildings lit at night in a
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sensation to dazzle the senses, and the Eiffel T®we-the-hour show of lightplay.
Here, in the City of Light indeed, love good, |dvee and, if you're a ridiculous romantic
like me, even love beautiful seems suggested,tifmspired. What’s more, everywhere
you look, lovers themselves woo one another. ®reyhand-in-hand strolling the Seine,
kissing in sidewalk cafés, patting fannies witreaffon in the parks and Luxembourg
Gardens. They are even snickerindeuxlike the huggy couple who now linger on the
fringe of the zone of hostility, gawking at Mom abdd like they’ve never before seen
such a crazy-strange thing as th¥®u are in Paris and not madly in love? Madness!

Mademoiselle, too, stares at my prickly parentdait expression of puzzled
incomprehension. | imagine her unkind thoughtarely she has decided they are a
blight on love itself. That when it comes to thiead 'amour, Americans certainly are
poor practitioners. That not only could she, ad?am for whom a feel for romance is in
the genes, not even begin to school these hop&less its rudiments, but she also better
call-in hersupervisorto sell the duvet because, clearly, here is alealge can't help.

Wrong.

Instead she flits away in her clicking kitten heelafting a scent so sweet that
when it reaches me | could weep. The little-gid longs for Mommy and Daddy to be
sweet, too. If only it were as easy as holdinghbreath until | turn blue and die to make
them sorry. But it's not. Still, ao’s the grown-up? Who's the grown-up, noWaking
like the more savvy shoppers, | start to tip-taerfrithe scene. If I'm far, far from the
blast — say, otherwise enjoying tea in the cafédhia a distant corner of the floor — |

should be safe.
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Before | can sneak off, however, Mademoiselle skbeShe is flushed and
winking andthrilled that she has found the perfect thing.

“Voila.” she trills. “Madame, Monsieur, you will seehdgs off!” She holds an
armful of duvet — 100% down — and in one impressiweop sweeps the duvet that’s on
the bed off, and flutters its replacement into plaetween the opposite edges of bed
upon which my parents perch. Shoes off? Dad eatoh right away, slips out of his
walking moccasins and, coat and all, slides bensatllown; his head is on the pillow
Mom could have thrown but did not. In a split-sed¢shift Mom’s eyes go merry with
mischief. | know whatyou are up to And she goes along. Shoeless, she slides timeler
pouf. “Nice,” she sighs.

Maybe it was frisky footsie, or possibly a well-Bohtickle, | can’t say. | missed
it. 1 was busy watching Mademoiselle regard myepts with the pride of one for whom
all is, as the French sagomme ¢a The way things are. The stars aligned, théeart
its orbit, the lovers united. But whatever it wigym and Dad do indeed detonate — into
great loud guffaws of embarrassing laughter. Tiggly couple does, too.

“Tres bier’ says Mademoiselle, beaming as her prize duvlews and waves
with Mom and Dad beneath — forgiving, forgettingdarolling around in a fullyfully
clothed hug, together forging ahead.rés tres bien.”

“We'll take it!” says Dad, now happy. And my patgmarry-on — laughing.
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AUVERS-SUR-OISE
The Heart and Home of van Gogh

What am | in the eyes of most people? — a nobadn o
eccentric and disagreeable man, somebody
who has no position in society and never will have,
in short, the lowest of the low.
Very well, even if that were true, then | should
want to show by my work what there is
in the heart of such an eccentric man,
of such a nobody.
Vincent van Gogh, 1882

| stand alone in the room in which van Gogh di#d.situate myself in the center
and stretch my arms out wide, it seems only an ardivo before | touch the wall on the
left, the wall on the right. Tiny, still and silerthe room is furnished with only a small,
simple wood chair. It is left bare so pilgrims ke tartist’s rental room in the Auberge
Ravoux in the country town of Auvers-sur-Oise caithout distraction, better sense his
spirit. Here, 35 km outside Paris, none of thestewous exuberance of color that
explodes intd/ase with Fifteeisunflowerq1888) dazzles the eye, no knickknacks nod
to the mad passions that drive the brushstrok&taofy Night(1889). Somber, serene,
flooded with light and hinting of the holy, the radn which the artist succumbed to a
gunshot wound to the chest nonetheless stunsoriiising has held the creative genius
with a tormented, restless soul shot himself iomield nearby — crows circling, skies
troubled — and staggered back here to languistdays and then die with his favorite

pipe in his mouth and devoted brother, Theo, bedsikew evidence collected Yfan

Gogh: The Lifea startling 2011 biography by Pulitzer Prize-vimgnauthors Steven
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Naifeh and GregoryWhite Smith fairly proves othesavi that he was shot accidentally —
in a courtyard — by a harrying kid playing at beangowboy.

| consider the quote that hangs behind glass atbhevabsent deathbed: “Some
day or other, | believe | will find a way to have/rawn exhibition in a café.” This van
Gogh wrote with hope to Theo on June 10, 189(atitne he was in the throes of the
illness (temporal lobe epilepsy) that so charaogerihis art and life. Some day or other —
today — van Gogh’s multi-million dollar landscafiavers After the Rai(1.890), housed
in Moscow'’s Pushkin Museum, is considered sucleastire that France’s museum
bureaucracy has yet to allow its display in thismg as the Auberge Ravoux’s owner,
Institut van Gogh, would like. The artist’'s drearas to “make drawings theduchsome
people,” as he described in an 1882 letter to Thé®.could not foresee how
triumphantly they have come to do just that. WAuneers After the Raiallowed to hang
in Auberge Ravoux, security needs alone for tike, dthers of his “drawings” now
valued in the tens of millions of dollars, wouldrivan Gogh'’s little room into a specter
of Louvre-like to-do. The artist’s letter contiraie”l want to reach so far that people will
say of my work: he feels deeply, he feels tendenptwithstanding my so-called
roughness, perhaps even because of this.”

Being here in the town in which van Gogh died, rs\&elation. Deeper than ever
before now go my own feelings for what the artig¢ called his “studies.” Newly
tender is my heart toward the visionary who sailliofself in a rare moment of
confidence, “I know for sure | have an instinct émlour, and that it will come to me

more and more, that painting is in my very bone @uagdrow.” What do | know for sure?

53



It is Auvers that has brought me to this placerofgund appreciation, Auvers that has
opened my eyes to what van Gogh himself knewis‘itue that | am often in the
greatest misery,” the lonely artist wrote to Thed.882; he was living in The Hague and
about to take-in the destitute prostitute Clasiraxi®Hoornik (Sien) and her child. “But
still there is within me a calm pure harmony andsiaul

Downstairs in the Auberge Ravoux, where van Gogk tos meals for 3.50
francs a day, the dining room is packed with lotatehing on foie gras, coq au vin and
other classically rustic fare. In fact, so autleaily recreated is the inn that appealed to
19" c. bourgeois diners who were comfortable in artisafés of the day — zinc bar,
checkered floor — that | almost expect to see liitimg, paint-splattered and careworn, at
one of the wax-polished tables. Here, | will ingiiin a delicious lunch of French
country sole, warntarte tatinwith cream, and plenty of excelleéinbmage Afterward, |
again will venture upstairs to a small, darkeneshtér to watch a 12-minute video of the
70 days van Gogh spent in Auvers, working manigd@ll paintings was his output),
and dying with the words, “Do not accuse anyons Itwho wanted to kill myself.” Like
the two other tourists in the tiny theater, | wikep. Buckets.

% %

The French hamlet of Auvers on the river Oise4$aninute train-ride northwest
from Paris’s Gare du Nord. If I'm driving, it'step of two hours-plus.My hapless
journey includes navigation of the maddening mayléautoroutes, wrong exits, false
turns, one-wayuesand what have you around the airport Charles ddl&aNever

mind. Once Auvers at last appears over the cfestavely country road flounced by
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blossoming chestnut trees, it's clear why the ttvas been called “the cradle of
Impressionism.”

“Profoundly beautiful, it is the real country, chateristic and picturesque,” van
Gogh said of it, arriving after painters like PissaMonet, Daubigny (of the Barbizon
school) and Cézanne had, from the mid-1800s onwiaed] or worked here. While no
longer graced by the vast expanses of the whdds fead cozy thatched huts van Gogh
captured inWheat Fields with Auvers in the Backgrot890), the long, narrow town
hugs a plateau of some sprawling fields still ofmethe sky. Here, the village church,
whose stained glass windows are portrayed tiltimdy@balt-hued iThe Church at
Auvers(1890) stands exactly as it did for the artisnhdAere, he and his brother Theo,
who died a mere six months after van Gogh dud’tosaid, a broken heart, are buried
side by side in the most unpretentious of manmetise most humble of French village
cemeteries.

Post-film | tissue away tears and venture out oAawvers walkabout that
includes a visit to both. After a short uphill Bikast the church, where a laughing bride
and groom make their getaway in an antique Citwo@er showers of flowers and
birdseed and blessings tossed by wedding guestsptintry lane crosses a field looking
awfully Wheat Field in Auvergl890) and ends abruptly at the cemetery. No pants
the way, no tourist ticket booth looms. And thenethe shadow of an embarrassment of
a plot belonging to...a painter? | lean-in to gbe#ter look. Yes, it's the grave of a
totally unknown artist who is grandly memorializegla soaring, gilded, granite

monument complete with his photo in full-color pelain. Practically blinded by the

55



ostentation, my eyes must adjust to take-in theGagh brothers’ simple, ivy-shrouded
plot, with its twin, white-concrete headstones nedrkvith names, dates ani¢i“repose’.
Their grave is as ashes-and-dust lowly lookinghasé belonging to the surrounding,
well nobodies. | find it heartbreakingly lovely.

Given the fame of such illustrious residents asvire Gogh brothers, it's
amazing how the cemetery, indeed the entire towkuekrs retains the quiet country
charm of ancient stone storefronts, cobbled walkd, cottages built in bygone days that,
even now, centuries later, look much the sameeasdid when van Gogh painted them.
As he said: “There are many villas and various enodbourgeois dwelling houses, very
radiant and sunny and covered with flowers.” Added: “There is much well-being in
the air.”

The garden of the home and atelier of artist Cedfl@ncois Daubigny (1817-
1878), for instance, retains the resplendend2anfbigny’s Garder{1890), van Gogh'’s
evocative nod to lush lawn, pink roses and yellmadn. Here, Daubigny entertained an
aged Camille Corot and a young Claude Monet tlyieigrs before van Gogh, then 37
years old, arrived to reside in the cramped atnr of the auberge nearby — thé'3i7
the various homes he occupied in the Netherlanelgjiidn, England and France.

Auvers may be considered a suburb of Paris andddiy both housing projects
and commuter traffic, but the town proper is clasdder-world France. My walkabout
takes me to Daubigny’s home, where | am welcomedrbgctual Daubigny descendent
(who lives next door) and invited to tour the magdjigalace of Daubigny’s art. The walls

of the bedroom once belonging to his daughter,|€éaie a splendor of scenes he
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translated from the tales and fables of Perraultn@ and La Fontaine. On the walls of
his atelier is a lavishly conceived landscape a1 lake district that he (with his son’s
help) carried out from a vision of Corot. No wonglan Gogh was inspired often to
paint the garden of this home: From the fancifigg Bad Wolf above Cécile’s crib to the
serene expanse of grass and shade trees outdosisanctuary in the heart of Auvers
exudes both life-affirming beauty and the joy o #irtistic process. It must have spoken
deeply to van Gogh.

As he once wrote to Theo: “Oh, my dear boy, somesi | know so well what |
want. | can very well do without God both in mfgland in my painting, but | cannot, ill
as | am, do without something which is greater thavhich is my life — the power to
create.”

The Auverganairie. The Auvers wheat fields. The Auvers poppieacac
blossoms and chestnut trees in bloom. Van Gogifered in his work the town’s cows,
its thatched cottages, its farmhouses, vineya@gthcks and train. The artist’'s power
to create translated this village’s givens intodtibroken abstractions where image,
rhythm, color and texture all come together to egprhis emotions,” in the words of one
art critic. And today, those cows and poppies fanchhouses — still here — lend Auvers
the veneer of artist’s original vision.

Impossible it is, for instance, to visit the honfdbo. Gachet without seeing its
former owner as van Gogh does in the melanchitrait of Dr. Gache{1890).
Entrusted to the doctor’s care after his year énabylum in Saint-Rémy, the painter

shared a close bond with the redheaded special&imeopathy and nervous disorders.
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“I have found a true friend in Dr. Gachet,” thestrivrote to his sister Wilhelmina in
1890, “something like another brother, so much @aesemble each other physically
and mentally.” Although Dr. Gachet’s portrait sreowman possessing “the heartbroken
expression of our time,” as van Gogh once desctibedvork to painter Paul Gaughin,
Gachet’'s Auvers home is anything but depressirtge téll, white house with red
window frames and green shutters, so picturesogueck was painted by Cézanne, was
closed for decades and thought by townspeople bdurtfollow the country lane that
winds between Daubigny’s house and Gachet’s. A aroon horseback trots by:
Bonjour, Madame Soon, | am touring the Gachet’'s home’s plainpgnmooms (sans
ghosts), and admire van Gogh'’s only eau-forte atgbf Gachet, that is on display. |
can’t help but imagine the doctor at the artiseatthbed, desperate to save him but being
told by the Dutchman, please, don't bother. “Thdras to be done all over again.” The
dying, he meant.

Auvers offers plenty of places in which to perksimuld the gloom of van
Gogh’s end get to you. His personal story, of seuis wrenching: Plagued by a
genetically influenced epileptic disorder, he stgteconstant alternations between aloof
withdrawal and overwhelming anger, irritability adéjection, between self-denial and
extravagance, religious ecstasy and sinner’s gHié.tried to exorcize his demons
though bizarre acts: he punished himself withifigstexhaustion, heat and cold, by
sleeping uncomfortably on his walking stick andnthiey flogging himself with it. When
these measures failed, he consoled himself withhalcand prostitutes. Still. There is

the chateau at Auvers, with its multimedia extraramp called “Voyage to the Time of
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the Impressionists,” and the Musée de I'’Absintheseum-homage to the cloudy,
aniseed-flavored liqueur said to have been van Gqgieferred tipple. Both offer
respite from any blues induced by the mental ibntdst, tragically, frequently dimmed
the artist’s incandescent spirit.

That he possessed a sense of his own inner ligimdsniable. “You need,” he
once wrote Theo, “a certain dash of inspiratiorgyafrom on high, things not of
ourselves, in order to do beautiful things.” Heoter “In a picture | want to say
something comforting as music is comforting. | wienpaint men and women with that
something of the eternal which the halo used tol®jire.” Clearly, van Gogh'’s desire
“to express hope by some star, the eagernessaonfl &y a sunset radiance,” as he
described one study to his brother, did find flasbifulfillment throughout his difficult
life.

“In my opinion,” he told Theo, “I am often rich &oesus, not in money,
but...rich, because | have found in my work somethamghich | can devote myself
heart and soul, and which gives inspiration andigance to life.”

The 17" c. to 18 c. chateau, while not a lot to look at comparethWwrance’s
spectaculars like Versailles or Fontainebleaupisatheless a nifty stop for the family-
friendly spectacle that brings Paris of the Impi@sst period alive — eerily — via
headphones, music and techno-wow projections. anete I'm in the City of Light of
the 1860s, dank and dark, with such streets adeua Tuerie (“Slaughter Street”); the
next I'm in a beautiful, grand café on a wide beakel that Baron Haussmann conceived

in his Second Empire remake of the city — a popsdanen Impressionist paintings.
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And then I'm standing in the Museum of Absinthe, having@ba&vhooshed out of the
chateau, down a few streets and into tH& d9'bar” by my own eagerness to see it. The
mock-up of a saloon of the era displays all thialgsinthe — special glasses, holed spoons
and the like. No sampling is allowed. In 1915"treen fairy” was banned in France
and vilified for supposedly making imbibers as sedoenumbed and boozy as the
woman inL’Absinthe the 1876 painting by Edgar Degas. A bottlingvabkin the 1990s,
however, now permits sealed samples to be soldeo¢rb-infused liqueur historically
drunk during “the green hour” beginning at 5:00 p.tine museum offers a small
selection.

“If you are well you must be able to live on adiitoread while you are working
all day, and have enough strength to smoke andrik gour whack at night, that’s the
necessary thing,” wrote van Gogh. And “all the sdrhe added, “to feel the stars and
the infinite high and clear above you. Then lifafter all almost enchanted.”

| have had no whack but here, in Auvers, | do feelenchantment.

To tour the auberge, the chateau, the musée aradltbetown “visits” is, to be
sure, an enthrall. But it is not van Gogh'’s gravéis room or even the pleasant
bookshop-boutique in the Auberge Ravoux (considarelistorical monument in
France) that touches me in quite the way the drtiped his legacy would. Instead, itis
my walk around Auvers that illumines his singulanms as radiantly as he portrayed the
heavens oStarry Night Whether it’'s a cottage jolted electric greefrarmhouse with
Two Figureg(1890), or the brown cows seen crooked-rumpéeciaws(1890), many

views of Auvers today are the very same plasterethe world’s countless calendars,
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coffee mugs, and tchotchkes; they are the flomedsveheat fields framed on apartment
walls; and they are the visual splendors protebtedrmed guards in museums. Each
Auvers view merely awaits, as in his day, van Gedransformative vision to make it as
dazzling as he did.

| again hike the hill past the church to a wheeltdfiopposite the cemetery. Here,
a tastefully mounted reproduction\Wheat Field with Crow§1890) marks the spot
where, for more than a century, van Gogh is thotmhiave shot himself. That story
now is likely untrue. To gaze upon the same viesvgainter once did is to see — or at
least try — as he did. As he wrote to Theo abaeitinvas he painted at this place of
“...immense expanses of wheat under troubled skfésibn’t mind trying to convey the
sadness, the extreme solitude....” Today’s skiebaltently blue, and neither sadness
nor solitude mars this beautiful view of Auversvel the wheat looks lush, sun-kissed
and happy as it hulas in the breeze. All aroumehtsimilar, discreetly displayed
reproductions of van Gogh’s work are poised so ¢hnatseems to stand where he stood —
he, with his brushes and palette in hand — andrstated how and why he was inspired —
on theBank of the Ois€é1890) perhaps, or alongvdllage Street in AuverEl890). As he
wrote: “It is so beautiful here if one has only@yen and simple eye with few beams in
it. But if one has that, it is beautiful everywaér

“I do not have great plans for the future,” he wrtd Theo. “If for a moment |
feel rising within me the desire for a life withatdre, for prosperity, each time | go

fondly back to the trouble and the cares, to aflifeof hardship, and | think: it is better
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so, | learn more from it, it does not degrade s, is not the road on which one
perishes.”

Among the roads of Auvers-sur-Oise, van Gogh altbiis life — his cherished
power to create — to thrive. Deeply he felt, amtierly, toward the town and its people,
its cows and its cottages.

How wonderful it is for this special place to hdxeen so loved.
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HOW | GOT MY OH-LA-LA

By most accounts, | look okay. My style, suchtas,imainly impresses the
world with a mild,she’s nice Yet | had been in Paris mere weeks when Madame d
Glasse, the French neighbor with whom | am friendiynounced some startling news.
As we chatted in the launderette we both use onubele Passy, Madame eyed a
washer’s soggy wad of pajamas, long johns, turtk®i@nd sweats | had plopped into a
rolling basket. Then she said with some alarm,dbtaoiselle,” she said. “Like many
Americans, you are a pruden?”

Moi? | stared at her, shocked.

True, Madame’s wash was a jambalaya of plunginglivess, peek-a-boo
intimates and colors the heart-racing hues of passihere were lace bits and sheer slips
and things that looked short and clingy. But whauld have thought that what passes
for hot where | come from — a whole sack of conttffssnapped up for a song at an
outlet — would be seen by Madame de Glasse (ihaff France) as symptomatic of a
horrible American malady: dowdiness. And I had it!

Was my frumpiness so far gone that nothing coulddree? | squeaked, meekly.
Suddenly, | was insecure in my one-size-hides-@iidie. Madame swept a sorrowful
look over the laundry | loaded into the dryer —edftycotton jogbra and the shame of
some unraveling granny panties stood out — andereddher opinion. | held my breath.

“It is grave, very grave,” said Madame de Glass#) gravity.
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| had no idea. Yet my wardrobe of saggy-ass swaatsvhat’'s-become-of-me
tops certainly contrasted with the outfits frestmfrthe dryer that Madame de Glasse was
folding. Among them: a tiny lime-green thong, anildorassiere of transparent lace, and
a sweet, sexy skirt no bigger than a wisp. Wasié | had no clue? That the art of
feminine fabulousness French women take for graméeldshut me out? There | was,
roving around Paris in my take on cute — relaxégeins and U.S. Army tee, while other
women,frump-freewomen, were gracing sidewalk cafés in revealingté, clicking
down streets in chic kitten heels, or flauntingrtfigty figures in tight-fitting
everything. Meanwhile, whatever womanly allureight possess, Madame de Glasse
pointed out, was obscured by my prude-wear. Myavaem was repressed by my
unisex dress; my pizzazz, she said, was hiddefafiabeneath the sorry fact | did not, it
seems, act French.

“What makes French girls as serenely self-satid®e@urring cats...and catnip to
the men who admire them? asked Debra Ollivier,authEntre Nous — AVoman'’s
Guide to Finding Her Inner French Girll wondered! “The stereotypical French girl,”
she said, “is often insolently thin, casually cltaogd fashionable despite a simple
wardrobe. With or without makeup she is alwaystpgether and utterly self-confident,
imbued with natural elegance and an elusive distémat is particularly, maddeningly
French.” | guessed such a woman would not be ¢anghjogbra.Especiallydead.

“Chérie? Chérie? It was Madame de Glasse, interrupting my reviria chirpy
tone altogether more cheerful than that she usedmay giant, white panties. “To

change the subject,” she said, “have you beeratonéw gym at Beaubourg?” She
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meant Espace Vit'Halles at the Pompidou Centeris'trés flash” she said. “Make a
visit and tell me of your adventure.”

“Yes, yes, | will;au revoirMadame de Glasse.” | scuttled my uptight selfafut
the launderette as fast as my heavy duffle of noaweeful frump’s-clothes allowedl he
French girl understands that sexy is a state ofdnmaintained Ollivier. Sexy is a state
of mind...sexy is a state of mind.... Back at my apearit, | pondered this pearl and
dressed for bed in the tee-shirt, tights and fatijonightie the frigid night demanded.
Surely Madame de Glasse, in my place, would notraoriiny lime-green thong and a
babydoll peignoir! Then again, maybe she wouldterfall, such a get-up would
guarantee she’d have a Frenchman keeping her fanevahan floor-length flannel ever
could. If this wasn’t reason enough to find myanf&rench girl, | didn’t know what was.

“One is not born a woman,” said author/philosopbienone de Beauvoir; “rather,
one becomes a woman.” Now, there’s a girl who deun touch with hers. Simone had
a leg up, of course: she was, already, French.stdlt her words gave me hope. If |
were not born a woman who is catnip, perhaps Iccbatome a sort of cat’'s meow — a
woman so Frenchly serene and purring with self-eygdrthat my laundry would tell of a
total transformation. Hide my thighs? Disguise deyriere? Tent my tummy? Ha! No
longer. My new dare-to-bare wardrobe of trim, tihings would be as peek-a-boo as
what have you. They would declare to Madame degglafor one, that American shame
has no place in my life now that my inner Frenahigidriving. No doubt she’ll be

dressed in something more form-fitting and flityah my usual at-home outfit: the
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frump-o-wonderful caftan that Madame de Glasselguveuld find more” burka” than
“babe”.

Then again, what would it take to achieve such bmhfidence? Such feminine
self-acceptance? If only | could feel, as the Ehesay, bien dans sa pedu good in
one’s skin. When American novelist Edith Whartmaveled to France in 1919, she
observed that the French were “puzzled by our gigaerof our own bodies.” So, |
reasoned, my queer fear might be the cultural bggjghgenerations. But really, in these
enlightened days? It was silly. Time to let it gopthe meantime, might as well try the

new gym.

Day 1. The instant | entered Espace Vit'HalleBjendly monsieur at the front
desk bid me a big, grinning welcome. Yoga, damelacs, weights — | was encouraged
to profit from them all. “The ladies’ changing mas on the second floor, Madame,” he
said, and shooed me in the approximate directidaund the door, clearly marked
“Femmes,” and entered a sanctuary of sensual splendavely lavender décor; chaise
longues lined up for lounging; flowers bloomingthe mirrored vanities: the room was a
swoon of comfort and beauty. Showcased under gpdli a hot tub as vast and artfully
conceived as ancient Roman baths bid welcome. Bxany. Such pampering! The
gym-women who showered or soaked or otherwise padd theirtoilettesin various
stages of undress flaunted their inner French gké&tly as Ollivier claimed. Women
sinewy and women plump, women with goddesses’ Isoaliel women with pocks and

spots and skin that looked anything but good tmbeAll got in and out of underwear
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that wasn’t underwear at all, but rather, lingeridere it all was, France’s finest: lacy,
racy and for sure, sensational. These confectiomsloubt expensive, were also, let's
face it: frightening. How would | ever undresghe presence of women so adept in the
provocative art of underwear? Some of the sel&adl purring cats of the changing
room paraded...ngwaggeredaround naked. And down to their brazenly exposed
French toes they seemed shame-free. If | werippte my big dowdy whities before
their eyes, what then3o queer!l feared they'd exclaimAn American prude. Doesn’t
like to be nude.

| was in luck. There was a toilet stall that coséave as a personal changing
cabine. My strictly utilitarian bra sans lace, plungedpapush-up, or the least
suggestion of seduction could be kept secretuttled in, did my business and emerged
dressed in workout-wear. Ta dum! Embarrassmeteatetl. | headed for the exit and
dance aerobic class, but stopped dead when | ladaitabf catnip call.

“Oh, Madame! Madame!” | turned to see a ravenddihipless thing holding
aloft my favorite faded cut-offs — the shorts tfaata good 30 years now, | have found
charming on me. “You dropped your...your....” She dad have words for what they
were. But her sweet, sad smile and pitying totgkrie all that Inés de la Fressange
already had:

“No Parisiennewould dress mutton as lamb.”

The ex-runway model and French fashion guru pstriie in heiParisian Chic:

A Style Guideo let me known advanceof coming to France that shorts, like miniskirts,

have no business on any woman older than...young.
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“Merci beaucoupMadame,” | said, sheepish. | waited until shenped off, pert
ponytail swinging, and tossed my past into thehtrddutton?!

Day 2. ‘Bonjour, Madame,” said the grinning monsieur when | reddrto try
the gym’s yoga. “The ladies’ changing room is e first floor. Enjoy your class.”
That's odd | thought. Wasn't the ladies’ changing roont jyssterday on Floor 2? Yet
on the first floor, as promised, there it was, dber marked “Femmes.” | entered and
saw at once alvasodd. Where was the lavender? Where was theyl@vebaded with
lockers, lacking a hot tub, the room was dim, damd functional. Testosterone chose
the décor so sweat stains didn’t show, and froméléeturned to sports to the vanities
equipped with manly-looking man-things used by gnow men, this changing room
clearly was meant for well, men.

And yet, there they were: Women. TRarsiennedlaunted their inner French
girls like they had the day before; they paradediad queer-fear-free in brassieres like
pasties and thongs if not sheer then small. Awifull

“Entrez Madame,” said one, as | lingered at the doore Ftench girl had just
contorted herself into a contraption of an eledbfice bustier, a towel on her headDui,
oui, Madame, come in. You've found the right placéwasn’t so sure. No toilet stall
announced itself after my first look around, soduhd have to strip and change into yoga
clothes in full view of a man-cave full of catnipy priggish panties! My not-hot bra!
Never mind. This wasn’t anything some serious Elndimgerie acquisition couldn’t fix.
Plus, it was no lace otheir merry widows if, in front of the Frenchwomen, tgaked

like the place had caught fire and | had betterenfagt or die. Which is how | did. But
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in the process? It was astonishing. There | wagping off my clothes and slipping
into Spandex, and nary a glance went to my uncoonadiyes. | was a blur, sure. But
snug in their absolute disinterest, smug in thieisige distance, the Frenchwomen paid
my flash of breast and briefly bared behind no miMéhatsoever Wow, self-satisfaction
must be catchinglIn the presence of such total nonchalancet fdelone wild, nude
moment...well, nude! It was awesome. | wanted nodiie

Day 3. | arrived at Espace Vit'Halles, today tp tihe weight room. Bonjour,”
bid the big-grinned monsieur, as expected. He theatted me to the ladies’ changing
room...on the second floor. The second floor? $sh® Yes. The door marked
“Femmes” had moved from the man-cave back upsitiopened again on the lovely
lavender space filled with Frenchwomen changing.

Encouraged by my undressing success of the prediayd was shy but excited
to unveil my treasures. | had gone shopping.hatlingerie shop on boulevard
Haussmann, | could find nothing frumpy whatsoewea French granny panty; neither
was there a single serviceable bra that woulddaghe job — as if such things in Paris
existed. So standing before the display of waotk baughty and nice, a woman | didn’t
know spoke up.

“I'll take the panties in slinky pink with their niéhing bra of ruffles and bows —
yes, those,” she told the shop’s assistant. Ist@sned to discover it was |, myself, not
just speaking but also pointing to items so cust dven Mademoiselle had to approve —

endowed as she was with come-hither hips and ceradite cleavage. This choice was
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SO surprising that it meant only one thing. Theesa French girl in me — in me! — and
she had been roused by ruffles.

Back at the gym | beheld this bold foreigner witlokcsuspicion and moved to the
farthest corner of the changing room. There, ld¢doumdress apart from the purring cats
and expose my newly-purchased pizzazz in relativagy. | claimed a locker and
settled-in on a bench. My queer American featklstgered, but my new French bra of
unabashed vavavoom? It almost busted out of mysklto shoutere | am! And how
my slinky pink French panties were pleased to safilee of my jeans with a little wiggle
of joy. Just then, the door. A man announced &iins

“Bonjour, Mesdamegshe announced. Pardonnez-mai He begged everyone’s
pardon for the disturbance, but he was the plunti®said, come to the ladies’ changing
room to solve the problem of the leaky sink. Besdn laden with tools and balancing a
ladder stood his apprentice son; he looked abouflhE changing ladies in the buff, or
in some version thereof...well, did they shriek an or faint or cover-up? No.Bbnjour
Messieurs' they said, entirely nonplussed. The plumber bisdson then passed through
the friendly throng, clattering wrenches and whatms they passed they muttered their
mannerspardon, Madame...pardon, Madame, pard@nd the Frenchwomen stepped
out of panties and shucked brassieres; they shichmie shape-wear and stripped out of
slips. Plumber® Any one of them might have sai8d?

Clad only in my new slinky pinks, | heard Bérdon,Madame” so close it had to
be directed to me. | froze.

Moi? |turned to stare at the hovering plumber, mc&h
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Yes, he meant me. | was blocking the way to thk, swhich, he indicated with
his whatnot, stood directly ahead in my corneralkieg. The plumber’s son scooched
by with his ladder and tipped his haBdnjour, Madame.” Then the two, clattering, set-
up shop on the bench closest to mine. The mograbte of moments arrived. |
wondered: Did Edith Wharton ever have a queerdéaer naked self? If so, what
protocol did she suggest for the presence of Frehahbers when one has stripped
down to intimates — silk bits that are the nexaghio go?

“First of all,” she once said, “the Frenchwomanirisnearly all respects, as
different as possible from the average American amomThe Frenchwoman ggown-
up. Compared with the women of France, the Amerigaman is still in the
kindergarten.”

What Wharton would sayOh grow-up. If | didn’t remove my slinky pink things
without an ounce of shame, | would never make firth grade. Really, what were the
plumber and his son to me, except perhaps plumblardtat flash of nudity between
underwear off and workout-wear on, what harm coléy cause in the midst of the
changing room’s entireolonyof nonplussed nudes? On the count of...three: eTher
went. | squeezed my eyes closed and off with tiffees, out of all bows. But | didn’t
even have to peek to know. My raw glory garnesess interest than a drip. The men,
both bent over the sink and fiddling with a wrenicloked up at me and back at the leak
like, her? Her who?

“There is in France a kind of collective, cultusalrug about nakedness,” Ollivier

said, said. Edith Wharton agreed: “The Frenche’ sdid, “are accustomed to relating
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openly and unapologetically the anecdotes that @«&gixons snicker over privately and
with apologies.”

I’'m sorry, but the plumbers’ total disinterest ity tmody bare left me giggly with
a secret, newfound freedom. Just think! Frumpayrl could flaunt my feminine
fixtures and ask for nothing in the way of dranfden, the plumber’s son looked up,
caught my eye, and winked.

Oh.

Day 4. When | arrived to attend class in Pilaties,ever-friendly monsieur said
the usuaBonjour, Madameand directed me to the ladies’ changing room therfirst
floor.

“But Monsieur!” | cried, by now perturbed. “Whyds the ladies’ changing
room keep changing?” Second floor, first floorsfifloor, second. “I don't get it.”

“It's the hot tub, Madame. The men’s changing radmes not have one, so it's
only justethat the men are given the opportunity to usestothe ladies’ tub from the
time to time,nor?

It made perfect sense.

“Merci, Monsieur,” | said. Today the ladies would chamgthe man-cave, so |
found the first-floor door marked “Femmes” and eate Empty. No purring cat so far
had arrived. | claimed a sweet spot on the mostispsa bench, flipped open a locker and
proceeded to undress. Proud, gesud| was to strip to my second shopping score — a
brand-new sheer-lace brassiere and panties fiilléahcy fringe. Both were so pretty

they should have been strolling the Champs Elys&es.bad no one’s around to
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appreciate them Nevertheless, off they went so | could shimntyp ithhe tight body
stocking | wore for Pilates.

Just then, the door.

Too late to run, too late to hide; | thought foresltwas about to die. In they
came, like kids let out for recess — a rambunctlmusch of buddies with gym bags over
their shoulders. | stood stark naked, front andere as the men bounded in and saw me.
How could they not? Tied to the stake of shameirhéd to a shade of true prude pink
and felt my inner American frump demand a good axation.

Didn’t these men see the door marked “Femmes”?

Didn’t Monsieur at the desk think to direct them?

The herd dispersed around me, the men claimingelscknd dropping their gym
bags on benches.

“Bonjour, Madame.” It was the one whose bag landed cldsesine, and whose
hunky, handsome self took a seat not three fetrdis

“Bonjour, Madame.” It was the next, who scooted pastakeshis spot before
the télé turned to a game of soccer.

“Bonjour, Madame.”

“Bonjour, Madame.”

“Bonjour, Madame.”

Too nude to speak, | could only nod BgnjourMessieursn reply. If only | had
dabbed on a drop of Chanel No. 5! As the legen@ago herself once said: “A woman

who doesn’t wear perfume has no future.” Thenrggahardly mattered if | had been
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scented by irresistibility itself. To the stripgiffrrenchmen, who soon had the place
bustling with their good-natured fun, | was simgitg naked woman among them who
didn’t get the message.

Désolé said the front desk monsieur later, begging my @afdr his oversight.
The ladies’ changing room today was ongdkeondloor and he didn’t think to switch
the door-signs until after | had arrived. Meanwhih the midst of men as blasé as the
plumbers about the exposure indecent to me fololog, | felt a queer thing — not fear —
come to life. Could it be? Almui. My inner French girl.

My body as is, just isThe idea delighted me. Since not a soul in thg @fit
Light judged it lacking, since the people of Pgasd it no mind, why did | try so hard to
hide it? To deny it?

Bring on the satin contraptions, France. I'm comimgj.

“Pardor? Madame?” The Frenchman sharing my bench brougldttention to
the fancy-fringed panties that lay on the floomastn us like an unspoken question. |
had flung them into the locked but missed. Who lqick them up?Oh my God!|
lunged and snapped and swooped them into my baty Ihave been wrong, but was
that the smallest flicker of a wicked smile?

“Tres bellg’ he said. | dared to believe he meant not theigsubut me.

At the launderette on the rue de Passy, Madamdaksé&stood with me at the
folding table and eyed my neat stacks of itemslgu@een Chanel had in mind. “A girl

should be two things,” she said: “classy and fabsifo Then Madame said with some
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surprise, “Mademoiselle,” she said, “like many Amans who come to Paris, you have
gotten over your problenmor?”
Yes. Now I've got my oh-la-la. And, oh, how eu&e plumbers of Paris would

be proud.
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LUNCHEON OF THE O’'CONNOR PARTY

“This way, please, Mesdames, Monsieur.” | scoohglbehind the maitre d’,
who’s moving fast.Vite,vite, step quickly before the crush of lunchtime crowd
separates us and | fail to follow the way to tH#da-thetable — around which Aline,
Alphonse, Jeanne and Gustave, plus ten others,gaticered to dazzle the world.

“Alors.” He eventually stops and pivots to present chaivd menus to my
parents and me.Bbn appétif’ he says and we sit like we’ve blown in on thedvand
can't yet understand where we amowe are, what we’re doing or why. Dad looks
dazed, Mom stupefiedy God | manage to capture a thought among the bluriy @fh
them in my mind.This is the exact tabhleWe are seated at the very restaurant table that
figures front and center iouncheon of the Boating PartRenoir's 1881 painting that
today is housed in the Phillips Collection in Wasjton, D.C. Here we are, dazed and
disbelieving, on the outdoor terrace at the Reat#Ufournaise in the town of Chatou,
just outside Paris. The river Seine flows sunrgthelow and the other lunching parties,
more blasé, eat platters of crustaceans, arinipesof Champagne and seem less fazed
by the fact Pierre-Auguste Renoithe Renoir — in eight Sunday sittings arranged his
friends around a table exactly like ours, placethis precise spot, and painted them to
express, he said, “the goodness of life€ Déjeuner des Canotiersis masterpiece, is
said to represent a new direction in Impressionasnyell as a French society with heaps
morejoie devivre than was found before the Industrial Revolutitts.richness of form,

fluidity of brushstroke and stunning play of ligire pure Renoir. As he said: “To my
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mind a picture should be something pleasant, cheanfd pretty. Yes, pretty! There are
too many unpleasant things in life as it is withorgating still more of them.”

We come somewhat to, at least enough to order &ckafe of house wine, and
take in our surroundings. Later, | compare thertinéopainting and am amazed at how
little has changed since the 1880s, when Renaif lsislsumptuous view ¢ vie
moderneto Paris art dealer Paul Durand-Ruel. Ruel's sotoi23 sold it (for $125,000)
to American Duncan Phillips, who placed it in hesgonal collection of treasures by van
Gogh, Degas, Matisse and other “modern” artistsday it is valued at millions. Here,
looking so very like the painting, is the simpledbad balcony of La Maison Fournaise, a
Seine-side boatworks/restaurant with scenic rivews that even still is run by the
Fournaise family. Nothing fancy for tables andichabove is the all-important striped
awning that Renoir, overjoyed, discovered gavechissas crowded with people the
composition that he, during weeks of feverish wéekred it lacked. Even the wine
glasses, once they are plopped before us by a briskling waiter, refract dancing flecks
of sunlight — the very light that dazzles the ege‘aur” white-clothed table in the
artwork.

“Have you ever felt you are a painting come toAifeMom, possibly knowing
Renoir wanted “pleasant,” “cheerful” and “prettyg-fastens some flyaway hair and
fixes her mouth — now it's a bigger, more obviowsle.

“I know!” | am sitting in the very spot once ocaag by Aline Charigot. In the

painting she sits nose-to-snout with a wiry, litlleg she appears to sweet-talk. Pretty in
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a flowered hat with a flounce of ruffles at heradr, Renoir’s future wife appears in
Luncheon of the Boating Pariy a splendor of glowing femininity.

“It's with my brush | make love,” the artist famdysaid. And I, seated in
Aline’s chair, alas sans dog, almost feel his eyeme from behind the easel once set-up
just across the terrace — there, next to the satelibhat today holds tantalizing desserts:
Tarte Tatin, dark chocolate cake, a sugared songe#wimming in creme Anglaise. |
imagine him, tense with concentration, appraisingewvery feature and flaw. These he
would have daubed onto the canvas crossed witittf&arhystery, some vagueness, [and]
some fantasy” — as he said a true work of art requiHe said: “I like a painting which
makes me want to stroll in it, if it is a landscapeto stroke a breast or a back, if it is a
figure.” If only | gave off glow like Aline! Shehimmers at the hand of Renoir, as does
actress Angeéle Legault, another model who posetiforby sitting — at our table — and
inclining her comely head to flirt with a man starglover her. True, I'm a bit sweaty
with the excitement of being at Restaurant Foumaisan over-warm day, but | don’t
know if | can call it glow, don’t know if | coze ghwhat have you that invites strokes.
Still, if Mom can oomph her “pretty” by sitting f&enoir — granted, he’s not herew,
but the familiarity of the scene makes it feelfase could be — then | can oomph my
figure to make a better impression. | un-slumpugj smile.

At Restaurant Fournaise, the food is very FrerRRhbbit terrine, stea&u poivre.
For those not red-meat aficionados, this meangdahordering options. Unless...well,
unless an entire cheese course, plus bread angrgess count as lunch. When can’t

they! Mom and Dad both order tgeatin of salmon cooked in Champagne and I, an
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exquisite selection of France’s b&stmage We all gaze upon the Seine. This sunny
Sunday sees boaters boating to and fro; rowindss@aaliling skiffs, sloops and yachts
and yawls — all form a lunchtime show | suspectasthat unchanged, these centuries
later, from that which gave Renoir the characterdfs painting. In this scene, said by
the artist to be his “happiest,” Frencanotiersin classic flat-topped straw boaters join
women in flouncy frocks and festive hats for feagtand flirting and a day of repose on
the Seine. The luncheon table — our table — isensatisually decadent with bottles of
wine and a centerpiece spilling fat fruit. The wenare rendered red-lipped, plump-
cheeked, and kissable. The men, with the excepfianbackground gentleman in a
formal top hat, another in a bowler, look to b pf$ the river; their undershirts are even
damp with the sweat of their rowing. Gustave @ailite, the wealthy Renoir patron,
appears in the right foreground as a boatman Ingrstith well being; he sits backwards
on his chair like the wine is gone amdh la la hasn’t lunch been fun? Besides an
Impressionist artist in his own right, Caillebottas an avid, if competitive, boatman.
One of his sleek racing sculls today is on disgatside the Restaurant Fournaise. In my
mind’s eye | see him now in the river below us, @w-rowing his boat fiercely down
the Seine.

“I can’t paint if it doesn’t amuse me,” Renoir saibis Luncheonscene of figures
free of even one brow furrow of worry suggests && bis models exuding a mood of
relaxed frivolity. The party at the table — ouolea— must have caused him jollity. |
wonder: Would the artist have had any ha-has os@r As we peruse the menu, here’s

Dad, suddenly stricken by an allergy attack. Thesneezing, snuffling, itching of his
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reddening, weepy eyes. “I'm so sorry,” he sayd/héat the hell is growing around
here?” Green and wild and gorgeous, the riverlisaddw our terrace table reminds me
that Chatou, though nine miles northwest of théeEifower, is not Paris. A morning
train from the City of Light dropped us here todaynly 20 minutes, but we are, yes, in
something of the country. Renoir apparently lotred city-close escape and his friends
the Fournaise family.

“There isn’t a lovelier place in all Paris surroumgs,” he said. He proved his
ardor by painting no less than 30 of his most shuworks using Chatou settings. To
wit: Portrait of Alphonsine Fournais@ 879), the Fournaise daughter who suffered an
unrequited love for Renoir, arhdh Grenoilliere (1869) He said: “You could find me
anytime at Fournaise’s. There, | was fortunateughdo find as many splendid creatures
as | could possibly desire to paint.” Today, mahthe pleasures that wooed Renoir
remain. No server, for instance, is rushing usaband be off. My desire to stand and
shap photos of us enjoying ourselves (Renoir’s tinggoarty” sat here!) is met with
encouraging smiles from fellow diners. Should weeo nothing but lunch, if that, it
seems we could loll all afternoon at this famoumeaintil we felt as plump with languor
and sun as a happy country plum. Might as wele Wil then be ripe for Renoir.

“My purpose in life,” he said, “has always beerptnt people as if they were
beautiful fruit.”

Mom’s and Dad’s dishes and my cheese plate aridadicious. The swoony,
satisfied pleasure | feel from a meal of Frenclofaegs — Comté and Cantal and Brie — is

precisely “the good life” Renoir wished to evoke.incheon of the Boating Partyl hat,
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and “the painting of love, and the love of paintinig the words of one art criticShow
me more love, Boursault, and I'll exude a mood twpf Renoir’s brush!

Then again, | best not become a creatoossplendid, like the femaleuncheon
models who Renoir renders looking totally in loviéhwthe day, the life, one another —
and him. True, the women in the painting are forrhgure and wanna-be lovers of the
artist, women who agreed to pose for him for paygvking he really preferred to paint
them naked.

“I look at a nude,” Renoir once explained. “Thare myriads of tiny tints. |
must find the ones that will make the flesh on ragvas live and quiver.” To live and
quiver for Renoir, however, might find one sharanguestionable intimacy. As he said:
“I can’t see myself going to bed with,” say, “a ig@v.” And this: “I like women best
when they don’t know how to read, and when theyewiieir babies’ bottoms
themselves.” The artist’s preference for illiter&dvelies is one thing; the bitter feelings
that fired him up to pairituncheon of the Boating Paréyre another. In 1880 author
Emile Zola cut the artist to the quick with a conmneffensive to all emerging
Impressionists. “They show their works while inqaete, illogical, [and] exaggerated,”
he decried in a popular journal of the day — wadhadg had power, influence and may
have convinced Renoir of the dangers of readinga dared the rogue band of art
upstarts — Monet, Pissarro, Sisley and Cézannengiiem — to exhibit more complete,
morecomplicatedpaintings in the prestigiougalon des Artghe snooty show that told
the world which artists had — and had not — arrivedre holds Renoir conceivéa

Déjeuner des Canotiejast to show Zola he could rise to the occasi@rcomplication
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of shape, space, color, texture and compositi@p#inting took six months to complete.
In its day it was a radical mélange of still lifandscape, portraiture and genkéa!

Renoir likely thought when cleaning up his brushed palette I'm amonga “sloppy,
self-satisfied group of forerunners inferior to whiaey undertak& Eat your words,
Monsieur Zola!

Here on the terrace of Restaurant Fournaise, kislgertain the artist had all he
desired to feel inspired. “I need to feel the exwmient of life stirring around me,” he said.
Mom is certainly stirring; Dad is, too. For allraunbothered lolling, we nonetheless are
fidgety to get on with dessert and an after-luraalr bf the small museum attached to the
restaurant. There, in the Musée Fournaise, boéfengnd the 19 c. golden era of the
Seine are extolled in gauzy, romanticized riveingsseby such painters as Adrien
Karbowsky and Maurice CatinatWho?Exactly. These artists may lack Renoir’s star
power, but still: the diversion is interesting agb that we want our waiter to remember
our table — this is, after athetable — and return to offer coffee and desseotfa§ his
easy, leisurely way of allowing us to linger ovendh feels very.uncheon of the Boating
Party. It's like we are Renoir's models themselvedjrggthour upon hour...upon hour;
we feel almost forbidden to move a muscle for teare will be a flub of the line of
Mom'’s sloping nose or a botch of the tone of Ddllished skin in the sun.

“Paint with joy!” the artist said — “With the saney that you would make love to
awoman.” | feel Renoir's eyes on me as | tak@pgkm to the vinaigrette grease-spot |
see, sad to say, splattered on my sweater — a¢firlyreast. Would he have found this

move seductive? Would my billowing American bukecflowing beyond the edges of
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the bitty French chair on which | sit, purr to hiRgint me, you fo@ Renoir was indeed
the artist who said, “When | paint a woman’s botteorthat | want to touch it, then the
painting is finished.” Buthis bottom?

| best sit at some better advantage — cross mylilega lady, perhaps. The
moment | do, a miracle: The waiter at last appeéts the creme brulée for Mom, the
TarteTatin for Dad; | choose twboulesof strawberry sorbetOui, Mesdames,

Monsieut The waiter whisks off and we again are leftdasider how our table — how
we — figure into the genius that was Renoir.

Among the artist’s contemporaries like Monet, CémarMarisot, and Caillebotte,
he is considered the only “pure Impressionist.’Liimcheon of the Boating Partthis
honor is understood well in the women who oncendere we now sit — they, who once
sweet-talked a dog, charmed a monsieur, glowedtiélgood life. “One cannot
imagine these women, as they are, having beengulliyt anybody else,” said French art
critic Théodore Duret, a booster of Impressionisntsadebut. “They have the free and
easy manners one would expect of young women whe liached and are enjoying
themselves with a group of young men, but they b#se that graciousness, that roguish
charm, which Renoir alone could give to women.”

Here at Restaurant Fournaise, | check my own guaoess and find it wants
what they were so blessed to get. A sirglale of sorbet would have been fine and
really, an entire cheese course to myself? Gl and fabulous — could Renoir make
me that? | test my own roguish charm. To gewhger’s attention yet again — this time

we’d like the check — | cock my head to be coy Wegéle. | purse my lips into a dog-

83



kissing coo — a la Aline. | make my gaze soft atairy-eyed like Alphonsine’s. Her
unrequited love for Renoir oozes frarancheon of the Boating Pantyith such
obviousness. How tragic. Didn’t he see? |, mdaleyam oozing whatever | can to
enchant the waiter. He is at the far end of tlseaxgant and as oblivious to our table as
Renoir was to the young Mademoiselle Fournaise nmgoover him as he painted.

“What are you doing?” Mom unfixes her smile.

“What?”

“Why are you acting so weird?

“What do you mean?” In Renoir’'s painting, a hataweg lady in brown is
attended to — attentively — by two clearly devaded doting bearded men. The arm of
one clasps her around the waist in an affectiolwatking squeeze. Her hands cover her
ears for reasons unknown. Perhaps this is sometsegnal of women skilled in
attracting male attention. | let my hands fly oprine.

It works. The waiter hurries to our table fromari@cross the terrace. He looks
perturbed.

“Madame?” he says.Ca ve” He wants to know if I'm all right. Indeed | &m

“L’addition, s’il vous plait” The waiter gives mewahat’s the hurryface, but
between my coo-lips, starry-eyes, cocked-coy headdlawn-up hands he guesses
somethingmeans it's time for us to leave and so returnistragvay with the check.

| feel Renoir’'s eyes on us as we gather oursebtaad and abandon our table —
thetable — to the next luncheon party. We exit i@ $pot where Renoir’s easel stood. |

imagine it holds a canvas of our antics at Restdlfaurnaise. | wonder: Would a
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scene of Dad mid-sneeze, Mom tamping down her fyalair, and | mopping my left
breast see its way into the Phillips Collection® Renoir himself once said, “Nowadays
they want to explain everything. But if they coelxplain a picture, it wouldn’t be art.”

| like to think of us, in our inexplicable way, ag. We have lunched here, as Renoir’s
boating party once lunched. We have admired theeSes they once admired it. We
have enjoyed the day as they surely had. Thisethie“the good life” Renoir had in
mind.

“Shall | tell you what I think are the two qualsi®f art?” he once askedlease
do. “It must be indescribable and it must be iniroiéa... The work of art must seize
upon you, wrap you up in itself, carry you alonyVhich describes precisely our
Luncheon of the O’Connor Partyan afternoon at the Restaurant Fournaise thejptsus
up into Renoir’s art and left me, for one, bettér o

Now | can coo for any camera on cue.
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GUESS WHO’'S COMING TO DINNER...NEVER AGAIN?

Madame P. is coming to dinner. A real American Inean the menu and
Madame P. has never been to America. This lifeMagseille housewife is as pure a
product of Provence as hot sun, a blaze of blueaky the insistent winds of the Mistral.
Which is to say, by virtue of her inborn onenesthwioli and the Nigoise olive, she is a
veritable terror with a steak tartare, a teudant terriblewith ratatouille. Yes, Madame
P. is so accomplished a cook in the renown Frealbd of lip-smacking, hip-sticking
meals of gastronomic awesomeness, that | feah&dinner party we have planned, my
mother, sister and |, to welcome her into the fgmil

Soon her son, Bruno, will marry my sister, Candarg] it will be time to for us to
head home to California after an amazing vacatear yn France making fast friends
with the country’s ancient traditiorgstableand ageless romance with eating. Yet tonight
if we fail to wow Madame P. with our own culinargogvess, the evening may turn out to
be another glaring reason why Americans, as Brumoe confessed his mother had said,
seem to her as cultured as a Coney Island corn d&mse, any hopes Candice may have
of being accepted, even respected, as a propefavifadame P.’s only pampered son
actually might collapse. Bruno himself is no flimkvith a flambé, and Candice? Well,
if she proves to promise a future of Ding Dongy, $ar dinner, it will be a situation as
grave as if we were speaking of Madame P.’s fancbesse soufflés which will go flat

over her dead body.
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Better our party be peppy, impressive and presdntedrfection, we knew, and
so invited Madame P. in a fever of nervous entlamsiaThe menu, we wanted to tell her
but didn’t to maintain the surprise, would featmerica’s finest culinary delights. It
would be an authentic Fourth of July picnic (owspimed idea) with crispy fried chicken,
corn on the cob, and all the sides that thrill Aiceans’ palates as passionately as
baguettes and Brie bowl! over the French. We kephran the details but the meal
would be yummy, we assured her, and fun.

Madame P.’s face clouded with vague apprehensitreanention of a meal
soup-to-nuts American. But tonight when we opendbor of our sixth floor Paris
apartment and she stands there wheezing, her isnbifave and bright.

“Bonsoir,” she says, after hoisting her heft and perhapdiead up five flights
of steep, spiral stairs. She has arrived unddegption of a hulking 10-pound box of
fancy beribboned chocolates, which she clenchésitahest; it is some minutes before
she relaxes her grip to offer it. “I did not makese myself,” she apologizes. Her flush
of shame reveals that, for a woman renown arouncgéiée for hand-fashioning her own
truffles (wouldn’t you know), a visit to theonfiserie or candy shop, is a major Madame
P. faux pas.

“Merci,” | trill and take the box. In our itsy-bitsy toif@pered foyer we peck
cheeks hello in the French fashion — two peckppeson, except if you're family, in
which case it's three. We each double-peck Mad@nfer tonight, alas, we are not —

yet. Fingers, however, are crossed.
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“Ah, bonsoir Madame!"welcomes Mom, flourishing the full extent of her
French.

“Ah, good even-eeeng, Madame!” says our guestjiagiat the outermost
boundary of her English.

The two have thus exhausted all possible talk betviieem for the evening, so
are left to inspect one another with the cool, mmgammising eye Provincial housewives
typically take to market to train on dead troutice#a Madame P. appears by far the better
buy. Beautifully dressed-to-dine in heels, hose,dnd a heart of gold that glitters at her
throat, she briefly eyeballs the leggings and azeds”l ¥ Paris” tee shirt | wear; she
glances at the distressed, shred-knee jeans irhv@aadice is spiffed. When relieved of
her hat and coat, the body of Madame P. expelsspafud delicious perfume. It smells
expensively French.

“Come in and please, have a seat,” says Candicdaddme P. sweeps toward
the sofa molting whiffs of her scent. With eaabpsshe emits a low frequency sound —
swoosh-swoosh, swoosh-swoogshat we guess is a slip of fine silk. Madame Pclpes
on alert at the edge of the sofa, and appears smlaiihd the handbag she parks on her
lap like a chic faux crocodile shield. Bulwark aga what | can only suppose, though
her apprehension, perhaps, is understandabler #fteve are American. Foreigners.
People Madame P. probably never dreamed wouldpagta to Bruno’s defying the P.
family tradition that from the dawn of time has ded its sons and daughters marry
those for whom a baguette at every meal is a lggtihra taste focreme bruléas in the

blood. People, in short, precisely like the Pesribelves: French.

88



“Bruno tells me it is completelfou, just crazy in the United States,” our guest
says suddenly. “A Big Mac at any hour, day or higlwe hear from Bruno that
Madame P. is completefgu herself for the fast-food fattener, though shedrer burn
a Béarnaise than admit it, so my sister and | botlhe, politely, and think of nothing to
say. Suddenly, a high-pitched squeal pierces leaspntries. Candice ejects from her
chair like the cushion’s caught fire. “Oh, thealt@n!” she cries as another shriek
shatters our civility. These hisses and popsyandr-oil violently spattering sends her
bolting for the stove with a face full of frightpa | feel the foreboding of a Fourth of July
picnic gone bust: Should the chicken be blackdyesand recognition, it is clear
Bruno’s bride-to-be and her kin of nincompoop coaappear no more appetizing in
Madame P.’s eyes than the sorry old birds we let.bu

Meanwhile, our guest politely declines the Bud ltigbffer by pointing to her
stomach and explaining in mellifluous French sonmgtlabout something in her
something. However, when | place a bowl of Cheésoih the table beside her, she raises
her penciled brows with interest.

And why not? We are particularly proud of these little can Madame P. guess
the hardship over which we triumphed to acquir@adf the sumptuous salty squares.
Here in Paris they are practically as pricey alés; they are considered a commodity
as rare. Together with Cap’n Crunch cereal, Sermdheesecake and other all-American
standards, they are stocked in a grocery of imdayteds so hidden away, so little

known, so..exclusiveits hours are By Appointment Only.
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It was in calling for an appointment weeks eadet | first knew our dinner
party was in peril.

“You may reserve a visit 12 days from today,” shiel grocery’atronon the
phone, busy and brisk. “And, please, no cancelatioWhen appointment day at last
arrived and the Métro ride to the unmarked stooxga long, hot and complicated, it was
all I could do to hold it together. There, in ttteeerful, brightly lit grocery they stood:
sack after glo-orange sack of Fritos, stack aftenaerful stack of Ho Hos. There were
Ruffles and Ritz, Twinkies and Twix; Jujubes, Jatal Jolt. Perhaps like many
Americans living in France and frankly up to thgidlets with baguettes and Brie, | was
homesick at heart for my own land’s snacks. | nmaste been showing the strain of
month after month spent starved of even a singtersioll of Skippy to suck, for into my
basket they went:

Oreos! Cocoa Puffs! Pringles!

Snickers?

Yes.

It's-1ts?

You bet.

The family-size sack of Chips Ahoy!?

You guessed it: Oh, boy!

Thepatronwatched my every move with an expression of pnefoennui that
said what | to my shame could ndeh ouj it said with a classic Gallic shrughat else

can we expect with these poor Americans, thosemsd, while in France, eat Frengh
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Yes, the flawless flans, the excellémmage,the pommes frites always cooked to
perfection — Ack! “Ring these up, too,” | told thatron and slapped six snhack-packs of
kids’ pudding onto the counterMerci.”

But, unbelievably, Madame P. dismisses the faurgeadits | chose that day as
soon as | swoop the dish into her personal spdden, merci,” she says and smiles.
Seriously? | am hurt and perplexed but quicklyeerber: Our guest is French after all.
Formed froncreme fraicheraised on paté, the palate of Madame P. is psraap
bit...well, untrainedto appreciate the special thrill of Cheez-Its.t Bdo and soon scarf
the whole bowl with a burp.

“Excuse me,” | say.

“De rien,” it's nothing, says Madame P.

Meanwhile, the dining table beckons with the moshderful picnic fixings
possible. The chicken is crispy, just right; tleerclooks sweet — so fine. And the
pickles? | can’t help but praise us for our paiRerfect. We stampede to our places.

“Bon Appetit!” Candice toasts and raises her glass. Madameadheae for hers,
hesitates, then seems to spin around herselfla¢bmon of confusion.

“Pas du vin?” No wine? she asks. Her voice is so velvetdtear she doesn'’t
wish to be difficult.

Why, this is a picnic! we explain. In our familyourth of July tradition we will
instead enjoy cool glasses of puce-colored Kool Ardgroovy green or appalling
purple, it is this special treat that so fondlyakscour favorite outdoor outings. These are

the family gatherings past of barbecued hot dogskeld from the ashes where,
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accidentally, they dropped, and the fun Frisbesd®s- into river, treetop or bog. They
are the good, good times of Auntie Ann attractingsavith her ribbon-winning coconutty
ambrosia, and Grandma Ruth’s deviled eggs, evérneth Doby, our drooling bulldog.
Like the lemon wedge that bobs happily in my watass, my heart becomes buoyant
with memories.

The buoyancy begins and ends with me, howevekyf@n Madame P. is served
a plate she appears— can it be? — bewildered st8des her dish and there it is: the
curiosity. A corncob wonderfully golden offersatsbefore her, a fried chicken thigh’s
glistening skin beckons nothing less than comeehitlinstead of diving in like of course
onewouldat such a tempting mealtime tableau, lke@do, Madame P. pats the table,
left; she pats the table, right. She pats and pats faster.

“Pas du couteau? Pas de la fourchettel9d knife, no fork? she asks. Indeed,
there is no knife. There is no fork. And Madaméds never been to America.

In this moment of culinary crisis | imagine thatMiadame P. has to guide her is
her past — a lifetime of meals that make sense.ntd¢her's comfortoq au vin where
the wine-tendered meat always and predictablyofeib...the fork. Her friends’ familiar
poule feuilletewith its savory bits of peppered poultry alwaysl dorever speared from
beneath its puff pastry...with the fork. From thestfiheng6ti of her girlhood to the
poule au poshe perfected as a bride, every chicken dish oMiaeseille housewife’s
lifetime has been, | imagine, friendly and non-#tesing.

And now this.
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Seeking a cue from us, Madame P. at last looksAuqal then she appears to
understand. Everything.

“Go ahead, pick it up with your fingers, it's a pic!” urges Candice, already one
corncob down; its carcass lies ravaged on her pladebutter streaks grease her chin.
Mom, meanwhile, sucks a drumstick to the bone ipldied slurps of pleasure. “Yes,
yes, with your fingers, like this,” she says, anakes a picking-up gesture. She smiles
and reveals the bits of corn stuck to both incisdfieanwhile, | pack-in a hot biscuit in
an ecstatic mouthful of gluttony. Oh, so happyhappy are we with a meal that is
Home Sweet Home! | forget for the moment that aorRrance is never eaten on the cob
(except by hogs) and chicken, a French religionpisconsidered a trifle to pick-up like
some cheapeune filleon the streetOur dinner display of finger-licking abandon has to
strike Madame P. as a bizarre practice that explaiy coming to the table in leggings:
Americans are weird.

“Madame P., please eat!” we entreat, all lips ndistening with butter grease, all
fingers well sticky with chicken. Our guest instesaniles the kindest of all possible
smiles and clicks open her crocodile bag. Shefishr a vial of pills, points to her heart
and mentions in melodious French the doctor Somgbaadders to something-
something. But she can’t fool me. | see in heenilly face the discussion she’s having
with who | suspect is the Master French Chef ofveeaaHave mercy upon this chicken
for they know not what they déier prayer no doubt implores. It may be friesess or
creamed, if not stewed, baked or ro6ti, but chickesavery known instance on earth

should be eaten with knife and fork.
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And as we Americans dig in to the picnic with guatal jokes and two, nbree
helpings of chicken and biscuits and corn, Madamsniles and smiles — too shy, too
sick, too shocked or simply too lost to get morevdahan a few big slugs of Kool-
Aid...which she loves.

Candice shoots me a look of woe that says we’leltaweturn the ring, cancel the
caterer and forget the fairytale dress with 10-toain.

No way.

In 1533 the Italian aristocrat Catherine de Mebraught the first table fork to
France upon her marriage to the future King Hehnyjtlwas a move that forever
changed — forevagivilized— the country’s dining habits. Could we, Candidamily, be
seen by Madame P. as people ofgileeCatherine de Medici era? We with ourv|
Paris” tourist tee shirts, we with our Cheez-ltdiation? One thing is certain. Our party
to woo and win her trust that Bruno is not embaglkon a married life of boxed Happy
Meals has come off like Uncle Sandy’s signaturelssdasticky-ribs: plump with picnic
promise, but, after forever over-sticking to thél,gn the end gone to the dogs. There
will be no rented rhinestone tiara for me, the exw-depressed maid of honor. | reach
for yet another buttered biscuit. Why not.

Just then, Madame P. perks uxtusez-mgi she says and rises. She dashes to
the foyer and returns.Et voila, les chocolates!"Her eyes dance as she bears the candy
to the table. In a flash the box is unwrapped,iarafrenzy of unfurling foil, Madame P.
— with our help, of course — plows through two falvs of chocolate chews and creams.

She is grateful, it seems, that tonight she witl mave to go to bed hungry.

94



And | get my rhinestone tiara.

After a romantic honeymoon on the Cote d’Azur, leavlyweds plan to make
their home in the Napa Valley. But there is nodhieemail congratulations right away.
The happy couple will be delayed due to the weddiftg\ladame P. insists they accept

—no, really, she insists: For Candice three weék®oking school at Le Cordon Bleu.
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A COUPEOF THE FOUNTAIN OF YOUTH

San Francisco Bay Area, California

Dad can’t hear and Mom can’t see — both have bthekpain them. In the night Dad
gets up to crash into desk or footstool or dog teefe falls; by day Mom almost topples
over into the grocery display of specials when bedby a passing shopper. In the
car...l don’t want to think of it, Mom or Dad at tiadeel. In their early 80s, my parents
nonetheless are plenty peppy, considering. Thely, wiamb stairs and exercise with
stretchy bands. They manage to manage despites Panijressing hearing loss and
Mom'’s advancing macular degeneration. At theirlgmshingle home in the Bay Area,
the house in which they have lived for 56 yearfwécurring generations of a raccoon
who lives in the attic — they have named it Annankr— Mom and Dad act their age.
While one scoots along the upstairs hall, too dlmanswer the phone before the
machine picks it up, the other will poke up tharstat a pace probably snappy for one in
their 80s, but still: you don’t want to be behifhem in a hurry. Their daily routine is
decades down pat — dinner at seven, in bed by rné. not too much TV! The
programs these days ae stupid At their home in the Bay Area, the neighbord saly
of my parents, they're so nice, they're so quiathy, if it weren’t for the burglar alarm
that Dad every six months somehow sets off, a dithisiacauses the police, sirens
screaming, to come check things out, you would nkmew anyone was home.

But home they are.
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Here comes Dad, a blur hurtling past on his wagnftbe sofa in front of the
football game to the iced tea Mom has waiting mkiichen. “Here | come!” he says
and careens around the coffee table, bumps intlathge, lifts off the floor and lands,
frightening the cat, hard on his “bad” shoulder.

“Ow!” he yelps.

“Balance,” he tells the doctors. “I'm having trdelwith my balance. He wants
tests; they say, get a cane. No way. He wouldesostep in front of a train than admit
he’s aging.

There goes Mom, Geisha-like as she serves thegeeedMVore and more, her
every perfection of service to Dad is tinged witfitation.

“Tom!” she calls. “TOM!” She hates to shout buted, for she knows he won't
hear and she’ll have to repeat. “YOUR TEA.” Heift kye turned dingy brown from the
doctor’s cruel tonic weeps and stings and blinksl, laer right, hazel the hue of river
stones — ever beautiful, her pride — seek out Dale living room.

“Darling?” she calls. “DARLING?”

“Goddamnit,” he says and rights himself long enot@travel a zigzag path to
the kitchen, where he bumps the table and tips thetea. Goddamnit’

“It will only get worse,” Mom assures me. | cabiing myself to image. At their
home in the Bay Area, | will sit upstairs and Iista fear as Dad steps out of the house
with the dog, who is straining the leash and e&mgo.

“I'll be back.” Dad calls. Will he? He and Piefthe-terrier out there on life’s

road of hazards — potholes, gravel, grease slogks, The thought starts my heart
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hammering. Mom, meanwhile, drives off to the markérom behind, it looks like no
one’s driving. What has happened to her heighti? fiBst, she discusses dinner.

“What about pureed celery root?” she suggests.ohie of her favorite French
treats.

“Yum” | say.

“We can have that and pureed carrots and pureedgaestand those wonderful
artichokes pureed with creme fraiche.”

“Mom, that sounds like a dinner for people withteeth.”

She laughs and says that’s what they will servienalight Manor — dinner at 4:30
p.m.

“Well in time to be in bed all snuggy by seven,ésays.

When Mom talks about “the home” | know it's onlytimeory. She doesn’t really
believe that there she could be, drooling in a Wdiegr, parked in the hall. But snuggy
in bed by 7:00 p.m. after a few spoonfuls of pusemore and more appealing to her,
especially if the puree is pea and the prospebtwing someonelsedo the cooking is
real.

| hear Pierre’s collar jingling, which means he &=t make it back from their
walk just fine. | can breathe. There is no ambe#aidling outside, its red light spinning
out woe — this time.

“I'm back!” he calls, a song in his voice from tiresh-air sojourn. And then, all
too soon: a crash. A ceramic garden planter iskBethin what sounds like Dad’s

cartwheel into what, the ivy? | race outside te ard yes, there he is. Unhurt. Unfazed.
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Pierre, who loves this game, licks his face. P@texh unnatural angle Dad is sprawled
in the ivy. He looks up and tries to laugh.
“It's really the shits, isn’'t it?” he says.

It really is.

No. 9, rue de la Tour, Paris

At their apartment in Paris, Dad is up with thestrsweepers — dressed. Crisp
pink button-down shirt, natty tweed sport coat asdpccasion when the weather is cold,
a cravat like French men affect. He’s out the dodhe dark to toddle down to the corner
patisserie. There, he will choose a still-warmuste, croissants and, if he wants to be
naughty, gain auchocolat— his cholesterol be damned. The uniformed sweepmid
green plastic brooms, and, if they had them, wapltheir hats when Dad passes;
instead they sing their greetirBpnjour,Monsieur in that lilting, cheery French tone
used by those Parisians who think Dad’s a kicks giiff but speedy shuffle along the rue
de la Tour has none of the stall of his East Baly dastead, as the street sweepers note,
it is brisk, even bold.

“Belle journée, mon homnpiighe short one says. Dad steps surely by therbro
and says in his version of fluent French, whicknglish spoken louder than usual, “A
wonderful day to you, too, my friend.”

Back in the apartment, Mom in her bathrobe ansterehone, “Hello-0?” In
her voice is a swell, a song, a rise in octaveithaothing like her East Bay tone. This

happy hello is music to me when | call; it is MorfParis voice.”
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Here comes Dad, baguette, croissants andpg@sau chocolatn hand. He
returns to the apartment via the spiral stairs,latgdthe elevator sit idle. Between the
hundreds of steps my parents must climb when trayély Métro, and the block upon
block they must walk in their explorations of theycMom and Dad at their apartment in
Paris are ever on the move.

“Tom?” Mom calls from the kitchen when she heaeshlkavy, old door thud
shut. And louder: “TOM? HURRY UP. YOUR TEA IS HOTDad wends his way to
the breakfast table and does not get caught otinjpeantique chair in the foyer. He
neither bumps the oddly placed dining table n@staver the sisal rug with its edges
sticking up.

“Here | come! | brought you a nice croissant,” hgssand fails to flip over the
footstool directly in his path. He makes his weynfi door to table with no incident at
all.

“Thank you, Darling,” says Mom. She uses her Pavise.

% %

When in 1513 conquistador Ponce de Ledn set sail Bpain in search of the
mythical Fountain of Youth, he thought mayBé&rida. There, he hoped, he would
discover the land the Caribbean islanders calledirBiand drink of the river, brook,
lagoon or pool whose magical waters would grant éimduring youth. Really, he should
have thoughtParis. The conquistador never did find the fountaimesftorative waters,
as lovely as Florida was, but my parents have.tif&sh down in the City of Light, and

that which is slow speeds up, that which is s&féres, that which is crabby happies.
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“What do you think it is?” | ask Dad one day. Walkvalong — no, we
promenadeas the French do — in the Luxembourg Gardens af@zy lunch at Café de
Flore in Saint Germain, one of his favorite Sunttagys.

“What do you mean? Your mother and | are no diiféhere than we are
anywhere.” He throws his shoulders back to attemgptnilitary bearing of 60 years ago
and steps effectively wobble-free past the old4fastd music stand where in summer
bands play the oompah marches he loves. The Luxerglisardens’ terraced woods
and walks, fountains and pools offer obstacleatmt his balance — a stair that abruptly
appears, a path of gravel that shifts, a joggingymath her child in a rollingpoussette
that whizzes by, too close.

“I mean, you are not falling over. And,” | add laese it is true, “you hear
better.”

“My French isn’t bad either.” He laughs.

In view of the flower-frilled former palace of Hgn\/’s widowed queen, Marie
de Médicis, Dad and | promenade. We pass childtenuse long, thin sticks to poke at
toy sailboats they float in the shallow fountalrovers who lounge in the gardens’ green
iron chairs converse and kiss. There are picnglaress-players and old ladies lazing
on benches who roll down their stockings to talkeegtin. Our walk, indeed, has lots of
what Paris is all about: great people-watchingd 3 dapper in his dressed-for-Paris
coat and cravat, and the ladies, | notice, notioe Hevery now and then he offers a nod

andHello, Madameand once, a coquette in her 90s wearing scaimilipstick of
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vavavoom-red, replied by bursting into a smile amaling | was sure she meant to
bewitch him.

“Do you know who that is?” Dad points not to a rmack but to a white marble
statute. It's a goddess, at first glance, on a glatle

“No, who?”

This is one of his preferred Paris pastimes, qagane on the French history |
know nothing about when compared with his vastliegr and ceaseless reading on the
topic. “Yes, you do. That's Anne of France. $&de the treaty ending the Hundred
Years War.” Anne stands stoic and silent amongth®@r former French queens and
female saints — all with hot bodies and faces ahbyeobvious admirers of feminine
beauty. Whether it's Saint Geneviéve, the pataent®f Paris, or Louise of Savoy, who
died from a chill she caught while watching a candetd knows the details of their lives
— gruesome to titillating — and relishes the tglin

“You know her,” he says before the statue of a dgrdeanne Il of Naverre.
“Rumor had it she was sent perfumed gloves by Calnele Médici that poisoned her to
death.”

| note Jeanne’s pallor and imagine it — the st swoon, the death throes on the
floor of, what, her boudoir? In the palace? lemmwist and turn of the garden lies a
noteworthy artwork or view — the sun-spangidiéesof horse-chestnut trees, perhaps, or
the figure of painter Delacroix. Inspired, Dadrabes a lesson from each that makes
him seem less history professor than little kidzgaz by all the cool things there are in

Paris to see.
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Thus we promenade, Dad and |, and | consider @ih#élheir home in the Bay
Area, my parents walk the dog around the blockmetomes twice — and afterwards are
not so brimming with stories they are eager toeshdme neighbor’'s new remodel does
not have the same enthrall as a queen dispatchpdidgn. So bed by ten must seem to
them sweet relief from stark, raving, as French sagiui

“Paris is great, isn’'t it? Dad trips a little whiea maneuvers into his seat of the
gingerbread café where we, al fresco, celebratdalgevith acitron pressé But he does
not topple. Post-promenade his complexion is rbsyyoice robust.

It really is.

“What would you think of the puréed cauliflower?t their apartment in Paris,
Mom again is on the topic of dinner. She is areeafself-critical cook, so a high point
in any day is her trip to market. Paris’s legegdartdoormarchésare stall upon stall of
fruit sellers, fishmongers, produce pushers, chpaseeyors and providers of what to
Mom is utter joy: the ingredients with which she&@@ncoct dishes that are never up to
her own standards, but which, because they areRyi@spired and big on butter, keep
her trying, ever trying, to reach her elusive peeddest as a family chef driven by
perfection.

“Butter makes it all taste better,” she has suggkstore than once when Dad,
equally finicky, has panned one of her culinaryesxpents. “Julia Child was right.”
Mom is given permission in France to shop with almemnnot just for butter, for also for

other no-no’s health- and waist-conscious Ameridég@smy parents try to limit —
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cheese, say, or pastries. Add the wonderful fecFrench are batty for puréed
everything, especially when blended with the ricknee fraiche that makes a good-for-
you vegetable go straight to the hips — broccalirats, artichokes, squash. And at their
apartment in Paris, Mom has all she needs to ntakenairket a destination she cannot
wait to visit.

“We could have the puréed cauliflower with thosendexful little salmon filets,”
she says to Dad, who nods off in 8&onunder a book. Beside him is a cup of hot tea
she warns him toot, please dear God, knock over onto the sisal camggissible to
clean. “TOM? SALMON? FOR DINNER?” He says greatd Mom consults the hall
closet to haul out the hand-held sack-on-wheelsi@arshoppers use to trek home their
market plunder. Off she rolls. Outside the aparthdoor are steep, spiral stairs down
which Mom bumps the cart with sighs of struggleut Bnce across the building
courtyard and out onto the streets of Paris, stikespip the pace of a woman on a
mission.

They are everywhere: Parisiaresdamesf a certain age who have spent their
lives speeding along sidewalks and up-and-down d/&tps and thus do not show their
aches, if any, or slow for pain, if it's there. éde demons born of a Paris lifestyle
focused on walking — a lot — maneuver their rollagppping sacks among packs of
pedestrians with the agility of an especially feeFeormula One driver. If hell hath no
fury like a madame headed to market who stallgloetto an unwanted distraction — a
wallet left at home, perhaps, or a husband’s fisipecial requests forgotten — theut of

the wayis the best place to be. Mom is not quite as @eeful as a true Parisian, but still:
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she steps and rolls determined to meet her th¥ok a thrill it is, indeed, to arrive at the
neighborhood farmers’ market and its open-air gpef blood oranges arranged in
pyramids as artful as I.M. Pei’s at the Louvre, &ttlices still dewy from a French
country field.

“Bonjour, Madame.”

“Bonjour, Madame.”

“Bonjour, Madame.”

Mom browses the bounty of pears worthy of a stél &nd eggplants this side of
heaven in freshness, and the market barkers flatiflirt with her.

“A beautiful chouxfor a beautiful woman,” one says, and with tendsesrhands
over his pride of a fat white cauliflower.

“Eh bien such a lovely smile on this lovely day.” The hse&lects his very best
stalks of asparagus to present with a courtly bow.

Being flattered and flirted with makes Mom girlistMerci, Monsieur,” she says,
again and again — in her Paris voice. And | natieestiff hip she complained of earlier
in the day has disappeared. Her shopping sadkadynstuffed by the time she leaves
behind this date with her produce-purveying admieasrd, advancing in her errand,
descends the escalator down into Inno. Inno istipermarket of thquartier; it's a
grotto of groceries predominantly French and tlougiom enthralling. With a full-
service patisserie in front, a chipped-ice fistpltdig in back and aisle after aisle of treats
and treasures Parisians make into meals, Innoses/®z for Mom’s cooking passions.

The moment she enters, Inno swallows her up. lfoothe cookie display and there she
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will be — standing before it for days, it would seeas if in a dazzled trance. Find the
cheese nook, the sauce shelf, the mustard jarg she will gaze — let's say for weeks —
as if hypnotized. In the wine arena the Frekktlscadetat only four euros per bottle,
works like voodoo to seduce her. And then thetbedure of salmon steaks
miraculously — fantastically — bone-free. It isil@lgrocery shopping that Mom forgets
herself, her worries, her woes, and enters thaiegdand of her culinary imagination.
Here, it is entirely forgotten, the fatigue thaliefed her a mere week earlier at her home
in the East Bay.

“I could live right here,” she’ll say, statute-$tnd staring at shelves in the dairy
aisle. Today, she is reluctant to budge from #iegerated case of yogurts, mousses,
flans andle Fl6ttante the dessert to which we both are addicted. Bad &nd dinner
await. Thecaisserings her up and she drags the leaden and oviedtufiling sack up
the Inno escalator and out onto rue de Passy.eThsrshe wends her way along a tiny
sidewalk teeming with Parisians, the Formula @msdamedo battle to pass her on a
curve. She doesn't let them.

“Tom?” she says after the heavy, old apartment tloats shut. “TOM? DID
THE TEA TURN OVER?” Dad snuffles quiet snoreshee salon’s reading chair, the
completed crossword in his lap and the full cupeafbeside him — cold. Satisfied the
sisal rug is safe yet another dage-far— Mom with a quick light step dances the
shopping sack in to the kitchen. Together, shehandrove of treasures will indulge in

some creative culinary escapade that means snadmdi by seven simply won't
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happen. Instead, the evening, full and rich withpée enjoyment, will stretch to after

eleven.

Laduree Tea Room, Place de la Madeleine

Here | am with Mom and Dad. They are atit. “ToMpm says to Dad ithat
toneacross the teeny table. Dad ignores her and laaksd the dining room, where
walls are gilded with golden frou-frou and chicskmere-clad Parisians eat and chat. He
acts like he has no idea she is addressing hinghalte likely doesn'’t, due to his nearly
complete hearing loss.

“TOM?” she says, now louder. “THE SHRIMP SALAD7The waiter in white
apron and bow tie waits politely, pencil poisedadBteadily studies something in the far
corner — another diner, perhaps, some frou-fratHE SHRIMP. DO YOU WANT THE
SHRIMP SALAD?” Mom'’s rising irritation raises amble of foreboding in me. | feel
four, not fifty. Please don’tight, my body protests while my mind, more grown-up,
reasons like a sensible aduft:public scene in Paris? I'll die

“Goddamnit,” Dad replies at last. $kidI'll have the cheese omelet.” The waiter
whisks himself off as my parents swap well-practit®oks of exasperation. They have
been married for either eight or 58 years, dependmwhether you count the dozen
years of divorce in which they dallied before efapto Lake Tahoe to remarry. They
have settled inttheir thing It's a relationship of such intense familiaribat Mom
should have known the cheese omelet would ecllpsshrimp salad. Still, Dad often

finds it fun to get a rise out of her. It's hisvilssh little pleasure to make Mom mad by,
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for instance, letting her think he wants the shremwpn though it makes him sick and then
checking out to study frou-frou.

At their home in the Bay Area, these tiffs arghat fun. Mostly because there
aren’t lots of innocent onlookers like there aresay, Laduree. Here, the cashmere-clad
chit-chatters lend my parents’ thing the thrillasf audience eager to drop their
conversations and pause mid-chew to get veryastdfor gawk at what promises to be
wonderful luncheon amusement.

“Why didn’t you say the cheese omelgt front” Mom says. Her voice is a hiss
as low as she can get it while still allowing Dadchear. This hiss causes the couple just
to our left to exchange a look and stare at Mo way that makes it plain they are
trying not to. Dad turns to me.

“Didn’t | say, right when we sat down, that | féke a nice omelet? The problem
with your mother...” He zings me a wink that she’'taae. “The problem with your
mother is that she never listens to me.”

“That is not true!” Mom is not using her Parise®i The diners two, even three
tables over stop cutting into their quiche Lorraithey cease spooning-up theaupe a
I'oignon to better eavesdrop. “You donviantto just say what you want.” Before things
can escalate, the waiter whisks himself back ta@ole and, with much clattering of
dishware to manage the miniscule space, plops é&&fad his omelet — sans any
evidence of cheese. Mom’s shrimp salad also dispkeher. The shrimp appear not in
the best of health and the lettuce is listless.

They both frown.
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“I told you, you should have had the chicken samtiviiMom says.

“Oh, horseshit!” Dad says.

A foursome of lunching ladies across the room tuimshorseshitis an especially
noteworthy word to use in a restaurant where everyaxcept us is speaking French. It's
exotic, uncommon, and very, very American. Wethesfloorshow now.

“Your father just wants to be difficult,” Mom say#n her eyes is a surreptitious
twinkle of playfulness that bypasses Dad, who, méwsle, tries to catch the waiter’s eye
to tell him,what the hell?I offer to trade mpandwich fromagewhich looks delicious,
if either of my parents would rather have thatexplain to the waiter that they both
made a mistake. But no: Mom will suffer througk 8hrimp salad and Dad the
disappointing omelet for the sake of their thingpjah is getting great play here at
Laduree. Clearly, Mom and Dad enjoy these gandesnippy word here, a snarky tone
there, and my parents get to bleed-out built-uptexex it is they harbor. A lousy meal
is excellent. They can pretend to blame one andtinehe bad menu choice and bond in
their common joy of a verbal joust that leaves ittery with the childish wish my
parents were perfect and everything, all the tina@py. At the moment Mom looks
flushed and freshened by a sense of fun. Dadst®ms reconnected to the bad-boy
naughtiness that has made their relationship, doapto Mom, “never dull.” The adult
me recognizes this, not as a consolation prizarperfect parents, but rather as a
reward: my parents, enlivened, are revived by eWstit is in Paris that kicks them out
of their East Bay blahs. Here, as the tea roomrenhment, they are reacquainted with

the youthful fun 4un?— they have with one another.
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“I want to be difficult? The hell | do!” Dad gigeup on ever beckoning the
waiter, now gone missing in some unseen sectidheofestaurant. “You know | don’t
hear well. Maybe the next time you want to tell wigat to order you should write it
down. Here.” He with faux fury slides a small kegpacross the table. Mom, with fake
pique snhaps it up.

“That’s a great idea,” she says. “Maybe from nowibl haveanythingto say, |
should write it down.”

She pulls from her purse a petite pink pen andearitShe regards her handiwork
a moment and slides the napkin back to Dad. e ftiup. He is careful to disguise his
reaction. He reaches for his pen, and soon seedsatpkin sliding back. When she
finishes reading and the long-gone waiter reappeatsmove the ailing shrimp and
inedible omelet, and the lunching ladies remembeir quiche — show over — | intercept
the napkin.

“I love you,” it says.

“Me, too,” it says.

Ponce de Leon missed it by the entire Atlantic @deaneed not have bothered
to sail across. The magical waters of youth wieeeet all along, right on his own
continent. Paris, he could have thought. My parents did and itrhade all the

difference.
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THE MIRACLE OF PIERRE

The mystery of kismet. The magic of fate. Oyati like, call it the hand of the
Divine. When an unwanted puppy marooned for mointlasgritty Paris pet shop finds
home with a grieving man living a world away, ahdttman’s heart is healed in the
homecoming, it's a love affair of proof that sorhengys — good things, true things — are
meant to be. And miracles, however small, can dapp ways both mysterious and
strange.

| had been living in the City of Light several mbstwhen my brother called.
George was a retailer hard at work back home inF8ancisco.

“I had to put Terrence down,” he said. | hearchpaihis voice, and disbelief.
“Just this morning.” Terrence was a 14-year-oldéNrox Terrier and, for every one of
those 14 years, George’s deeply treasured friend.

| was so sorry.

“Come to Paris,” | said. “There is nothing likerBao mend a broken heart.”
Certainly | had spent plenty of time wandering thesand lazing in cafés to know how
any distressed mood can be soothed by a brisk twadkigh the Tuileries in bloom, or a
meal made entirely of perfegbmmes fritesSo | was happy when two weeks later
George arrived, hollow-eyed and pale: he wasaduistsoul and insisted he would be
for eons.

“You know what people are saying?” He was incredal “They’re telling me

to get another dog right away. To help me get @veHe didn’t fight his tears: “There
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is no way!” George wasn't ready and, given the ahret look of his thinner-then-usual
self, it wouldn’t be time for a while.

And yet, there we were, just for fun, touring Parjget shops; these are the
animaleriessqueezed side-by-side line tipeai that borders the Seine. These shops look
out on the imposing grandeur of Notre Dame, theutyeaf Sainte Chappelle, but inside
each is a mad menagerie of purebred kittens, sqgungwkacaws and rare, exotic
chickens. The shops are often crowded, and in ®mrstuffy and hot. When it comes
to the cages of glass that contain a wiggling, yigpack of adoptable puppies, it is
bittersweet indeed. For however joyful they anese baby Beagles and wee Pekingese,
pet shop policy typically forbids they leave themge until the day they are adopted.
Rarely does pet shop staff take them out to playenare they walked outdoors, seldom
are they held. Day after day in small, glass cathespuppies simply wait.

It was a stunning September afternoon when Geardé strolled into one such
shop near Pont Neuf, Paris’s oldest bridge. Wejlnstdsavored some amazing
Berthillon pear sorbet on the lle Saint-Louis argtevin high spirits, despite the sadness
just below my brother’s surface.

“Let’s look. Just to look,” | said. George waswa

We entered Le Merle Blanc (“the white blackbirdAidethere they were: all the
puppies needing homes, each heartbreakingly itiiesis Weeks-old West Highland
Terriers, fluffballs of Bichon Frises, Maltese satite they fit in a purse. As we walked
past the bulldogs that barked themselves silly,taadPapillons that romped with their

littermates, neither Chihuahua nor Chow Chow mdSedrge to murmur more than the
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occasionahi therg or allow himself a quietjou’re so cute! Then we strolled past a cage
that, unlike the others, held a single dog. It wd¥ire Fox Terrier, like Terrence.

“Oh, no!” George yelped. The fuzzy puppy with thquisitive face looked at us
expectantly, as if begging to be held. My brottwed | both melted, and we named him
then and there: Pierre.

“Absolutely not,” George said before | could sugges“No way can | take him
home. It's too soon, I'm not ready. Forget it!” tout another look we escaped Le
Merle Blanc and got on with our day at the Muséerday.

Eight days later George flew home to San Franascbnothing more was said of
the puppy Pierre. Yet, | could not help myselinc® a week | dropped into the shop to
check on the dog’s adoption. As time passedgingsl many, if not most of the caged
Pomeranians, Pointers and Pugs found homes. Bak afeer week | was distressed to
see Pierre. Still there. He was getting biggesying older, and soon would lose his
tiny new-puppy appeal. The week his price was eddown and Pierre went on sale, |
worried.

“What happens to the puppies no one ever adopta®ked the pet shopjstron
“That is my concern, Madame,” he said, “not yourBdt | wasconcerned. It was time
to email George. “Pierre is still not adopted!hotigh | wrote in something of a
desperate whine, | received only a brief reply.h;’@ow sad!” my brother wrote. “What
can we do?”

| could tell he was troubled, but not enough tosear to another dog. Not even

for Christmas, which fast approached. On Thanksgiiday, Pierre was still there; again
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his price was marked down. He became a puppy diarg Come Christmas Eve, no
Parisianpapaor mamanchose him to be Santa’s wonderful surprise foir thxeerjoyed
child. Christmas Day found Pierre where no dog eheuld be during the season of
sharing and joy: in his small cage, in the smabistalone.

“How merry a Christmas is this?” | telephoned mgther. It had been weeks
and weeks — months — that | had checked on Psoreow | was wracked with worry.
What would happen if he went unwanted for even éds@gWhatvasthe pet shop’s
deadline for adoptables, and what would happeneiwerif he never found a home, ever?
My voice did not disguise my upset. “Pierre idl ¢iere!” Over the line | heard only
George’s silence.

New Year's Day came, and New Year’'s Day went. reiegmained in his cage.
By now Le Merle Blanc had discounted his once-hpghebred’s price so severely that
the shop was almost giving him away — still to aketrs. The Welsh Springer spaniel,
the Standard Schnauser, even the rare and prdity 8ufound homes. But Pierre
stayed put. His wiry white coat was slowly mattihg was growing almost too big for
his cage. It wasn't until mid-January that | wagmsised by a newsy email.

“I'm on my way,” George wrote. My heart leagte’s coming to get PierreBut
before | could finish the thrilling thought that royother had rerouted his business trip to
New York via Paris solely to adopt the so-far untedrdog, | was proved wrong. “If
that puppy is still in the shop these five mongted, my trip will be ruined,” he said.
“But no way. There is still no way | can take hiit's too soon. I'm not ready. Okay?”

Okay.
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George arrived in Paris without the least desine$t after his exhausting
overnight flight. He dropped his bags at my plateod in the foyer looking exactly as
wretched as he had after Terrence’s death monthereand announced: “Let’s go see
Pierre.”

There is no way? Are you sure?

We hopped the Métro to rue de Rivoli and on the f&korge was somber. When
again we were above ground, big, sloppy dropsiofsaaked us as we raced to Le Merle
Blanc. We entered the shop and it was just aseaeetl. Pierre was still there. His right
paw now had a sore; he suffered from kennel cough.

“Why is this wirehaired terrier not wanted?” Geegpid to th@atron. His
name, we learned later, was Pierv#hat were the odds?Je ne sais pas.He shrugged.
“Perhaps the terrier is not so much in fashiondtasys, you know?”

Not in fashion?

Pierre not chic! We’d be shocked at such shall@srnik during George’s visit,
we hadn't lunched in a sidewalk café next to ag, dfack-clad couple who passed back
and forth between laps a jumpy puppy currentlyredirage: a Jack Russell TerrieAh|
non” sighed Monsieur when we asked if wirehairediégsr currently were in style. “In
Paris,” he said, “it is bad form to own a breed l@inché -trendy — you see?” And
Pierre? It seemed he, stylishly speaking, belomgéide past with Asta, the movie star
dog of the '30s.

Outside Pierre’s cage we gazed through the glas$edtrboth helpless and sad.

The not-wanted dog looked so lonely, and his fuseemed bleak indeed. We left Le
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Merle Blanc and, as my brother promised, his trgswwined. Our visit to the Louvre,
our picnic lunch in the Luxembourg Gardens, ouetikthe top of the Arc de Triomphe
— even our window shopping along rue Faubourg 8hd# — not one of Paris’s sights,
none of its delights could shake George from hidfu

“We’ve got to do something,” he at last announceer dhe frothy hot chocolate
we were not enjoying at Angelina’s tea salon.

“Like what?” | secretly hoped, as always, that @eowould dare to consider
Pierre. | wished he would risk it, loving againhteshad loved his cherished Terrence.
But he was insistent. “l can’t have another dog yen so sorry, | just can't.” Still, he
added, “something. We have to slamething.

Later that night, George moped about, preoccupiepressed through dinner,
silent during dessert, it wasn't until hours lateat there was a glimmer of something in
him. | think it was an idea.

“What if I...,” he began after donning pajamas fodbe

“What?” Please dear Godet him adopt this dog!

Suddenly, as if a fire was lit beneath him, my beotleapt to the phone and
dialed his office (one minute to closing). It “jusppened” that there, on his desk, was
the number of the Northern California Fox TerriegsBue League; his assistant (with one
foot out the door) read it off. Convinced it wakapeless longshot (the puppy was
halfway around the world, after all), George dialled League. The woman who
answered (and said she normally never picked-uphbee after-hours) listened to

George’s story and...yes. If he could get Pierrecbiraris, they would work to find him
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a home. But no promises! More calls followed.sYihe airline would allow the dog
aboard George’s return flight; it “just happenddiitt thanks to a last-minute canine
cancellation, there was one animal allowance [g#s, yes, yes. With each call and each
go-ahead in arrangements, it felt as if a flow hagun. Doors were opening, a way
being made.

We had our plan. We would buy Pierre and sendthisamerica. We hoped
desperately he would go to a loving home and farbily George was filled with
trepidation. What if they can’t place him7The puppy’s oddly-flopping ears, skimpy-
haired legs and European puppy-mill provenance rhaddar from the purebred ideal
so desired by Wire Fox Terrier aficionados. Pieves a markdown in every way, and

we fretted over his fate.

The Paris day was brilliant and glittering aftee tlain. Again, George and |
hopped the Métro and raced to rescue Pierre. Afléde Blanc thepatron, Pierre, was
only too glad to release the terrier after his sdeag months of confinement. For so
many formative weeks Pierre had been completeljedeadl the rights — and rites — of
young puppyhood. He knew nothing of a walk outdparsniff of fresh grass, or a romp
with other puppies in the park. Pierre’s weepysegred overlong nails testified to his
lack of love, and, when George reached in the tatgke him from his bed of dry straw,
his wild, terrified wiggles told us that seven mwtvithout love was a very, very long

time.
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George held the trembling terrier and we begampthehase transaction. It was a
complicated thing involving euros, the purebredpute papers, French-U.S.
requirements for a dog'’s international travel. tdbnen: the mystery of kismet. The magic
of fate. Everything seemed to go wrong. And righbhe shop’s credit card machine
jammed. Zut alors” said thepatron “not again.” My brother and | exchanged looks of
alarm. Don't let there be a problem nowPanic rising, we realized we did not have
Pierre’s price in cash. Time stopped while we e and waited — for Pierre-the-
patronto troubleshoot his machine. But with the debayd in our fear that some small
snafu would make it impossible to adopt the dogdwenot hear the bells that
announced the pet shop door had opened. We digves, heaher.

“Oh, a fox terrier! | absolutely love fox terriefsA fake-fur-clad blonde
suddenly appeared at George’s side.

Fate came dressed in fur?

“Do you want him?” George blurted as | stood dileramazement. This fox
terrier lover was speaking, of all things, Engliskive want to find him a home.”

When destiny delivers, all feels surreal. The dlmamed Brinn, was
American. This struck me as a marvel. For the@efive months | had dropped into the
pet shop, | had not encountered one. What's noarepf all possible hometowns in the
vast United States, Brinn lived in ours. It was own cousin, Jim, who introduced her
to her husband — the husband whose okay she nedgedaid, to take Pierre home as an

exciting surprise for their three children.
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George and | were stunned. What were the chaheéstthe precise moment —
out of months and months of moments — my brothermaited to plucking Pierre from
an uncertain future, his happy home would appeaoefl — just like that? Visiting Paris
with girlfriends, Brinn certainly had no intentiai adopting a dog. But when she
walked by the pet shop on her way to Notre Dame,‘ght the strangest sensation,” she
said, she should enter. One look at Pierre in @Esarms turned her strange sensation
into an instant decision. “I wanted him for theki’ she said. “No question.” Brinn
could not take the terrier home with her then —fhgint the next day had no canine
allowance and Pierre did not have his vet-issusketing papers. But she was so
confident of her husband’s approval that she iadisin paying for Pierre right there — in
cash. It still was up to George to get the pump$an Francisco; it was a favor he was
overjoyed to perform. After all, his flight didn#ave for another 10 days. Ten entire
days to play with Pierre in Paris!

Play they did. And work. George’s vacation plamese revamped on the spot. A
trip to fabulous Versailles, a viewing of the paigs of Monet at the Musée Marmatton,
and lingering brasserie meals in romantic St. Garware replaced by forays to a
popular dog field in the Bois de Boulogne. Geosg#gily morning run around the Eiffel
Tower was transformed into lessons in leash skileusebreaking was such an arduous
adventure that both fell exhausted into bed eaehiaeg early — George feeling
accomplished and Pierre all wags. One such evetliegphone buzzed. It was Brinn.
“My husband is all for it!” She had Pierre’s nearhe ready, she said, complete with a

monogrammed doggy bed, and a dinner bowl with tBfegcripted in gold. Waiting for
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him was a handsome designer collar, a stylish majdbash, and even a personal trainer
at an exclusive obedience school. It was goirtgeta very good home. “Hurry back!”
Brinn said. “The kids can’t wait to meet Pierre.”

The next day the terrier passed the veterinary akatrpronounced him fit to fly,
and when the big day arrived he was ready. Hoog&ebt leash-trained, and fluffy as
only a fresh, clean puppy can be after a bath azQuis, Pierre and George flew from
Paris, together. George, for one, was excited tabeuuture.

Brinn and her family were eager for their arrivaatd a rendezvous at her home
had been arranged for the next day. George amctePamded in San Francisco and,
happily for George, had time for one more sessigriay. They raced straightaway to
the park. Jet lag was no problem for the Paripigopy; he instantly adapted his frisky
French self to the grassy, California field fullsafn. They ran; they romped; George
threw — and Pierre caught — the ball, the FristheeKong. Jet lag was no issue for
George as well. He forgot himself in the joy oéfPe having fun.

Rendezvous time came...and went. Twice.

Three days later, Brinn called. “Well?” She athg&new the truth, but
amazingly, graciously, was prepared for it.

“Well, I...uh,” George began. He was unable to sagpttis heart had known
from that first day months ago at the pet shopans? It was love. At first sight? Oh,
yes.

“I had a feeling this would happen.” Brinn’s voiaas soft not from

disappointment but understanding. “Pierre is youts always was.”

120



It was true. George and Pierre brought togethex figw of events unforeseen
was a match made in...well, Paris. Pierre foundsangphome, George the ideal
companion, and each healed the other’s heart aippihess.

Had Brinn not appeared the charmed moment shehgidnatchmaking of man
and best friend might never have happened. Todayde likes to think Pierre went
unadopted so long because he was waiting, all afon@pim. Brinn imagines she was at
the right place at the right time to help Georgeroeme his fear of commitment. And
Pierre, well, he would rather romp on the lawn vattoy than ponder why life is now so
happy. But, if not for the mystery of synchronycihis story — and George’s — would
have ended back at Le Merle Blanc with a brokenhm&cand the uncertain fate of a
marked-down, not-chic, unwanted French fox terrier.

Five days after Brinn learned her family would adbpt Pierre after all, she was
surprised by her husband’s gift of Logan, a Wire& Ferrier rescue. Lovable Logan was
a puppy destined for her home alone, she saidisalemperament was ideal for her
rambunctious family.

And in a canine twist on the classic love affairiseParis, George and Pierre, |

am pleased to report, are now living — how else@ppily ever after.
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MASTERING THE ART OF LIKING FRENCH COOKING

“It’s the big gray bird, Madame.” The waiter flaps elbows a little to describe
the word on the menu | have never before seen ihfeay“On the farm.”

On the farm?ls it turkey? No. An especially large chickeNd. It's not duck,
goose, quail, squab, rooster or hen of any sizgvel my mother theaow-what?ook.
She has graciously declined the waiter’s offertbéfish that flies” and we are likely left
with yet another embarrassing moment where weaaioed to order four desserts for
dinner, to share, with extra baguettes and dominglon the butter. Or wine.

Ostrich?

Yes.

We are dining — as opposed to eating, which is nieshelegant — at a French
country villa just outside Paris. To call the eastant lovely would not do justice to the
ostrich and other exotics featured on the menua &ksetempétaoars outside, with
lashing rain and ferocious winds that blew us ieksgg solace, the dining room is
golden, gilded, gorgeous in candlelight, with ameag fire, sparkling crystal, glinting
silver and equally sparkly diners dressed to shiaastc French respect to the winged
fish.

Skate?

Yes.

We beg your pardon, we are so sorry, we're so erabsed to say, “I'll have the

Tarte Tartin and the cake witerises please. And Madame,” | gesture to my mother,
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who looks profoundly pained that, once again, $he’lgoing to bed on a big sugar high
that disrupts her sleep with nightmares, “Madaniéhave thegateauxa I'orangeand
the apricot tart — with ice creanMerci.”

Americans The waiter is too trained in propaolitesseto huff off, but my mom
and I? We are well warmed up now, with shame. rAdtk this is France. France! Land
of legendary cuisine known the world over for isamparable, well, awesomeness.
Impeccably prepared and exquisitely presented,direaoking from probably cave-days
has been exalted as a great art mastered onlyobg for whom food is the creme de la
creme of life essentials. Travel to France andllyeat very, very well, goes the lore.
Five-star cheeses, phenomenal wines, and recipssdiwover by generations of chefs and
home cooks alike, those obsessed by that which beugerfection: French foodtise
cuisine to set you swooningghave never, EVER tasted anythsmdelicious Now that
we’re here? Too bad there’s nothing to eat.

“Oh, it's all right.” Mom butters the first bitef the baguette or two that will
serve as tonight’s first four courses before oualnoé desserts. “You know how it is in
France. You get what you get, and you're gratéful.

| know.

When in 1948 Julia Child landed in France with Ingsband, Paul, and the whale
of a sky-blue Buick they christened “The Blue Flastwasn’t long before the culinary
legend waseriouslyover the moon for the food.

“Portugaiseqoysters)sole meuniére, salade verte, fromage blanc, chfé.fi

Ah me!” Julia relives her first lunch at a restanirin Rouen iMy Life in France her

123



memoir of the years 1948 to 1954 when she livedans and Marseille and celebrated
“the things | have loved most in life: my husbaralPChild; la belle France; and the
many pleasures of cooking and eating.” She writegul and | floated out the door into
the brilliant sunshine and cool air. Our firstdéhrtogether in France had been absolute
perfection. It was the most exciting meal of nfg.li

A generation earlier, another famaymsurmandeM.F.K. Fisher, sailed to France
and she, too, was overcome by the food. “Parisevasything that | had dreamed,” she
remembers i he Art of Eatingher 744-page homage to the joys of cuisine, a
celebration of a book “about eating and about ihha&at and about people who eat.”
She writes: “The hot chocolate and rich croissar@se the most delicious things, there
in bed with the Seine flowing past me and pigeoheeling around the gray Palace
mansards, that | had ever eaten.” Only in Franedhe living things sacrificed on the
altar of tastdnonored claims M.F.K., to find themselves French. “Cie trout!” she
writes of how a brasserie waitress once made agentiggestion: “Any trout is glad,
truly glad, to be prepared by Monsieur Paul.”

Julia Child and Mary Frances Kennedy Fisher hateaoof fish that fly, gave no
pause at ostrich. They ate it all. There is JuberishedCervelles au Beurre Noir
(lamb’s brains in brown butter sauce), a recipeuiea in heMastering the Art of
French Cooking And there is M.F.K.’s priz€alf's Head a la Tortugea recipe whose
instructions begin, “Bone blanch and trim a calfésaad, cut it up into large scallops, keep
the ears whole...” And theresoi, a lifelong vegetarian for whom calf's brains and

lamb’s head — or whatever — best not be servediforer here in France or anywhere.

124



Mom, too, is possessed of a palate that's happilesh treated to lots of fresh veggies
and pasta.

But here we are on the rue de Rivoli, squeezedhegbehind a tiny café table
and perusing the luncheon menu. It's an early tnie of my first to France, and my
French is not yet seasoned. Which means the nada mysteries. We are absolutely
famished, we arfainting from starvation, for it has been a good two haimse our last
meal, and the Louvre, from where we've just conas, Yet to install the cafés, buffets
and Starbucks that will, one day, make starvatkadurs obsolete. The teeny table to
our left is plied with plates of temptations I'midg to devouright now a heap of
brilliantly green julienned green beans; a fraggal® of golden French fries. The teeny
table to our right is edge-to-edge awash with [htilon’t see on the menu: creamy,
steamy, broiled potatoemuphinoisesmallpetit poisas perfect as pearls, each glistening
after its bath in butter; baby salad greens sdfeesl perky they look to have been kissed
— passionately — by an especially sassy vinaigrette

“Madame?” The waiter stands above me, pencil poisen my illustrateaarte |
see no potatoes, no peas, no greelsl Vous plait”

Impatient, the waiter wants me on it. But theraaghing on the menu |
recognize. In my panic to perform, its French veoggirate before my eyes like a
kaleidoscope of nonsens®melet! Thank God, a word | understand stops jiggling.

“L’omelette, s’il vous plait. Merci, MonsietirBesides famished Mom, too, is
flummoxed. “What is there for lunch?” She moutather than says this, so as not to

offend the waiting waiter. The French onion sohe kas traveled all the way to Paris
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for is not offered, and none of the entrée optieiood sausage anyone? — tempt her
like those piled-up potatoemuphinoisamight, if only she could find them.

“Oui? Madame?” The waiter wants not to wait a secondéon Hurried, Mom
says something. Anything.L'omelette, s’il vous plait.”She smiles politely. Merci,
Monsieut” | know the last thing she wants are eggs fachy since it was eggs for
breakfast and, in lieu of the monkfish she orddrgdnistake, which arrived at the table
complete with head and an upside eye that lookbérabeseechinglyplease don'’t eat
me eggs for dinner last night. But she’s holding. olihere’s got to be French onion
soupsomewheren Paris, but where?

Well, at least this café’s luncheon special ofdag, the omelet, will come with a
mountain of fries and a side of some of that frigkyking lettuce, yes?

No.

The waiter eventually deposits our plates withadtely racket and | am too
shocked even to scream. Our omelets, made frosaugja handful of fat, black,
glistening, slippery-looking blobs | learn are melss- mussels! — lie bare-naked on the
plate with not so much as a sprig of parsley. Wihaihe julienned green beans? What of
the pearls of buttery peas? | makalehface at Mom. The diners to our left, to our right
— Parisians now languid with satisfaction afteirtheeal of marvels somehow lost to us,
we menu-challenged Americans, see my pantomimeasel eyebrows in astonishment.
Surely | would be head over heels for the decadgetialty that is a mussel omelette!
The monsieur who dined on a composé of cruditiasdbuld make me cry with their

beauty — such colorful sweet carrots! — smilesndarstanding and pity. Madame who
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feasted on a lentil terrine too delicious-lookingiescribe is so sorry she offers the
remains of her plate — a few cold, broken friesd says she hopes that, in time, we will
come to find the food of France to our liking.

Oh, but we will! Some food. Mom and | most cartgienjoy the eight little
pastries we eventually share to stave off our Leumduced faint. Our picnic on a bench
by the Seine of madeleines and éclairs and chactdaped meringues is the first of
many successful lunches we will, in future days,eheatered exclusively by a patisserie.

How Julia and M.F.K. would scoff at our cluelesse®vhy, Julidovedmussels,
also known as “the poor man’s oyster.” She lovesrta la marinere, a la Provencale, a
la béarnaisea la poulette she loved them in salads, soups, pilafs and sau&ne of
the many things | love about French cooking,” stud,svas the way that basic themes
could be made in a seemingly infinite number ofataons — scalloped potatoes, say,
could be done with milk and cheese, with carrots @eam, with beef stock and cheese,
with onions and tomatoes, and so on and on. ledaa try them all, and did.” With a
little of Julia’s sense of adventure, | could h&nved to enjoy the mussel omelet.
But...bleR In Mastering the Art of French Cookinger love sonnet to “one of the
world’s great arts,” she says:

We have purposely omitted cobwebbed bottlesp#ieonin his white cap

bustling among his sauces, anecdotes about chalittiegestaurants with

gleaming napery, and so forth. Such romantic lmders, it seems to us, put

French cooking into a never-never land insteadarelHwhere happily it is

available to everybody.

But what if there is oneverybodyfor whom “Here,” in Paris, actualig never-

never land? As in, never-never will | eat whatemeds up baked, broiled, grilled or roti
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from the entire left half of the creature of fiedforest (head, hoof and tail included) that
hangs woebegone on the wall of the outdoor marketyi Parigquartier. And never-
never will | dine on those poor things dragged fritve sea, pried off of rocks, scraped
from piers or ripped from shells, although M.F.ker$elf might sympathize. One spring
of 1936, she writes iffhe Art of Eating“l met a young servant in northern Burgundy
who was almost fanatical about food, like a mediex@man possessed by the devil.”

Like my sister, Candice.

It's Christmas Eve and she and | are sharing amaté table for two at Le Grand
Colbert near the Palais Royale. The classic Paaisserie of stylish zinc bar and black-
and-white tile floor is holiday festive with whiteiinkly lights festooned all around;
Christmas trees gilded in a grand manner bedaxelg €orner. Candy and | are giddy
with excitement.Together in Paris for ChristmasAnd we are eager to celebrate the
season with a spectacular experience. But, oblioory fanaticism in avoiding meals of
life forms | prefer remain alive is matched onlythg intensity with which my sister
savors hefruits de mer Candy is possessed of something, it's truaispsct it's that
strange magic of France embodied by the countdking. It's the same voodoo that
utterly bewitched M.F.K. in her day. Rememberimg of her first meals in Dijon,
where she as a newlywed lived two years, she writ€kat first night, as | think back on
it, was amazing.... Everything that was brought ®ttible was so new, so wonderfully
cooked, that what might have been with sated pakatduttonous orgy was, for our fresh
ignorance, a constant refreshment.” What's m&we,'tharmed gastronomic circle” in

which she and her bridegroom, Al, found themsebrdg amps the intoxication.
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After dinner, [w]hen we finally went home to unlottie little door for the first

time and go up the zigzag stairs to our own roomyweve a bit perhaps. But we

felt as if we had seen the far shores of anotheldwdNVe were drunk with the

land breeze that blew from it, and the sure knoggeithat it lay waiting for us.

My tipsy sister is only one glass of Bordeaux doamd her apparent, well,
happinessis a land breeze of something | don’t quite ustdéard. She is gorging herself
on dinner — with a pin. This implement the waptesvided with her order, which stands
in the center of the table: a towering, four-teeteay of crushed ice upon which are
nestled every possible “fruit” from the sea. Thasecreatures that suction to rocks or
crawl on sand bottoms, locomote with many, mang,leg, if their shells are not steamed
open a tease, brandish antenna like the feeldysaife or whiskers of kitterEcrevisses
or crayfish, mussels and snails, clams and smalisc+ there are skinny shrimp, husky
prawns and, of course, the pretty periwinkle seal,sknown to the culinary universe as a
gourmet gastropod mollusk. Each sea-fruit's delyaa hidden within its shell, and it is
only by pin — painstakingly maneuvered and workéth ¥he patience of a saint, that
Candy gets anything to eat. Already, 90 minutés aur meal, | have polished off my
soup, salad, souffléux epinardsand our demi-platter of cheeses to share. (Qile’'ta
basket of baguette, refilled twice, is empty duentodoing alone, and the waiter knows
I'll take for dessert the bittersweet chocolatefpeooles. Meanwhile, Candy pins out a
microscopic bit of crustacean — she has one eiiréo go — chews it slowly as if it's
more than a mere mite of a bite, and...there ith& exact same swoon that likely moved

Julia to declare, “Paris is heavenly.... | think, eatlian ever, that | shall never get over

Paris, and never find anyplace more to my tasee®rything about it satisfies everything
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in me....” This included, of course, “the food | hiatlen in love with.” Candy, savoring
what can’t be more than a snail trail, looks tddmding just this side of Julia’s heaven.

“Don’t talk to me.” After the next pinhead’s wortli sea creature she closes her
eyes for a moment and communes privately with soragfish innards. After a pause
she’s back, poised to pin the next miniscule mauttaken from something that has three
pair of legs and two of antenna. “I can’t beligaa don’t want to try this. It tastes like
the sea, on a sunny day when the salt-spray sttengsr with the pleasures of
senses...friends...together’..She disappears into her reverie.

| don’t believe her. I'm certain the dinner thakés Candy two hours to eat,
totals 94 calories, and costs practically the poichose fabulous boots we saw
yesterday at Printemps — which I'd rather have a-ssam devised by France’s foodies to
fool eaters for whom the word “delicacy” mearnsoh, be afraid — be very afraidAre
we really to believe fruits from the sea have maliperhaps romantic powers?

Julia thought so. “What fun! What a revelatioste said of the spell French
“cookery” cast on her. “How magnificent to find rife’s calling, at long last!” M.F.K.,
too, was seduced by French food to the fartheshesaof a palate so far reaching it got
to such signature recipes as Oyster Catsup and toddaap Cake without once stopping
to think, well,bleh “Thebouillabaissesent up its own saffrony steam,” she writes of the
memorable meal she and her husband once enjoybd @Id Port of Marseilles before
boarding a ship home to the States. “We moppedianled at its sauces, and sucked a
hundred strange dead creatures from their sh@lls.were trying not to wonder,” she

adds, “how we could bear to leave this land.”
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Candy finally sucks out the guts of her léstivisse “Enough!” She throws
down her pin and falls back into her chair, exhedistShe eyes the empty baguette
basket, the decimated cheese plateatistetteof spinach soufflé licked clean of even the
last globule of butter — my dinner, in short — avekes from the trance of otherworld
spun from thdruits de mer

“Was that good?” | search my spent sister’s facaafsign that she is sated by the
sea and the salt and the spray and the friends.thlaat was it? | can’t imagine how her
meal was worth all the work, although silvery tiefsce stand on so many other diners’
tables that | am forced to concede only this: F@ok out in force Christmas Eve at Le
Grand Colbert. Two minutes pass. The waiter noastthe chocolate profiteroles are on
their way. “Thank God!” says Candy. “I'm so hugpdrcould eat the place down.”

“Well, you know what Mom always says.” | can seeriy sister the same huge
relief — huge! — | feel those times in France tfthat starving to death is not necessarily
an option. “You mean how you get what you getPie 8nows. The waiter arrives with
our profiteroles and we both brighten and exclaith \glee,Merci! From a silver server
he pours the hot bittersweet chocolate over theypaffs plump with vanilla ice cream.
We practically sing in sisterly unison, “And you'geateful!” We laugh for we really are.

Fatty livers of force-fed geese — aka paté, pigadviadeira sauce, veal knuckles,
calf's feet and thymus glands braised, creamedéedwra I'ltalienne. The French,
admits Julia in awe and admiration, “will eat almasything.” To wit, the “wild hares
and rabbits hung whole” that greet shoppers at etagkong with “haunches of elk, wild

boar and venison...presented with hoof and fur ititathis is simple, honest food that
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French people positively party over, says Julidot‘trendy, souped-up fantasies. Just
something very good to eat.”

So here | am at Chalet des lles, the 1880 Swidstehaw-restaurant found on a
little lake island in the Bois de Boulogne. Thealeh was Napoleon lII's gift to the
Empress Eugénie before it became a favorite hduPtaust and Zola. And despite the
exciting provenance of the place, | am searchig nd low forsomething very good to
eat We are lunching al fresco, my parents and |,iaisdmy birthday. Peacocks stroll
the lushly landscaped grounds; swans swim to andrrthe sun-shimmery lake;
migrating Canadian geese squawk in the aquamaqnal®ve: Allin all, it's a
gorgeous scene that makes the day feel espeaially,special.In Paris for my
birthday! The menu is French. Very. Julia-food is theyaffering, with plenty of
M.F.K.-approved entrees; that is, if she had inetlthem in her bookow To Cook a
Wol.

“I'm sorry, darling.” Dad sees froha carte of course upon course — appetizers to
post-coffee cordials — that no vegetarian optiolhlvé served at Chalet des lles in this
lifetime. He, however, is ecstatic over the praspd a decaderdaneton roti(roast
duckling) that | am woe-filled to worry might beatnhed from the very lake beside
which we dine. Mom is okay with the prawn souffilang as the heads are cut off.

“Oh, it's fine. | can always findanethingon the menu.” | am in high spirits —
it's my birthday! And to celebrate with my chergghparents here in Paris means it
won't matter, really, what | order for lunch. Ig®ing to be wonderful no matter what.

Unless it isn’t. The menu seems to feature onlyriget barnyard horrors, all proudly —
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if grimly — described in exquisite calligraphy. dre are no sides of risotto or rice or
pretty red potatoes, no little plate of anything once furred or feathered or loved by a
mother.

“Madame?” The waiter hovers, sans pencil. Haépared to remember our
order to the chef who, | can only imagine, is, likdia, Le Cordon Bleu-trained to begin
today’s meal preparation with a beheading of Daldisk. | despair over my ordering
options. Somehow a meal of bread and butter seeAsrthday-like. S’il vous plait”

“Well.” | stall for time. But then, a bold, rogudea enters my mind — it must be
some birthday bravura.S'il vous plait Monsieur.” | struggle to use my best French
accent so as not to offend the server who, suietjescended in some cosmic way from
the waitress M.F.K. once encountered in an old-taithed-restaurant in Burgundy.
After the writer places her order for a bottle 829 Chablis, she recalls: “For a second
her whole face blazed with joy and then subsidéal antrained mask. | knew that | had
chosen well, had somehow satisfied her in a secr@incomprehensible way.”

| so wish, secretly and incomprehensibly, to pleéagewaiter, although | know |
won’'t. My abject rejection of the menu that cotercover is a cornucopia of elite eats
the French are typically cuckoo for — from steakatatopped with raw egg to frogs’ legs
au poivre— is an affront famous eaters like M.F.K. would @elkiave dared. She writes
of her conversation with the server in that Burgurestaurant where she met Monsieur
Paul’s glad trout.

‘Perhaps a leaf or two of salad after the fislsufjgested. She almost

snapped at me. “Of course, of course! And ndiuoalr hors d’oeuvrego
commence.” She started away.
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‘No! | called, feeling that | must assert mysetw or be forever lost.

‘No!

She turned back and spoke to me very gently. \Badlame has never
tasted ouhors d’oeuvres | am sure that Madame will be pleased. Theyoare
specialty, made by Monsieur Paul himself. | aneswand she looked
reproachfully at me, her mouth tender and sadn‘sare Madame would be very
much pleased.’

| smiled weakly at her, and she left. A littl@etl of hurt gentleness
seemed to hang in the air where she last stood.

Hell! I loathedhors d’oeuvres
But of course she eats the hors d’oeuvres Monsgtaul prepares. And she is not

just pleased, butery.

So | brave it: “Would it be possible for the chefmake something vegetarian for
me?” | don’t really believe the waiter’s face wihite in a blaze of joy, but the last
thing | expect is his response. He does not snitieedoes not sneer; he reproaches me
not. He doesn’t even sigh in sadness that | arsingut on a gourmet decapitated duck
or the big gray bird on the farm that met its urghapnd. ‘Oui, Madamé¢’ he says and
bows off.

Oui?

When lunch is served among the peacocks in fullgedisplay — they stroll past
our table with their fabulous tail feathers fanmea brilliance of aqua, gold and green —
it actually happens. Julia? M.F.K.? | may be katthe celebration, but here | am.

Dad gets his sumptuous duckling, Mom her headlessrpsoufflé, and 1? | am
served a vegetarian version of gastronomic rhapsody

“Voila.” The waiter presents my plate with a formal fish and beams. “The

chef’s best.” He winks in the way of French fliviho are particularly proud and pleased
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with themselves. Flounced by edible Nasturtiumigritiant sunset colors, my lunch
looks so beautiful, so luscious, so filled with gesgrich little dishes that | am breathless
before the spectacle. Baked fennel fragrant wattmouth; mushrooms in puff pastry
coddled by a tarragon-infused creme fraiche. Bals@oasted veggies. Even herbed
lentils with a sprinkle of Dijon citronette. Theaee two or threpetits paté a la sage
mini cakes of fresh sage — and a creamy caulifl@@enething that looks absolutely, as
Julia might say, “Marvelous.” The chef’'s best, maspecially for me, is a birthday gift
that is complete only at dessert, when | am sea@alipeof Champagne and a slice of
celebration cheesecake topped by a sparkler thag€to the table lit like the Eiffel
Tower.

“Happy birthday!” my parents toast. Nobody simggpy birthday to you not at
Chalet des lles, not in this lifetime — but beyand table, beneath a fanfare of hanging
flowers, and behind a small ivy hedge that cordafhthe kitchen, | glimpse a tall fellow
in atoque: the chef. Is he looking in my direnoWhy yes, yes! He is looking in my
direction! More or less. | want to blow him akitat can cross the distance between us,
but...no. Instead | simply admit, in awe and adnorgtthat French cooking has come
for me, even me, and | am not just pleased/buy

“When Paul and | returned to Paris from Englanddiebrate the New Year,
1950, | alImost wept with relief and pleasure,” rembers Julia. “Oh, howddoredsweet
and natural France, with its human warmth, wonderfells, graciousness, coziness and
freedom of spirit!”

Now | understand, Julia and M.F.K. At last, | gdtat/| got. And | am grateful.
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MY MOTHER’S HOUSE

In my mother’s house, everything is just so. Tparament in the heart of Paris,
on a street named for its Eiffel Tower viegemy mother. Never mind how its windows
overlook not the Eiffel Tower at all, but ratheetrain-stained, shadow-dappled wall of
the building next door, and that its tiny size mmakea mouse hole, really. Itis her dream
of eons, her girlhood desire made real (at lat®y a lifetime as wife and mother and
long-distance lover of France and, especiallyGhg of Light. That life, the one in
which she, California-born, raised me and my fawthoers and sisters in a San Francisco
suburb that held little for her when compared viagn dream of Paris, is mere memory
now. Now, her longings of long ago livéwill stroll by the Seine at sunsete’d say
when, as a child, I'd watch her iron the mountdifaandry that was, as a 1960s-era
housewife, her job | will sip Champagne in a sidewalk café andmathing but cream-
frilled French pastris. Today, she does. Today, when spending paéneofear in her
Paris apartment my mother is home. And in my nrgheouse, everything is just so.

| am Colette, her eldest. And because for a tim@ living in my mother’s
house, | am very, very careful.

“The house was large, topped by a lofty garretijeigins. “A large solemn
house, rather forbidding, with its shrill bell aitsl carriage-entrance with a huge bolt like
an ancient dungeon, a house that smiled only ayaitden side.”

| close the book and look around. August. Itasih Paris — blistering hot — so
as | lie in the iron trundle bed of my mother’s keul feel it's all right to laze around a

little and read. | am deep inkdy Mother’'s Housdy Colette, the French writer after
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whom | am named. It's a memoir of her family lifel1880s rural France and how it does
impress! Inher mother’s house, for instance, the French Coleti@ ehild does not see
what this Colette does: foreboding in the guispafection. Painted in happy
California colors of pale party pink and soft, stane green, the walls of my mother’s
house enclose a jewel box of a home where eaclk\ang item to her is a treasure.
Across the room is the weathered antique armoaernty mother hauled home in a
hundred pieces from thmarché aux puceseassembled by hand and painted the white
and gray of Wedgwood to disguise its flea markst.p&nd here, above the trundle in
which | recline on a great pouf of pillows, are Hrecient prints of pretti?arisiennes-
dressed for a ball, feathers on their heads —ntlyanhother retrieved from the dusty
depths of a shop by the Seine and painstakingtgmedd herself. Now tharisiennes
in feathers revel in their refurbished flirtatioess. The pink tulips in a cracked yet
beautiful cachepot on a table; the lovely ivy tojgs arranged to exquisite advantage on
the mantle; the flowered antique dishes mountddibrt- painstakingly — on the foyer
walls. In this house each thing, every inch, telks story of my mother’s Paris
adventures. From the fresh white sofa ingal®nbought at a clearance sale, to the faux-
gold mirror in the bath that was scavenged fromuanbling country chateau, evidence
of the decorative arts that she executes so very,well speak of nothing so much as the
love my mother has lavished on her home, on hemdréere in Paris.

Alas, here | am.

| have fled California with two cats and no futa®far as | can tell. The past?

Does it matter? Littered as it is with so manyddead jobs and spirit-breaking men, it
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hardly sparkles. My mother has invited me to iatte her Paris pied-a-terre to regroup,
to begin again, and | have brought my cat box apdomfusion — both symptomatic of
the threat | am to the clean and pretty ordehéohiappy and hopeful heaven that is my
mother’s house. Here, in rooms so obviously fastdofrom passion, a burning rose
candle offers its sweet scent. And | wonder, witat? | worry, what next? And
especially: | contemplate with mounting woe: hoWl we — Fifi, Lulu and | — survive

my mother’s house? That is to say, how will itvbue us?

Turning back to Colette, | read that whileher mother’s house, the writer dared
to express a fearless, unfettered exuberance wBtes of what she would like for
dinner: “l, bounding into the air because | so ofterget that | am past fifteen, will
clamour for ‘fried potatoes! Fried potatoes! Andinas with cheese!”” | turn the page
and... uh-oh, accidentally send a huge gray mugesmgtea toppling off the bedside
table.

Here we go.

A large, growing blob of ominous stain now darkémessisal rug of my borrowed
room. Time for me, too, to bound. Paper towd?siper towels! And a big sponge with
cleaner! | race to the kitchen, scurry back and panic mop up what | can. | know at
once: | will have to replace the rug. Quicklyui€tly. Before my mother can discover
it, | will kill myself searching hither and yon arnd the arrondissements until | find the
exact size and style. | will be forced to savergwentimeuntil | can outlay its expense.
Eventually, | will sweat to bring home the hugewigldy thing via the Métro. No doubt

I'll knock other passengers upside the head wists it struggle to maneuver the Métro’s
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many tunnels, as | stagger up its many steps. ohAmay mother’s now-ruined rug? | will
hide it behind the winter coats in the closet — ydsatil | muster the courage to confess.

Were we to trade places, the French Colette likalyldn’t fret that my mother’s
kitchen, tiny as it is, is a potential hodge-podferoblems. The writer'papa who
routinely made chocolate, would put the soft brittkelry on the family’s equally tiny
terrace and, she writes, “every morning they showadted on them like flowers with
five hollow petals, the trails of the nocturnalat That my Fifi will nap curled on my
mother’s counter while the dishwasher hums soothibgneath her...well, something
like that wouldn’t faze the French Colette in teadt. Why, irher mother’s house the
cats — with kittens! — spilled from baskets, keptite in cupboards, and catwalked all
over, from chocolate-tops to bookshelf bottoms. afhmore, Colette’s mother Sido
kept (and conversed with) a pet spider, rehallgtanjured (if not dying) mice, and once,
with great tenderness, cared for a caterpillad utrftew off a butterfly. Sido was a stout
and capable country woman with a fierce protedove of her garden and every critter
at home there. Surely she would not find it aHtig it: The very thing | now spy as |
return to my mother’s kitchen: A hairball! Thagemy horror it lies, limp in a slimy
pool of spit — a hairy blob of disgrace on the hsmomde hardwood counter.

Fifi, shame! | gently scold the offender, clean up the goo ambkaer the stain.
How will we explain thisike the jobs that haven't fulfiled me and the ramees, like
this last, gone bad, Fifi's failing like my own kess a permanent blot, hers on the
counter, mine on my soul. The two of us step duhe kitchen and sit, dejected, in the

floweredsalon In this, the apartment’s main room, my motheretty chintz-covered
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loveseat suits me oh-so-comfortably. Fifi chodsesurl her sorry self on the cream silk-
covered chair with the sweet swinging tassels eégr Will we be forgiven?

Not that when, in three days, my mother arrivesafsix-week stay her place
better be shipshap else It's just that her house holds so much of hgpi@ess in its
treasures, in its pleasures, that my misstepsrapdriections strike me, in this context,
as crimes against her contentment, yes, and adspadential for my ownHow will |
ever be this happy7here is, for instance, the fanciful fixture thaings from the ceiling
to light the salon. The evening my mother sucediysfagainst all odds, hung it, lit it
andgot the doodad that dims it to work saw her gittihypractically days. As it twinkles
before my eyes, the fixture’s star-like lights ceyna certain joy still. There is also the
French frou-frou on the salon ceiling corners, nmajdhat’s carved into a pretty trala of
design. This, too, gave her thrills of accompligimithe day it was painted crisp, fresh
white and became to my mother as beautiful as amli of art in the Louvre. | take this
in, too. Did she know in advance that her dreamld/be in the details?

It might be the whitewashed oak floors that Pi¢nesParisian craftsman spent
days,weekssanding, bleaching and staining to the exact sbadey mother’s
specifications. Or the tiny fireplace with its miron grate. How many months of flea
market cruising and browsing in shops from Montmeatd Montparnasse did it take my
mother to select the grate of correct size andedh#pmight even be the silver
candelabra (surely forged in Louis the Fourteently) that was such an exciting flea
market find she could have fainted from joy. Tkear of my mother’s house, so

painstakingly selected and proudly placed, spealsirengly of her talent and her style,
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that as | gaze upon it all I hear her loud andrclétappiness is a beautiful hopghe’s
saying. Especially when it's in Parislf she’s also sayinjook, but don’t touchit’'s only
to me. And that's only because |, with my rugstdiairballs and all, so fear being a
blight on her bliss here in the City of Light tHamagine the worst: my mother’s house
irretrievably trashednd | powerless to prevent ilThe conversation thus flows between
us, but then: | am stunned to see something daiegerrupt. Lulu.

She has spoken: There, on the face of my moth¢edgwood-painted armoire,
are ten long, deep scratches. Paint flakes offrat@ach gash. And the wound can be
seen from clear across the rooBad Lulu! | weakly reprimand my oblivious kitty, who
lies stretched to her length in the happy spouafshe finds on the sisal carpet.
Whatever will | do with you, LuluAnd really: Whatever will | do with me! | hawgiit
my job and plundered my savings to spend as mamghm@s the money holds out re-
finding myself in Paris. | have no idea where hivio live, what | want to do, much less
with whom. So | am overflowing with hope that @y of Light will, with its sense of
magic and aura of romance, inspire me anew andile my path. What's more, |
secretly expect that the city at the center of noyhar’s universe to do for me what it has
done for her — prove that the dead ends of myarasteally the mulch of my fabulous
future, a future that starteow. If only | can remain in my mother’'s good gragvdsle
staying in her well-loved house. Lulu’s job on #venoire casts doubt.

How did the French Colette so thrive while under tbof ofher mother’s house?
Well, for one, she positively lived for its domestidventures. “All was faery and yet

simple among the fauna of my early home,” she write
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| learned how infinitely a tame swallow can surpassnsolent sociability, even

the most pampered of dogs. Our two swallows sttt time perching on a

shoulder or head, nestling in the work basket, inmabout under the table like

chickens, pecking at the nonplussed dog or chirpirige very face of the
disconcerted cat.

Even with a bird on her head the French Colettedpwas did her mother, every
inch of their home; she did not care in the lefiser childhood messes did offend,
whether it was the mud she tracked-in from the g/ardr the bugs and slugs she kept
indoors as pets. She felt safe in her mother'sépand was a thread of its very fabric as
beloved as the swallows napping in the work basketlette grew into a woman, a
writer, who knew her place in the scheme. Thediteworlds she conjured in novels
like Claudine a I'Ecolg(1900) andChéri (1920) exposed the bold, even greedy pleasure
she took in words well crafted, relationships vealvored, food well prepared — in a
word, in life well lived. In the midst of my life @ss — all grown up with no home or
family or even clear dream of my own, | would thid feel more like the French
Colette’s bird-pecked dog: nonplussed. And, inilag of her disconcerted cat, it would
be wonderful indeed to live embraced by the loveninmother’s house — forever. The
author writes of such perfect contentment, thattWisine felt in Sido’s sitting room:

...with the flora of cut branches and its fauna adgqedul creatures; the echoing

house, dry and warm and crackling as a newly-b#bafcithe garden, the

village...Beyond these all is danger, all is lonetme

Beyond my own mother’s salon: danger, indeed. Dawarrow hall of my
mother’s house lies the bathroom. Nottibikette, a closed-in closet where the toilet is

kept, but thesalle de bainwvhere is found a sink and a tub sized to suitidley. How

big a disaster will it be, exactly, that when keatipt to stuff my adult body into the tub |
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crash against the glass soap holder and brealoitimain of sharp shards? And how big
a deal will it be, precisely, that in ineptly mamagthe hand-held shower nozzle (its
wiles those of a wild snake), | drench the bathrgomalls so disastrously that a rivulet
runs out beneath the door — a rivulet that evelytwarps a few hall floorboards?

From my comfy spot on the loveseat | considertadl andthe nice, white
ottoman to my left thatyell, of coursemy cats have fuzzed with a forest of cast-off
black fur. Here’s an idea: What if | just spralifip and listless, on this loveseat for
eons. Get a job, how? Find a home, where? Mewetra..impossible!lAnd now there’s
cat fur for my mother As it is | must — must! — rouse myself, dresg] genture out.
Certainly Paris with its boulevards bursting wittvanture will ignite a fire in me to fix it
all, both for myself and my mom. Certainly its mums and parks, its shops and sights
will restore in me that je ne sais quoi | lost wefooming to my mother’s house and its
promise of both a change of scene and a change ofAh, to be new! The City of Light
with its bars and bistros atulangeriesits strolls by the Seine and its gardens and art
surely will show me home — home to a dream of mp.oMy mother always had Paris.
And I? Well, I never dared envision a fantasy send. And now, now as | share in hers
by parking my potential on her beautifpdufof a loveseat pillow, | so hope Paris works
for me, too. Somehow.

But first, just one more chapter.

My mother smelled of laundered cretonne, of iroeated on a poplar-wood fire,

of lemon-verbena leaves which she rolled betweemdlens or thrust into her

pocket. At nightfall I used to imagine that sheefied of newly washed lettuces,

for the refreshing scent of them would follow heotlsteps to the rippling sound
of the rain from the watering-can, in a glory ofapand tillable dust.
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| put down my book, close my eyes and try to captuy own mother’s scent.
Might it hint of lavender, like that joy of fragrapotpourri that fills a Sevres porcelain
bowl on the table beside me? Or possibly DuxRfesch laundry soap that faintly
scents the starched pink pillow on which | recliné/hether a whiff of Oscar, her
perfume, or a sniff of rose in her lotion, all myse knows is that the strongest scent now
that wafts throughout my mother’s house is thahefcat box. The cat box! | could die.

| tromp to theoilette, site of the sin, and see that Fifi and Lulu hiagd a feline
free-for-all with the litter. Said smelly sandfiisng in catty abandon all over the floor.
Bored. My outdoor cats, now locked inside, fanfrtrees to climb or a garden to
explore, are making of my mother’s house playtirmegemonium.

A broom won't do; I'll need the vacuum.
French, this contraption is fashioned from fordiigimgs: knobs and levers and

wheels that work in a weird French way. | fiddieldumble and have no luck getting
the plug-in cord to pull-out from its foreign hongi— that is, until | yank for all 'm
worth and slam the vacuum against the door of litet in which it is stored. A gash!
There is now an actual gash of raw, splintered windte pristine white paint, a gash |
can’t imagine how to fix — a gash that, like my kss life of the moment, fills me with
woe.

What will Mom do when she sees th@&iven my “care” of her home so far, it
won't be any wonder if she wants to lock me in¢leset — ha! — until the date of my
flight home. But she won’t. The closet, after &lnot big enough for mend the ruined

rug both. Plus, this is not my mother’s style. Heursk may not rival that of Colette’s
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mother, who once insulted the village curé whegémtly suggested she not bring her
mongrel spaniel to Mass. Mass, he suggested, atasaid for dogs: “My Dog!” she
retorted, shocked. “Turn my dog out of church! aVare you afraid he may learn
there?” But my mother has her ways of making nfeesuYes, | would sooner endure a
thousand self-inflicted lashes with the shower t®#zan hurt her sensitive feelings in
any way. So with the vacuum | suck up the cat-sarticonsider: how | can make it up
to her? The French Colette honolet mother by remaining to the end of her life
loving, loyal and utterly forgiving of her everyilide. Like the time Sido, mistress of a
thriving, verdant garden, refused to give a deawln widowed friend even a single
flower. “My moss-roses on a corpse!” Sido fairpas when asked if she might help
beautify the deceased’s casket. “What an outrage!”

That my mother’s particular well-being is nurtutggpaint that gleams and floors
not sticky with ick and, certainly, a vacuum with @n/off knob that, however foreign it
is, remains in one piece...well, there we are. | hawe broken off the knob! In
wrenching the forever-on vacuum off, dammit, OFRave really done it. And | wonder:
how I, too, can be the loyal, loving daughter wiomdrs her mom when the havoc being
wreaked upon her home obviously does not. To rédpagreat faith she shows by
encouraging me to live for however long | like iertireasured Paris place, | best get my
act together fast — at least — to prove to hemaysklf that her gift is not something she
regrets giving.

It's nearly noon and | have yet to dress. A vactal@aner repairman — here he

will be amonsieur is added to my errand list. It sits on the fagble, this list, next to
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my laptop computer. Now, there’s some bad newsast hight when | tried to get the
Internet modem working a fuse blew. So now theefay dim, naydark, and | am
unschooled for the job of fuse repair. My mothenp can fix a fuse as easily as she can
a sandwich will laugh at my ineptitude, so | vove stever finds out. What to do, what to
do! Maybe that other, thatued-inColette can offer a helpful suggestion.

Of course, she never had a computer and when yoavgled — incredible, as it
seems now — by horse-and-“Victoria.” Still, thater was exceptionally capable. At
age eight she could throw down many a “thimbletflhot wine when accompanying
her father to the village tavern, where he woultiitiorth on local politics. As a teen she
knew enough to stay away from “low acquaintancesit by young adulthood she
already knew what was what when it came to romafi€er a full week,” Colette
remembers, “l was cantankerous, jealous, pale @hdffblushes — in other words, | was
in love.” Her swain? A certain monsieur named Kzl

Of course! Colette’s confession causes me to rdmernother of my mother’s
treasures: the small painting of courting lovelowstroll the Luxembourg Gardens.
Beneath the artwork that hangs in her bedroom,airiige desk drawer that holds this
apartment’s instructions. This is a small notebnokng whom to call and what to do in
the event of this or that. Relieved, | head foritistructions. Alas, | might have arrived.
| might have found my mother’s notes in her swoa@ayeful hand, found the fuse fixed
eventually by my own lights, found my life on itawto fulfilling the unnamed dream |
have come to Paris to find. | might, that is, ifddn’t instead met Fifi in the hall. In her

mouth, sweet Jesus: a green tassel. The silkreedwahair from which it was ripped now
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sits in my mother’s salon in a sadness of utter.r@hreds of cream-colored silk hang
from the seat. Mere fragments of tassel swinglu Lias nearby looking greatly satisfied,
and the fantastic cat-fun that she and Fifi hayeyed shows in the slum of a chair so
beyond repair that only my mother herself can ftehow.

Yes, there is no hiding this.

The day has practically passed and I, here readinty mother’s house, have yet
to get out into Paris. My own dream indeed mayust outside the massive red doors
that open onto the street from the apartment’segaoburtyard — doors with which my
mother fell hopelessly in love the moment she damt Acoup de foudrethe French
say. Love at first sightThis is it she knew, judtnewat the sight of the doors. This
would bethe apartment out of the many she’d considered thaldveee her life’s bright
hope unfurl in a blaze of renovation and decoratidhis would be the place that best
expressed her spirit at its most happy and creatifyg own spirit sinks in the face of my
challenge now. How will | ever patch and fix, et and clean the marring of my
mother’'s dream? In time? “You wouldn'’t beliewebut | fell downstairs!” Colette’s
mother tells her one day. “Were you going dowa tmickly?’ ‘“Too quickly? What do
you call too quickly? | was going down quickly. \Hal time to go downstairs
majestically like the Sun King?"”

I’'m sorry but my mother is going foeakwhen she sees how the cats and |
essentially have pooped on lweup de foudre Beginning now, | best move around my
mother’s house like Sido should have around h&anr-Kingly, inmybest majestic

fashion. Never mind that, like unruly subjectg thays of this house seem determined to
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challenge my rule. There is the prospect thatyghd sit serenely, queenly, at the
kitchen table, its trinket size soon enough wi# sey breakfast glass of juice crash to the
floor in yet more showers of glass shards. Andelh®the potential that, though |
properly, princess-ly, pull my day’s outfit fronsibhangar in the armoire, a loose loop of
thread will catch on the armoire’s key which wiigle the door which will wobble the

top on which a large, thriving fern is perched.eTarn no doubt is perched precariously
for no! There it will go, crashing to the floor in plop&dirt flung everywhere. The
broken-down vacuum will glare at me from its hedmesery in the corner, daring me to
deal with this, yet another catastrophe.

With the thought of it there is nothing to do nout kake to my bed. With
Colette.

In her mother’s house, life was not so very differentirmine. She remembers:

[My mother] raised her arms to heaven and raneadtior. As she went she

caught the cord of her pince-nez round the keydrbaver, then the ribbon of her

lorgnette in the latch of the door, and entanglexdimitted shawl in the Gothic
intricacies of a Second Empire chair.

In Colette’s mother’s house, the furniture alsoigahe way; the cats created
havoc with their play; and one very devoted daughtaried that she would never grow
into a woman with as many gifts and abilities, vaimuch love and generosity as she
perceived in the mother she adored.

My own story still may turn out as well as Coleste There is yet time to prove
that Paris for me will be fraught not with disastgypearances notwithstandinigut

instead blessed by hope. Hope that | find a visiomy future. Hope that my time in the

great City of Light is worthy of the faith my mothleas shown by sharing her dream with
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me. Hope that | locate the very best vacuum-rapaitsieurin Paris. As for the fern on
the floor and the tassel with the cat; the brokes, the ruined that... Well, tomorrow is
another day. Even Colette, when she left her nmstheuse to marry, didn’t remove her
presence froneverything She left a few choice objects in her well-lovedm: A dog
bed — fuzzed with fur. A birdcage full of feathetdair ribbons. A silver filigree ring.
When | leave my mother’s house — to do what? | veordl will leave something
too: the curious scratch a cat has etched in theewashed floor. If | look at it crooked

it resembles a heart.
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LA SEDUCTION, INTERRUPTED

We sat in thesalonand talked of what went wrong. Heartbreak hagpbkapd, for
sure, but Candy couldn’t convince me a love lif€aris would be much better than the
mess | left in San Francisco. There, my boyfrishdd me like his head had his hair —
unattractively, which left a bad, bald spot in neyfsteem. While my sister was being
romanced by several hotessieur®f good French family during the time we spenthie
City of Light, Paris promised little in the lovemghlatment for me, | argued, unless.
Unless | shook off my woe and whooped it up adittThis is what Candy suggested. If |
could bounce back from my break-tqute suitein a heartbeat, she said, | might fall
head over heels myself. Why? Because, she sadynce and France go together like...

“Like Michael and I'” | wailed and started to cay the ex’s mere mention.

“No,” said Candy in the cooing voice she uses dhgi& sisters only. “Like a
baguette and butter. Like a boulevardier and éistb Like the Eiffel Tower and...”

“Stop it,” | sobbed.

On the tiny plaid sofa in the toile-papered roontha sixth-floor flat on the street
in Passy where we lived, the two of us hugged. cdinéinued.

“Really, look around. Here in Parsyeryonas in love.”

“Not me,” | snuffled.

“Kissers are always kissing in cafés, hand-holdeeseverywhere, strolling. Go
to any park like the Luxembourg Gardens...”

“I don’t want to,” | hiccupped.
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“...and there they are: nothing but smoochers of kigeatters of fannies and,
sitting on laps by the lawn, couple after coupleraeme with the hots who can’t keep
their hands off each other.”

True. Paris did seem to carry an air of seductdrether it was the pink swoony
glow of sunset, the merry clink of Champagne glags¢he cafés crammed with people
laughing, or our neighborhood at night — its intienhistros candlelit and cozy, the music
soft and low. My tears flowed and flowed.

“Oh, please,” said my sister. “Snap out of it.ri®& the city of love. Why not
getin onit. Everyonelseis.” She did have a point. And really, | hadsonder, what
is it about the City of Light that makes it so canive to Seine-side strolésdeuxto
téte-a- tétes with an Eiffel Tower view — to flirty and fondling and fun? If only | could
understand Paris’s predilection for passion andarwca! Then maybe |, in time, might
find my ownfanny patted. By a sexy Frenchman no less.

Just then, the foyer buzzer buzzed. Candy tos®ed last tissue and opened the
door to Martine, theoiffeusefrom up the street.

“Salut, les filles said Martine. The hairdresser was one of miesis sexiest
French friends and stood there flaunting a bignegwosom in her very décolleté tee.

Martine’s “hi girls” prompted us to reply as on&Bonjour, Martine.” But it was
the woman arm-in-arm with Martine who next spoke.

“Hi, 'm Meg,” twanged the petite brunette, her antpossibly Texan? Meg,
fresh from the hairdresser’s chair, glowed with ihew auburn highlights; she was

invited by Martine to meet us, she said, becausevgre American, too.
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“Hi, Meg,” said Candy, and showed our guests tostilen. Martine flopped onto
the tiny, plaid sofa, Meg dropped into the petiteelseat, and both, when offered tea and
some warm apple Tarte Tatin, sau! oui! And “please.”

“Alors,” said Martine in her native French. “It weswonderful.”

What was so wonderful?

Launching what looked like a good gossip-fest, Marasked Candy please to
translate for Meg, who spoke not a word of French.

“Okay, sure,” said my sister. “Well, it waswonderful.”

“After a very romantic dinner at my place with tomch Champagne,” recounted
theraconteurin French, “Claude smiled at me over the créemaroat and with that look,
you know, said, ‘Martine?™

Ah, a story of seduction. We all perked up.

“After a very intimate dinner at her place with tsmch Champagne,” echoed
Candy, but in English, “he smiled at her over thente caramel and with that look, you
know, said, ‘Martine?”” Meg, last to get in oretbnderstanding, lit up brighter than her
highlights when she got where the story was going.

“Go on!” she urged, the dimmer knob of her curipsitaling up.

“Martine, your eyes are like azure diamonds sautiéaly they shine,” he said,
and | could feel his gaze dissolve me,” the Fregidhsighed.

“So he complimented her eyes — something about tongeazure, | think — and
she felt like she might pass out,” translated nsyesj striving for accuracy. This would

be tough, | had to admit, getting right the pretix of idiom, proverb and euphemism
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that Martine’s native French presented. As everldlelorn like me knewe francaisis
a romance language. When the world’s first manpsiteur Adam, got mixed up with
Mademoiselle Eve over that fatefubmmeit was a faux pas that thenceforth
necessitated their having to cover their naked ghaith something awfully chic and
preferably couture, hence, the beginnings of Fréashion as we know it today. It also
kicked-off a language that has evolved into analcu form. Lofty. Lovely. French
has become something of a prose poem.

To wit: As Martine talked and the Tarte Tatin gipaared, | flashed on my first
breakfast in France years ago. It was then | Bssamy cornflakes, that bland bowl of
blah that begs for spoonfuls of sugar, translatgskrench as a collection of corn
“petals” — the image alone invoking nothing so masha sweet arrangement of blooms
for the cereal bowl. Then there was the label ynhotel bathrobe. This common wrap
of terrycloth — at best hot stuff for a slatterrhausfrau -is onestep up from a towel in
sensuality. But in French, ah in French, the lmddris reborn a “peignoir.” It hints of
something sexy. Something see-through. Sometperaps, that flutters ostrich
feathers? What's more, the French do not walldtigg but, rather, “promenade” with
him. Police do not arrest, but instead “invitevtareakers to jail. Clearly, when
discussion in France turns to love, it has to felldhe way people talk is no less frou-
frou than ostrich feathers themselves.

No wonder she struggled to get it exactly. |feftCandy’s coarse retelling of

Martine’s erotic rendezvous. Fanciful, flowery ke, when translated into our upfront,
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slang-filled English that’s all, like, totally wreter, is like a Folies Bergére showgirl
affecting the Girl Next Door: she’s bound to lesene sequins along the way.

Nonetheless, my sister pressed on with her inteapoa of Martine’s developing
tale of seduction for the benefit of Meg who, mehitey involved herself in the story
like she wished Claude were her own and she cauldhgm the, like, totally, whatever.
She seemed, in a word, interested.

“So,” Martine continued in a swoony tone, “Claudssles me with kisses that rain
the wonder of rapture on my heart...

“So he’s kissing her,” came the translation, “ar&la wonder the rain doesn’t
rupture her heart.”

“It's raining?’ interrupted Meg, who spoke no French. She loat@mtfused. But
Martine continued.

“He kisses me and sweeps me off my feet in a dahdesire that pirouettes to
the boudoir...”

“There’s evermorekissing,” said Candy, “and then they head to thérbom,
where his desire is to dance a pirouette.”

“A pirouett®” exclaimed Meg, who spoke no French. By nowwas both
confusedandlet down by Claude’s apparent hint of kinkines$ie 8/ore the pout to
prove it.

Martine went on: “He places me like a queen orthinene of love and with great
reverence he worships my body. In his words ogjing, in his fevered touch, | become

mistress of the realm where passion enslaves arathe goddess of enchantments!
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And they set my soul soaring on wingd’amour. Oh, Claude is so wonderfully bad. He
is so wonderfully bad | could die!”

“So,” interpreted my sister in her best effort & the story straight. “He’s got
her on the bed, and he’s got this fantasy goinge/kke’s a slave goddess — or
something — but something about something longielvis; | guess, makes her feel like a
floozy instead. And maybe she was enchanted oumicedw? Forget it. Her soul wants
to fly elsewherdor love because Claude is just so terrible #tat really, she’d rather
die.”

Here, Meg shifted uncomfortably in her petite lzagts Yeah, her expression
said, here it is: another tacky tale of romanasegoad, of love gone to smash. |
empathize by recalling my own bungled attempt titageoncept of Happily Ever After.
Sure. With that man whose whispered sweet notloftge meant just that, nothing? |
wondered if the French girl’s seduction would epdike so many of my own. Would
Martine, too, end up feeling like a loser in lifetamance roulette, fated forever to be
spun around and around by love until dizzy wittagointment? | hoped not.

Turning back to the unfolding drama both | and Mesgge eager for the English
explanation of the French girl’s tale, the contitnara of which was now delivered in a
bored, matter-of-fact tone she accessorized byitiglaGauloise

“Alors,” Martine recommenced, exhaling a heart of smoKéne music of
Claude’s caress is becoming the sonata of my lasdré conducts my body like a
maestro. And | have to confess,” her voice gokitus confess, “my own body is now

an allegro to our love.”
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Candy, who looked like she sure could use a Frettonary, winged it: “Now
Claude is doing something musical to her body maybe there’s music? — and
she...she...well, she is having an allegro!”

“An allegro?” said Meg, astonished — and looking more confulsed éver.

“But then,” dramatized Martine, “just at the momaérg animal passion — strong
and fierce like the boar, you know? — just at the@mant his animal passion became most
profound, | begged Claudérrét!™

“Stop!” erupted the interpreter, obviously startl®dthe unexpected plot twist of
this narration. “Do you believe it? Claude isfgesuch an incrediblgore that Marie
has to insist he stop!” Here Meg’s face saggenl amt expression as let down as | felt the
day | got the heave-ho from my ex while I, meanahiVas as excited as if noyn
allegro were immineniThat’s it! | suddenly saw.

Why, simply take what in America is called a coppeel, hop the Atlantic to
France and fashion it a “caress,” armila. Love becomes lovelier the second it’s hot off
your lips. Yes, love-talk in the States can bseuctive as a slap with its raw, X-rated
descriptions Let’s-have-sext also will blurt, bare and bluntDo you want to...you
know?it will ask, bashful — leaving all poetic finesset of the bedroom. But here in
France? Describe even a friendly peck as an “erebraasual sex as making love, and
love as the moon and stars, and it’s no secretfalligg head over heels is so easy and
right in the City of Light. People here wouldnitéw a seduction that sounds unromantic

if they took one home to bed with them.
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| look at Meg, pale with dejection after hearing tnglish version of Martine’s
bedroom escapade. Even her highlights seem dimfaeahkly, she confided to Candy
while the French girl suspended her tale to toyhe last bite of her Tarte Tatin, she
could see no more tenderness and promise in tbmsisgly disastrous date than a USA
lay can fancy itself a French “gift of pleasuréstill, she was curious about Claude and
the damper put on the moves he made on Matrtine.

“So, after all, you guys didn’t actually do it, RRibshe wanted to know and
Candy, translating the question into French, tutieeldartine and said: “In your evening
repast of erotic promise, you and your scrumptigelair of pleasure never did partake in
the sweets of passion, nor indulge in the intoxigahectar of ecstasyor?”

“Alors, non’ the coiffeusesighed. “The delectable dalliance will have totwai
until my Claude proves how very good and sensibleshand will favor me with love’s
properpréservatif

“No,” Candy turned back to Meg. “No condom. Bigblem.”
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INTERNAL AFFAIRS

“Madame.” The receptionist beckons. Gingerly, algrming symptom and | sit
where she motions, here in the foyer of a Pariegglogist’s office. The chairs are
Louis something and gold frou-frou gilds the watighat fancy French style so swell in a
chateau, but frankly not the sort of comfort | neeav that the doctor refuses to see me.
Not until I fill out the fat clipboard of forms omy lap, that is, and bypass the problem
that has me stalled and gnawing my pencil at Que&i “What brings you to the doctor
today?” Through the smoked glass door to the exatoin room | see the shadow of
him hiding in back; he is perched on a stool, twitglhis instruments, waiting. His
concern hangs on him like his white coat two stpesbig — just about the size mine
should be for | have recently discovered a seaétush-hush here in France that any
American worth her women'’s rights would marvel at good fortune: Here, there is no
“down there.”

That'’s right. For millions of Frenchwomen, wher@mes to the subject of their
bodies, here, there are no ovaries to speak dgllopian tubes to point out, no uterus to
note or vagina. Nor are there breasts or PM$&alf sounds bad, what's worse is the
alarming symptom | woke up with today is locateciplace on my body that in France
is not on the map, for no words exist to describe i

My French friend, Eve-Marie, first shared the shngkact of her country’s lack
of even a single serviceable cervix the June dagtveied the Champs Elysees,

shopping.
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“I must visit the pharmacist for my little businesf$air,” she said suddenly,
stopping in to purchase some tampons. AlthoughMage spoke French, the English
translation that sprung into my head was as litesdlcould get. “I'll get some Pamprin,
too,” she added, “for my difficulty of the stomath.

“You mean, menstrual crampspn? | asked. My friend stared at me with an
expression as vacant as those of the stone siattles Louvre.

“Commer?” she said, listlessly, and | translated, “Hunh?”

Once at the drugstore, Eve-Marie was more forttirighwould like something,
s’il vousplait, for my abdomen itch.” She commanded the pharrhatie, without so
much as a mouth twitch of confusion, slapped onéocounter a box of Monistat 7.
“Voila.”

Eve-Marie! | thought, flabbergasted. Abdomen itdlhy, the way she, a grown
woman, verbally tip-toed around her bodily topieemed a show of immaturity no better
than if she’d confessed to her gynecologist somable with her “tee-tee,” or suggested
to her husband that he be more attentive to herféo” in bed. Embarrassing.

| confronted her later over coffee. “Eve-Mariegdid, being firm, “surely the
pharmacists of France, professionals whose lif&kwsoto dispense products for every
possible intimate situation, surely they won't bhecked at, say, the mention of a yeast
infection?”

“You mean abdomen itch,” my friend corrected.

“I mean, when it comes to problems like your maredtcramps...”

“Excusez-moibut it's difficulty of the stomach,” my friend atified.”
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“...you could just explain in plain French the exsgbt in our pelvic region
where...”

“If it's my lingering belly thing we're talking abd, then don’t be absurd,” said
Eve-Marie, by now in a bit of a snit. “The pharnsa&nows enough to hand over the K-
Y jelly.”

Our chat left me shattered. Long ago liberatedighdo call a woman’s givens
by their proper names, |, like many Americans, pablicly mouth without stutter the
word “menstruation.” | can say it, yes, “breasistl not collapse into a heap of
preteenish snickers. Yet here in France, whereewrights ostensibly are so far
advanced that RU-486 has been in use for yearswamuhthing topless is de rigueur,
Even-Marie can’t bring herself to actually say ‘imenstrual syndrome.”

“Of course, you are referring to that which arrieash month like a hair in the
soup,” she said when | mentioned it. Of course.

So | zap the television one day desperate to cdmepeEve-Marie’s coyness and
there they are: commercials for “throat supportevkich in fact are brassieres; ads for a
product that provides relief from the pain and blggof your “business affair”

(Pamprin); soap opera girlfriends deep in tortuwredversation over the grief of a sister’s
“accident” (miscarriage), in tears over a mothégigninal “heart trouble” (breast cancer).
| flip through Larousse’s French-English diction&mgntic for an answer and there they

aren’t: “clitoris,” “labia,” G-spot,” “vagina.” hiese and other words for women’s sexual

and reproductive accoutrements simply can’t be doustripped. They have been
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stripped from the French vocabulary as smoothlyraganted body hair after a hot wax
job.

It occurs to me that the language itself mightheedouche that cleanses French
of all natural, healthy expression for the natiromanhood. After all, as one of the
world’s most beautiful romance languages, it giveslf the kiss of politesse by
practicing excellent linguistic hygiene with marmgs coarse in life. It pretties-up the
crude, it adds glamour to the average. In Fraiocesxample, criminals are not arrested;
rather, they are “invited” to jail. A “nice to miegou” upon being introduced in French
becomes “Enchanted!” Even a backyard tool shethbdednhouse in Provence is known
as a chateau.

Obviously, in this county a woman'’s parts are pad by expressions that leave
the feminine sex to parade through life, as dogkéCme Deneuvre through those French
films noir — as an illusion of beauty, mystery,raature of effortless perfection. The
problem is, these parts are often drenched in ensnes so strong their very existence
seems to cease and, as the pain of my alarmingteympakes plain, | have a problem
that must be described and ‘belly itch” isn't it.

“Madame.” The receptionist beckons again, anxtougtrieve her clipboard of
forms. This time she slits her eyes at me for icgua scheduling logjam and keeping the
doctor stool-sitting longer than he like&lors, fini?’

Question 2 looms. Suddenly, | am seized with #aaupar perversity of traveler
an ocean from home, alone, and frankly appalldtetovery pituitary by the pitiful

recognition given to Frenchwomen'’s otherwise sefpecting sex characteristics. |If
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Eve-Marie and her millions of French sisters cardecide, | will. | will give voice to
the oppressed, to the neglected. No more disestfised vaginas! Yes, the revolution
for a freely recognized PMS starts right here, trighw, with me.

What am | doing in the doctor’s office today?” litgrfuriously, in capital letters
to express the militancy of my ideals: “I awokahwa bad menstrual pain in my left
ovary or maybe my fallopian tube, or else my utera®n’t know. But one thing’s for
sure: the pain isn’t anything that possibly be akst for a soup hair.”

There. | hand the receptionist my clipboard. “Wealhe sniffs. “Bravo.” She
briskly disappears only to reappear trailing thetdn Worry weights his hanging head.

“Madame, | don’t understand,” she says, oozing eamc “What can we do for
you today?”

Suddenly, my body cries out in pain and panic. ngfra Suddenly, my cause
doesn’t seem so hot a priority. | mean, which gdlf-style figurehead for millions of
silent uteri, am picked-off prematurely by a fdtadtion of pelvic inflammatory disease?
What if my plans for a family are assassinated lreFeance by an emergency
hysterectomy performed right here, right now? D@ad. My courage spontaneously
aborts and | blurt in one breath: “It was righteaimy last little business affair when |
suffered an abdomen itch followed by bad stomatficdity. I'm scared it might be
sexually transmitted heart trouble | got from myfoiend.”

“Why didn’t you just say so!” The doctor rejoiceslieved. “We’ll conduct an

examtout de suiteand have you fixed up in no time. Right this wishgdame.Merci.”
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And you know, he did. It was only a minor bellyr, after all, caused by my

too tight, push-up throat supporter.
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GOOD COCO

“It's not a JOKE,” snaps Jacqueline in the poutguwded tone only she, at 17,
can perfect. It's cocktail hour in tlsalonof our Paris apartment, and my niece is
sloshing greenish fluorescent fizz from her Misdi€t soda onto the sofa’s fresh, white
slipcover. Her mother, Camille, scarfs pretzelschaver fist, and stares at the news on
TV.

“Jack-leen, dear. Please.” Mom uses the Frenmhupiciation of her
granddaughter’s name because, after all, thisris,Rand a Jack-leen irritating everyone
with her moods and ill manners is more lovable thatain, bad Jacqueline without the
French flourish. “Please try not to overfill yagiass. The spills are impossible to get
out.”

“GET IT?” Jacqueline spits out her response to mmyment of a moment ago
about the American University in Paris, where shenrolled for her first year of college.
Like Audrey Hepburn’sSabring the family hope is “Jack-leen” will be transfordniey
the City of Light into a creature that, at minimuknpws not to flood her glass in way
that makes her grandmother almost sorry she leameéher crumb-dropping mother stay
in the apartment until a student-living situatisrsecured.

I, Auntie Coco, getit. All | said by way of friefy, pre-dinner chit-chat was, gee,
the academic schedule of the American Universigsdd sound too grueling, what with
Jacqueline’s one or two classes per day, Wednes$adse/and Fridays off. And, now, my

niece is so incensed she speaks in the capitaidaif teenage outrage and her mother
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lobs me a look that saysorry, dear Sister, I'll defend to any death my glater. She
snarls a bit for emphasiBetter notsay not another word.

Be the dogl prompt myself.Be the dog To avoid a family scene, sit and do not
speak. Would the dog blurt out now, “Excuse m@dess Jack-leen! Unspeakable
thousands of dollars in school loans sure to put parents in a coma and you, with this
attitude?” No. Would the dog declare the entegpdompletely asinine — Camille
finding her daughter grown-up enough to live alonParis when already, in six swift
days, Jacqueline has rejected the school dorm (Jtoss”), pooh-poohed the other
students (“rich spoiled bratty children”), had nathto do with the French family that
offered a lovely room in their Seine-view apartmiéishe would tutor their children in
English (“What? No way!”), and pronounced her astdry teacher “stupid.” Better to
drool and scratch and lick one’s intimate bitsampany than voice this Auntie’s thought
that it's all preposterous. Her parents’ grandhplachampioned by Jacqueline herself —
that a girl still damp from high school will “finderself’ in the City of Light might sound
super if my niece were a cheery girl of bold, bradgenture. From what | can see, the
temperamental teen given to fits when the caféewddils, in his European way, to
deliver her soda sans ice, and who broods wheKahgashians do not appear on
Parisian TV, is finding the city...well, to be kinghot to her liking. So far.

“THE PEOPLE IN PARIS ARE SO OBNOXIOUS,” she say3HE BOY IN
MY FRENCH CLASS? HE KISSES THE TEACHER’S ASS. | B KIDS WHO
KISS THE TEACHER’S ASS.” My sister, who understanthcqueline’s, untharm

during cocktail hour is a coping cover-up for raybeenage terror, stares at the news.
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Mobs of Islamic jihadists burn the French and Armemiflags. Afraid to be away from
home, afraid to be without her mother, afraid tckeneer way among other first-year
college students in a new and very foreign citggdaline by all accounts is melting
down.

Happy, hopeful suggestions fill my mind.

Happy, hopeful suggestions are not a good idea.

“You know, Jack-leen, when your mom and Auntie Caemt off to college, it
was hard for them, too. At first.” Mom with forcetieer risks igniting a fireball of what,
| don’t want to know. Tears? Tantrums? Teenagstmade chilling to behold?
Camille and Jacqueline both turn on her dark exgovaghat smolderyho cares?And
the combustible mood in the room makes it cleay didter, mama grizzly, in defense of
her cub will make quickléjeunerof me if | so much as squeak.

Be the dogl tell myself. Be the dog The most mute of mutts wouldn’t —
couldn’t — blab now that it doesnitatterwhose plan it is to see a year in Paris make
Jacqueline a true Jack-leen — a soignée youngstagate schooled in both paintings of
the Louvre and French fashion, culture and foole @irl guzzling whatever Miss O she
doesn’t spill doesn’t seem to be, as Auntie wowdrbstaken to observe aloud, much
enjoying the opportunity.

“Oh, yes, it was. Hard.” | fake-smile and Camakeys nothing. She turns back to
TV, and Jacqueline resumes her poking at her phbfeel the weight of the Eiffel
Tower and Arc de Triompheombinedift off me. Crisis averted. Like the dog so goo

it get rewarded with something it really, reallyms, | practically pant with glee. | have
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discovered the secret to surviving my time in Parithe company of my sister and niece.
Let Camille age decades trying to find an afforddhing situation Jacqueline likes,
whether rooftochambre de bonneoom with a family or cheap apartment share. Let
Jack-leen-to-be pooh-pooh Paris all she likes. Thaintil her fear subsides, her
confidence blossoms, and she finds her inner Sabrimepleasantinner Sabrina. This
would be a Sabrina who does not unnerve her Awitlebarks and snarls said Auntie
has no clue how to handle, having never been maatéen. Until then? I'll be the dog.
I'll sit in happy silence beside my sister and ei@t the sidewalk cafés of Montmartre;

I'll run with them in the Bois de Boulogne. I'lbflow along as they check-out
apartments and ride the metro to and fro. Yelsh&la companion content no matter
what. Rules to remember. Keep my yap closedsuBe to nap! Especially during those
sudden mother-daughter squalls that blow in at lase a day. Acquiring a new,
student life in Paris seems fraught with stresgHese two. To make our time together
fun and productive, | best wag my imaginary taihappy hope the teen tempers, teen
tantrums — teen drama — I've seen so far will stApleast then | won’t add to the trauma
any Auntie observations no actual pup would be dendugh to utter.

“Hey Auntie Coco.” Jacqueline speaks in a smaftarder font. Already she is
responding to the newly cuddly canine me. Nownlthe doggy-wanting-to-please who
doesnot point out the “so, like, lame” painting by “Seasshe saw in the Musée
d’'Orsay was actually a Cézanne; I'm the cute muté mho mouths not a word of
concern to Camille that unspeakable thousands tbagear of meltdowns might

warrant thinking about. “Want to go for a run hetBois tomorrow?”
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Rrrrrf!

I’'m the dog! Call me Coco, Fifi, Louis or Beaw. won’'t matter, just call me.
For there is nothing more wonderful, | am discovgsithan being a pup in Paris. Like
now. Here | am in a trot behind she who dropszetston the floor — my luck — and she
whose bark is often more fierce than mine. Weirthe Bois de Boulogne, the largest
park of Paris. Here, 2,090 acres of dog-run ahesvoff-leash to frolic in large grassy
fields, along wooded winding paths or together waiy people as they run or bike or
hike. While | am welcome nearly everywhere in Barfrom the boulangerie to the
brasserie to chic boutiques and bars — many citysgaost signsPas de chien, méme
tenus en laisseNo dogs allowed, it means. Even on a leash.slipposed to be a
serious 475-euro fine if | do my business in, $ag, Tuileries outside the Louvre, or on
the Champs de Mars greens beneath the Eiffel To®et.the bike-mounted police who
write tickets seem to be in on what’s not so sectetwws? Ha! Rules may or may not
be, the Parisian dog owner believes, but they dpedain tomoi. Most police agree
and are not fond of enforcing fines. So it's a’datpy of utter delight as | run free in the
Bois, and the three of us make our way aroundatgel of two beautiful lakes. The sun
is smiling, the swans are swimming, the geese an&ihg, and Arf! | bark to myself.
ArfArfArfl We round a bend, jog past a passel afmcking families, and, what do you
know, here’s the gang! All here.

Count them...1, 2...23. Today a group of “studentsoéed in Education

Canine, a Paris doggie daycare and obedience stttaddlrns evenhiens méchants
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into exceptionally polite members of French sogiatg off-leash and sitting at the feet
of their trainer; he’s a guy as shaggy as the st@gpp front who wears a handsome
expression of rapt attention. | wonder if she whated me running will say of the
sheepdog, See how obnoxious? See how he’s kidgrtgacher’s.... Just then the dog,
surely on the honor roll, kisses the traindngewith a loving lick and | am left
incredulous. How can it be? Twenty-three dogdedth lined-up like soldiers who
obey the slightest command. If | were real, wd@ld watch in awe as the trainer pips
his little whistle,pip-pip, and the Labrador retriever, dismissed, leap imoake with

joy. Pip-pip, he pips again and both poodle and pug in rothenawn in utter puppy
joie. 1 would! Dogs here in the Bois get to swimgfetchase and play for hours during
the day — all while learning the model behaviot thakes them welcome in Paris
restaurants and shops.

Bulldog, dachshund, malamute, mutt waofto you and the bloodhound, too! |
silently greet the gang as we pass, running,rstihing. She who often gets a leg cramp
while jogging suddenly stops. “Blahblahblahblash®e says to the other, she whose face
turns red beneath her sweat and yelps, “TALKTALKTL” She makes a mouth like
she might cry. | wait at a respectful distancevalt and watch the swans. How pleasant
it is to feel the sun on my nose, hear the geesegk-honkand know there’s much
more lake path to run. | love being the dog!! '$say right now | weren’t. Camille
clearly is having mom-words with her daughter aachjilieline is snuffling back tears.
This means, I'd have to be Auntie-concerned andti@umorried. I'd require powers of

Auntie-empathy — huge powers — to turn our run hadkin. All thatthere-there
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required of me. All thoseow-nowsneeded. Having to twist my tongue in search ef th
words that will help broker peace or mediate hegglin All in all, it's a task that’s pretty
Auntie-thankless. But being the dog? I'm lovitigWhatever the trouble bubbling
between she now muttering “&%$#*!!” and she whols#tmher head in something like
“sorry,” | need not get involved. Instead, | aredrto enjoy a nice pee — ttodlettesare
just ahead — or gawk at the obedience-school ddgsare now, in yet another happy
puppy pursuit, invited to join the trainer for cedfin the outdoor café beside the lake.

Why not wander off to join them? Ah, here we argettle-in at a bitty bistro
table while nearby the obedient 23 stand, sit,8pscratch, sniff and yawn in perfect
canine contentment. A trough of water offers thdgink. The dogs have arrayed
themselves on the ground around the trainer, wkeased at the table adjacent to mine.
He sipscafé au laitand sings. Softly, softly, and mostly to himshH#, trills a French
chansorthat lulls some of the pups to sleep. At theaiefthe Australian shepherd lets
his eyelids fall — the last to give in to a naps & signal to me that, if during obedience
class he can indulge himself with a morning snobzan, too. | close my eyes and revel
in the breeze cooling my brown, the birdsong tioglmy ears, the scent of rich French
espresso...

“Blahblahblah?” She who looks suspiciously freaddenly stands above me
with a what-are-you-doing tone and a face washeancbf tears. Her mother waits by
the lake and motionspme oh She looks impatient. | guess it’s time to geing. |
pick-up my trot and follow the two again runningaeyh marvel, are newly calm and

surprisingly smiley.
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| missed the row; | skipped the ick. Up ahead thetyally laugh, the duo that
drives Auntie to distraction with moments — and a®e too confounding to manage.
They playfully challenge a race. First one tollbelangerie for brioche gets two. |
speed up to join, if not pass them. Brioche! Theycome me with a hearty “hi!” She
who seems very glad that, at the first whiff ofgiem, tantrum or tears, | scampered off
for coffee with the dogs to let the squall with neom resolve itself, says as much.

“Go Auntie Coco!” she says in a sweet-teen tone svgeet | know it can only

mean: good girl

I’'m the dog! It's moving day and I'm riding a creglcranky old lift up six flights
of spiral stairs to the rooftop apartment @?arisiennewith a studio to rent. She who
has five humongous suitcases stuffed with sweatbrgs, shirts, shampoo, a shaver and
similar feminine etcetera for a year away at schioigls with me and whines
“waaaaaaaah.” Meanwhile, she who lifted, carried ldattled the four humungous bags
— too big to fit in the one-person lift — blurtst@word I'm sure is bad. I'm sure because
she who, with reluctance, has agreed to live is tntal blurts the same word the
moment we enter the studio and see at once thgeséipworn-out and ratty, left beside
the bed. Looking more closely, we also see irkitalen’s tiny fridge a black, half-eaten
banana.

“Yuk!” is how the blurt sounds.

It is so, so good to be the dog. To be Auntie mawld be bad. I'd be pressed by

familial affection to make it all better. A hair the sink, two in the tub — there's even a
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tissue used and left on the built-in desk. Thig &gudio haunted by the former tenant’s
droppings; it will take some scrubbing and lotdase before it feels like home.

“Oh. My. GOD,” whines she who has waaaaaay tonynskin cleansers, hair
rinses, tooth whiteners, pimple preventers, cuhagrcers, self-tanners, lotions, potions,
scrubs, soaks, foams and perfumes ever to findedpabe miniscule bathroom cabinet.

“Theretheretherethere,” clucks she who, like a raptten, pecks at this and
pokes at that in an effort to put the contentsve humongous bags into place (for now)
and soothe the huge upset in the room when leashiddéwill fit.

These two could use an aunt, of course. A coaagling presence. A level
head that can offer that, perhaps, the pimple ptevean live just as well in the kitchen
cupboard. What's more, the black banana, thedjassed, and the pile of porn we next
find beside the bed...well, all of it can go to trastd the place promptly disinfected.
Surely they have haz-mat teams in France! Butuaml&e that? Who is an aunt like
that? Auntie Coco...no. I, too, am appalled byttliehairs and towels the color of crud.
| have no wise words to encourage my niece andastippy sister in this moment that
might, absent such intervention, devolve into desas

Things will get better, you'll see.

We’ll make it okay, just wait.

It's better being the dog. As the dog my only igho offer big, sad eyes when,
under the bed, a pair of panties tipped with dusliscovered.

“YUK!!I” There it is again, the bad-word blurt.
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| make my big, sad eyes bigger, sadder. She wtks pip the panties with the
crud-colored towel and tosses them into the trasih thve tissue, the tub-hairs and the
porn, takes the hand of she who is stricken witho& Sabrina surely never expressed,
and walks her to the bedroom. | pad along behiadping quiet.

“Murmurmurmurmurmur,” she says, her tone gentlae 8ings open the window
and oh! The sight unfurls before us — a splendlooaftops, the Valhalla of views, and
the sky beyond a rosy-hued stunner of pure Parizanty.

“Ooooh!” ahhs the girl for whom this room six flighhigh in the City of Light
will be made better, she’ll see. She gasps and gigatebounces a bit in teenage glee. |
the dog declare: | swear, the payoff is hudmige— when Auntie makes no effort to
impose her insistence that really, bedside lampis irned-out bulbs? A stove that
smokes? A closet cluttered with a forgotten fed smmeone’s funky bolero? All will be
okay, just wait. In becoming Jack-leen, Jacqueliikfind for herself that anything
creepy, rank or displeasing she might encountBermew home need only be tossed,
cleaned or forgotten. And even Sabrina, esteghad feelings of fear, an ache for home,
and an impossibly magical year ahead that woulchtéar everything she needed to
come into her own.

“Ohmygod, it’s, like,so beautiful I love Paris!” Jacqueline — for now — glows
with excitement. Her happiness — of this momelights the dingy room and my sister’s
eyes both.

“Arf!” | arf to myself. 1 like this trick. | anmsoready for my treat.
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ONLY IN PARIS IS PARTING SUCH SWEET SORROW

The situation is completely hopeless. | can’t go bhave been in Paris a month.
On a diet. It's my effort to maintain an L.A. badyhat’s what you have when you
subsist for years on skimpy fat-free fare in a4fefafat town that's totally free of fat
people. Or so it seems when you live there.

But here in Paris? Fat is happening! | meangbugta French diet staple. Full-
fat Camembert is a course unto itself. And cred@m@am is so revered it anoints
everything from your breakfast brioche to your leétcocoa. Taksteak-fritesthe
classic sidewalk café special that in numbers sedadly would bury the burger-billions
McDonalds boasts. Enriched by a blob of meltingdsucomplemented by a rich
Bordeaux and finished off with a handsome hunk ¢ B why, here you have all the
nutrition to help build beautiful bodies in one wayly: out.

So this L.A. body has been trying to keep contibu know, nix the frites, and
when things get bad, binge on a carrot curl. Thathy the future looks so bleak. Life
in Paris is not worth living. At least not in anAL body. | know this woe because why?
Because | am doomed by that other French dalliamtefat, this one graced with the
gift of added sugar: the pastries.

Yes, the pastries. You see, in a go-fat! town Riegis, pastries are to Parisians
what a juice cleanse is to L.A. bodies beautifeNerything. Pastries line the windows of
every bakery that’s on every corner of every griandlevard. Pastries fruity are

expected at lunch; pastries gooey, at tea. Heafpiaccream and choked with chocolate,
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sauced in sugar and bred with butter, pastriesamchpastries sinful sidle over on a cart
at intimate bistro dinners; they snuggle up to ysemses in a seduction of creme
Anglaiseor flirtatious swirls of meringue. And all the Wénthey purr'm yours. Take
me

Of course I will. And why not? Pastries are Panwide. Their presentation is
considered high art, and for taste alone theyaweoin the food chain of what Parisians
will sacrifice on a diet. Creating a perfect cakeart is a coveted crown of culinary
achievement in a hostess; a single éclair can makesak a professional baker’s
reputation. And so when the impossibly bird-bortad; n-toned, chi®arisienne(and
you know she’s everywhere) dives in any hour dagight without a cellulite-dread in
the world, woe is the American woman deprived &f@nch cream puff — she might
serial kill for one.

Like me.

In fact, | am so woe-wracked in this body-by-spsowrhile everyonelsein Paris
enjoys a hazelnut buttercream high, that | seetideof my rope. It’'s right here, right
now. | want out.

Okay, this requires careful preparation. We wanbatched jobs. Better quick,
clean, painless. But first, | must well prepardlweensure my plan works.

Here, the problem gets sticky. And creamy and geoeh, deadly delirium in
nuts! For in Paris, choosing the perfect pastryfur purpose has all the import of

properly checking your weapon for a duel.
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Should it be theéarte aux pommests pert apple slivers sweet, or tieringue au
chocolat its cloud of egg whites divine? Should it bgdteau framboisecake layered
with wild berries from the woods, or flakyille feuillg its thousand pastry leaves given
shape by buttercream?

Yes, that will be fine, I'll take one of each,”dlkthe counter clerk of the first
patisserie | choose to help me do the deed.

“For a party, Madame?”

“Oui, Madame, s’il vous plait | hope she can’t see through my lie to the fagt
party will be for one.

She boxes the batch and flourishes the packageaaflylgoods with a pink and
perky bow.

“Merci,” | say, sure she suspects nothing of my plane sings me a look like
she might recognize the wild cherry glaze in mysey¢he mark of death on the sugar
obsessed. But | am out the door before she caif, gchaps, | would like to talk.

| am full of purpose, a woman hurtling toward hestiny. | march my pink bow
ten feet down the street and lo! What shall ifrben this patisserie? Théclair au
carame] a dream divine made real at first bite? Or, jbbgshe gateau amandinets
splendid almond flecks the cake’s caress of crunth@n there is that glory named for
the patron saint of pastry-makers, the historicatigortant custard number known as
Gateau St. Honoré

“Sure,” | say to the clerk when she asks. Pink-laog batch of those, too,

merci
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Now I've got the goods, er, the goodies. Slowblijlakrately, | calculate all
possible consequence of my act and choose the tivitkin the hour. The place: mine.
Alone, | must be alone, for | want not to be talled of this. | arrive home with my
boxes of pretty toxins and decide that, to do tiegroperly, it's only kind to leave a
note. “Goodbye cruel world of Diet Coke,” | post the fridge. “Thin thighs in 30 days,
phooey!”

Time’s flying fast now; | must hurry before | loserve. Furiously, | fumble with
the fuss of pink bows. Box lids lifting, sugar-atevatfting...hurry, hurry and now, there
is no turning back. Cardboard edges unfold, pdpéies unfurl, the whipped cream
waits in high piles of — wait! This is wrong, alfong. What about afterward? | stop
unfolding, momentarily, to flash on a future sceMill anyone know what to do? After
all, | remember my mother’s horror at the ideamdiag up unattractively splat in the
path of a killer bus — and wearing the wrong unasmv With compassion for my family,
| change into my best — and tiniest — French laoegs to enjoy them one last time. |

leave helpful instructions on what to do with troeli:

Leave it be upon the sofa

Puff some pillows to prop it before the TV

Let it repose there in peacdinally free of its daily duty of exercise.

Put a bouquet of posies in its hands in the forthefremote control — a nice
touch
That settled, | glance at the clock. Oh, God:54m. | have only minutes

before they're home.
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Mouth don’t fail me now, | pray, bucking up the cage | need to load the
pastries onto a plate, release the safety latche@dishwasher where my weapon awaits
and make sure the implement is clean.

Then, in a sudden rush of oblivion, my final actl amre one. No thought for the
morrow, no ache of regret. One pastry, two pasttleee pastries, 10. Down they go,
buttercream soothing and almond paste oozing franayers of puff pastry sweet. Gulp
goes &Gateau St. Honor&own the hatch, an éclair of custard cool. Witivgered
sugar flying and meringue crumbs dropping, I'm deatl to the world of disciplined
donkey kicks, sit-ups and lunges. I'm delivereahira life of diets.

The exit is swift. The deed, complete. Gone, aligy both pastries and I.

The boxes lie pillaged. Here, collapsed upon tia pillows, my blood sugar
soars up, up to the great bakery beyond. | amesbakwell being, and now understand
how a Christmas fruitcake feels. Swoony with swes$ and happy — deliriously happy
— with fat. Yes, this truly must be it: Heaven.

When they find the body — slumped snoozing andldrg@n the white
slipcover— it is with less shock than sadnessttigt shake their heads. “Poor, poor
deprived thing,” they say. “In Paris all this tim&hout so much as one tiny taste of
pastry. No wonder she had to bite the big éclair.”

Three days later my L.A. body was buried — behiredlieginning bulges of the
larger me | eventually would be at the end of marigng Paris sojourn. Travel is said to
be broadening. | now have the broader abroad tmgyove it. And it was worth every

single, sumptuous fat gram.
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WHAT DO YOU SAY AFTER YOU SAY ALLO?

The guillotine. Nowthere’sa noteworthy symbol of torture in France’s colorfu
story. Why, in the realm of Things to Dread iiight up there with another invention of
fright that today is found right here, right nom my desk. Ringing. And for whom
does this bell toll? It tolls for me! Now my weecomplete. Though it's a far, far better
thing |1 do now than | have ever done since cominlgve in Paris — it would be a far, far
better rest just to ignore it — | know my time ligawn nigh. | must go forth bravely and
face it: the French telephone.

The telephone! The reign of terror wrought by thisocuous apparatus of plastic
is upon me with a punishment most cruel and unudRialg-ringthe phone sounds in a
haunting buzz that chills my bloodRing-ring Buzz though it does in that European way
so unlike the American phones | know, with themfigar shrill bringgg happy bass
beeepor cell-phone song of choice, | make no moveitk ft up. | am frozen by mortal
dread of the unwelcome fate that awaits my turcotafront the receiverWWhy oh why?I
cry in wretched regretWhy did | never learn to speak French better?

| will say to my confessor, yes: | daydreamed tigloseven years of French
lessons in school; | snoozed through months ofiBadfreshers, the fool. And now,
after living nearly a year in this city on the Seemndstill not getting it, my guilt is
pronounced. | am a condemned woman n8mwmg-ring the phone buzzes and my heart
jump-jumps. Ring-ring Alas, it is so, so tragic. It was a dream cdrue to quit

California and come to Paris for a year or twaite like a trueParisienne Yet who
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knew that all too soon | would be up against theddrconsequence of my crimes of
many years past against a language | thought dcspéak, but...no.

Ring-ring...oh woe, there it tolls.ring, ring.

My knees shake, my heart quakes: | am sentencaasteer the phone.

Oh, | suppose this sorry day was my fate even nsoagio when | landed in
France and discovered to my shock that everyoreedpaks French. Fast French.
Flawless French. French so fluent it's oppressi®et |, a traveler who smartly packed
the requisite French-English dictionary, went ahaad spoke to the people of Paris. My
French accent so bad, my French grammar so s&ef;tezf not the charm that French as
a romance language demanded. Yet how could | kngeg, I, who enjoyed life in a
sidewalk café but failed to roll the French “r"time back of my throat when saying to the
waiter,merci How could | know I'd be a blight on French prithat day | bought two
butter croissants at the corner boulangerie, btt 0 many pronunciation faux pas that
Madame, not understanding, gave me only one. \Wkhame, she shook her head and
shrugged. No boulangerie in all of France stocldsells what | seek, she said, so
shooed me off to see the grocer. Perligasarries pairs of butter. She was trying to be
helpful. Ring-ring the phone buzzes, and my heart thump-thurRasg-ring

But really, that memorable occasion at the Mai&ie$s center. Was my folly
such an insurrection that the deed needs to mpdalhn me?

“Merci pour vétre cours stimulémonsieuy” was all | said to a terrifically
toothsome personal trainer. | was thanking hithplught, for his invigorating fat-

blasting class.
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“You like?” he replied and posed. The Adonis waglad just so, the better for
me to admire his chiseled build.

It wasn’t until his smile lit up like the Eiffel Meer and his eyes alone peeled me
of my clothes that | understood my fatal mistakéad mispronouncedourslike corps
and thanked him instead for his thrilling body.

A crime, | confess. But a crime perhaps worthypafight but a fine! Aye, |
implore any tribunal that finds it just to dispattins fool to the frightful fate of the
phone, please! Or, | should saiil vous plait

Is it not punishment enough to know the unspeakatptey of those gone to their
doom before me? Just yesterday, in fact, it wa®wy dear sister who met her horror
whenring-ring, ring-ring went the cursed thing during our dinner hour.

“All6?” she said. When her turn came to confront theiver, it was with
courage she picked it up. Brave and bold, shendidetray the American tourist’s
insecurity that she had studied, practiced anceptafl her French a full 15 years and still
it wasn’t enough. She accepted with grace an lesdg fixed in my mind forever as a
death too, too gruesome to describe — thoughryll t

“Oui?” she said next, weakly. Her voice trembled wlith awful knowing that,
despite her French accent superb and her Frenoimtaaspectacular, her ability to
speak was perceived as inadequate. No, she woyldhecould not be understood over
the narrow wire clearly, quickly, crisplyrenchperson-like She was, quite simply, an

American in Paris. And, like many Americans dadrig the breakneck pace at which
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Parisians speak, not to mention their insidersigland jokes everyone gets only if
they’re French, she was simply much too out af ibé out with it.

“V-v-voulez-vou8 No,p-p-pouvez-vols She squeaked and struggled for the
right words to offer the receiver whose facelesscexoner at the end of the line had said
| knew not what. What horror followed were thafpitfew stutters | couldn’t bear to
overhear before her conversation — whomp! — wasrseiforever. Just like that, the
blade of shame came down and cut her off in thegof her conjugations. The French
caller, impatient, had hung up. Wrong number.

Ring-ring, the phone summons and feeds my despair for td@unow up is
mine. Ring-ring Delirious with apprehension, | consider the fme@asured steps | must
take to my desk. | recoil at the sight of the gddfof books upon which the wretched
thing sits, poised to dispatch me forthwith to nopoh. Ring-ringit buzzes and buzzes
and buzzes. How it drives me mad in relentlessytiof my agony!Ring-ring |
blindly take the first step. Yea, though | walkatgh the valley of the shadow of dread,
| beg it be swift — that slice of time between nrgtfAll6 and my finalAu revoir. Sneer
at my fear if you will, any of you who don’t sharey shame. My oafish American
tongue that twists on flowery French words. My g American accent that starts in
the nose and stays there. My knowledge of Frenalmmon expressions that is so foggy
it drifts in and out on the wind. Of course, iryea-day life these flubs and flaws mean
nothing. The kind people of Paris will translagetry, this traveler’s tortured efforts to

talk. After all, | am fluent in the goofy grins @helpless looks, the silly expressions and
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grandiose gestures that are the get-by languagptectworldwide. In the best of times,
in the worst of times, my peppy pantomime will gaite conversation in France.

But the telephone shows no such mercy.

In its chilling discharge of duty it decapitates thid of friendly smiles and
laughing eyes; it severs the help of the gist gfigtures give. Alone, all alone on the
line, my broken, spoken French must offer itselfapudgment before a caller | tremble
in dread will decreegh-la-la, your French is a meskpronounce it pathetic — in the first
degree.

Ring-ring; ring-ring; ring-ring: The nightmarish knell of the phone doth toll.
I’'m coming! I’'m coming! to face my fate, but evesynce of my being rebels. Rage,
rage against that dark night of the soul when afeerswer, All6?” and say what | will,
whatever | must, | will be shaken to my soul by therderous words I'd sooner dig my
own grave than hear.

“CommentMadame?” the caller will say. “What's that agasiil vous plai®”

Oh, what torment it is to describe the death, cdeelth coming next. My
tongue’s writhing, my lips’ squirming, my voice’sast horrible contortions! The
carnage of verb tenses nonsensical and nouns,anmmced! As | attempt to repeat
myself in faster French, more flawless French -n€mecloser to that of the French
themselves — my voice stutters, it staggers. Usttilast, it croaks. Caller have mercy on
my soul! Though my pronouns are pathetic, and oogiat a lament, damn me not by
proper idioms forgotten to that inferno of Amerisghought crass and unattractive. As

my self-respect oozes out into a puddle of regiteheg the caller grant me one last
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grace. Put me out of my misery swiftly! Tarry notet fall the receiver, and for God’s
sake, cut me off!

Ring-ring the phone taunts as | approach, yet cloBeng-ring All struggle
spent, I lift the receiver. Oddly. | am calm. Weee, | intone to myself and aloud,
breathe my lastAll6?” These are the telephones that try a girl’'s.soul

“Hi!” the caller squeals in a happy voice from hagrBan Francisco. It is bounced
to me by satellite, so it comes with an interruptithi-hi!”

Can it be? | am pardoned? At the eleventh housemgence is communed?

“Hi,” I squeal back, stunned. Yes, miraculouslgnh spared. | am sprung to
speak English — sweet freedom.

For this American in Paris, it is the best of timiéss the worst of times. Life is
good, though the Terror of the telephone ever terea But each dawn, as the sun rises
on a day of dazzling promise of new places to gbfan things to do in the City of Light
| love, | vow never to forget: | better hurry-updalearn to speak French better. @rg-
ring, ring-ring, it's off with my head with the crazy idea | caass for a Parisian

when...no.
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MAKE MINE ME

My sister showed up the other day with a new séredsts. Bouncy breasts.
Rounded breasts. Breasts that aim dead aheadhsitiesolve of a heat-seeking missile.

And | don'’t get it.

This is a woman so pathologically modest that skke@her be shot than be seen
in her flannel, lumberjack-plaid lingerie, muchdgso way!) stark naked. And yet here
she is: lifting her top so all assembled — heiblansl, children, sisters, brothers, parents,
in-laws and dog — can witness the implant surgebargliwork. Braless, her breasts are
mottled black and blue and brazenly shout hurt@ad. My sister beams.

“I don’t mind showing everyone,” she says, “becaitly aren’t me.”

Her husband Michael, perhaps feeling accused bygikkece in the room, puffs
for confrontation. “Trust me,” he says, “I had nioig to do with it.”

Acquired on the sly and the shock of us all, Caislhew B-cup babies — $3500
each — are the last thing on the planet she’'d peat®d to desire. A tomboy as a child, a
teenage athlete, a successful stockbroker andaeufe and mom, my sister’s sleek,
lean shape at its best was not the stuff of bodaci@ut it wasn’t uncomely either. And
even through two pregnancies, countless dietsttancelentless feminine frustrations
with fashion, fitness, her “flaws,” never so muchame discouraging word was heard
from her — ever — about her breasts. There wasgrmus envy of the generously
endowed, no audible lament over the little loseahph that comes with the passing

years.
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Then she went to Paris.

And now here they are: Camille’s new, purchasetksof breastly perfection.

So, okay, | say, recalling some startling factaderead imfimemagazine. In
France, $2.®illion was spent last year on lingerie, more than anyrathentry in
Europe. And a full 87 percent of French peopledvel these bits of snips of silk and bits
of lace are an important — yaésiportant— part of life. Is it one trip to the land of g
and the bust, | ask, and you’re sold on the whoésé&h God-is-in-the-thong thing?

“Not at all,” insists my sister, saying, don’t idiculous, bras and panties and
whatnot are not eeligion in France. “The lingerie is ntitat holy, if not. It's just really
pretty and besides, it's not about the breasts.”

It's not? Well, it certainly is some bosomly vagawn my sister now projects.
And you’d think it would be eager to (forgive ma)db out around town dolled in tighter
T-shirts, plungier necklines, tiny cropped tops aildnis of itsy-bitsy demi-cup tops.
Especially since Camille is so tickled by the topidier no-sweat outpatient procedure
that its grotesque and gory details — the less Hadoetter — are the conversation starter
she won't hesitate to use. With anyone. “It's jgi® interesting,” she says, “because
come on, it's not like they’re me!”

But no. Dressed as usual in baggy blouses andudéage sweaters and work
shirts that swing unisex, Camille’s new breastdatot be less interested in flaunting
their fresh and oh-so-fetching femininity. Appatgntheir power is more subtle; their
wiles less expected. In fact, my sister’s fulfemer new friends are about to change her

life. They will take her places she hasn't beegaars, introduce her to adventures she
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never dared try. Once the incisions heal, thegsrebs lessens, and they feel more at
home on her chest, Camille’s new breasts will tueninto the kind of traveler | barely
dare to be. A woman free. Emboldened. Gutdi®ustier.

For instance, my sister’'s magical new mammariekimgpire her to climb
Alaska’s Mt. McKinley, at more than 20,000 feethel will see her off to Spain for a
romantic sixteenth anniversary, plan a summer snjauSweden, and save for an
African photo safari. Here a trip, there a trekergwhere an airport security
check...why, my sister’s intrepid breasts will se& &he henceforth renounces routine
and makes her life fun.

What next? | ask, eventually. Will your newly beakng bust beg you to take-up
skydiving? Urge you to join an expedition up EwtPe Will it insist you leave Michael
and the children to run off with a bronzed, blonohk of barely 21? “No, nothing like
that.” Camille laughs. “They just make me feel d@bout, you know, me.

“Even though no one will notice and no one can"tally sister says of the
bosomly facsimiles that, from a respectful distamae that perky only-her-surgeon-
knows-for-sure appearance, “I did it for me. Telfemore like...me.”

“But | thought they weren’t you,” | say.

“Right. They aren’t me, but now that they’re ardutis like I'm finally more
like, well, Camille.

| muse about this a moment and find | can’t argith wow hanging out with her
new pair of perky pals has made my sister not wmgt to see the world, but also

become the best possible 36-B she can be. Yegtedida got a new haircut, choppy and

187



hip; tomorrow it’s off with the children to a classbeginning guitar. This is a hint the
fringe-dressed hippie chick of Camilldisat’'s me!childhood fantasy may finally find
expression. At 43? Yes, my sister's dreams, olet@yed, her desires, never tried, are
riding a wave of confidence unleashed by the swkds swell her sweaters.

And | am jealous. Of her power, her pride, hef-geksession. Not to mention
envious of all the trips and treks and newly pusgthParisian pleasures, the lingerie
that's oh-so-lusciously French. Am | jealous of heeasts?

Not a chance. My bra is remaining a 34-A, thani.yVhen | see Camille
considering her compelling cleavage with the batethchment of a grocery clerk
arranging his display of firm and flawless nectasnl hug my own imperfect God-
givens closer to my heart, live vicariously through sister’'s adventures, and say to

anyone who cares to ask (although unlike Camid@linot flash), make mine me.
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DAY OF THE LIVING DEAD

Trash TV talks to me. I'm seized with somethingksivhen, out of my right
mind, | flip through channels and visit wilthe Real Housewives of Beverly Hilis
make sure | arKeeping Up with the Kardashians

Tacky tabloids transfix me. At the supermarketcgioait, | peruse the gossip,
with slack jaw and awed: Will Brad and Angelinapgd? Will Demi relapse and return
to rehab? Will Beyoncé publicly flaunt her aftexbly body? The trashy, the tacky — |
love it. Afterwards, naturally, it follows: theash from the rush of endorphins released
when | ogle the lives of popular media icons. hmafaly, my high over Kim
Kardashian’s $10 million wedding/divorce/new balates, and | am left feeling hollow,
unsatisfied. Thevow| feel over Jennifer Aniston’s hot-body diet, onicknocks me flat
with fascination and then subsides, tsunami-sstfands me on the sands of utter
unfulfillment. Like too much booze or junky fooahy addiction to tabloid lives and
trash-TV times is bad for me. Oh, indulgence migbitleave me ripe for rehab, but still.
Whatever creative impulse might move me, whatewesird to learn or self-improve, is
compromised. | feel dull, dead, and dopey aftéose of people on the coverdople
| feel filled with a whole lot of nothing and, iheé way of that which is truly unhealthy,
craving more.

So, I'm standing at the wrought-iron gate of Péastaise, still hungry, and
thinking about Jenn’s exercise regimen. Honestlywant a hot-bod like hers, |

certainly didn’t need the secotatte aux fraises just scarfed at Café le Zazir in
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Montmartre. These probably aren’t the thoughta pfoper Pére-Lachaise visitor, but
come on! The celebrated cemetery of Paris is haydat filler for theNational

Enquirer, so...so what? Gotta find my fix nonetheless. Hareundred lush acres
sprawling around the ZDarrondissement is Paris’s city of dead peoplem&of its
residents have “lived” here since 1804 — the ykarcemetery opened. Feeling
positively porky from desserts, in the plural, Iguessing Pere-Lachaise will make the
perfect place for a promenade this Paris afterndtushed and serene, its hilly, wooded,
winding paths ought to de-thunder my thighs in akwat of whichThe Biggest Loser
would approve. Plus, | understand there is adleee. There are tombs styled like faux
Egyptian pyramids and memorials that parade asiGoliapels. There are artful,
modernist slabs of the Le Corbusier school thatlarét-miss architectural curiosities.
Then there are the corpses of the notorious. PHellovers Abélard and Hélise are
here, as is rock-and-roll’'s Jim Morrison. One pakk a picnic, as some Parisians do,
and pass several lazy hours lounging and browsengdith the shade of lacey, ancient
horse-chestnut trees. At Pére-Lachaise, owlsinestimbling family tombs, feral cats
dash about at dusk, and each grave marker evdiescame and gone but to see these
moldy monuments tell it, definitely not forgotteithis cemetery is the most popular, the
most visited in Europe. That means, well, Brad Andie could be herdla Famille
Pitt-Jolie owns a chéateau in the south of Frarteetabloids tell me, and even the kids —
all six — are fond of Paris jaunts. | need noHartconvincing. Yes, yes — absolutely.
Here | will pass the afternoon. Any Real Housewiteth her spray tan would, would

she not?
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In the late 1780s, the walls of Paris’s Cemeterthefinnocents collapsed and
seven hundred years’ worth of bones and rottingses spewed forth. Not good. Pere-
Lachaise was conceived, then, as a hygienic impnewe upon the practice, common
well into the 1700s, of throwing all but churchmenbles and the very rich into common
graves. With such a dark past the place mighebie ebut no. Pére-Lachaise is
hauntingly beautiful. Some 300,000 graves aranddd by picturesque parklands that, in
the midst of hurly-burly Paris, serve as “a hawamged for by aching souls,” in the
words of 19' c. French writer Joris-Karl Huysmans. Flowerstsy thousands grow in
lovely tableaux of color here, and a resplendericeees seems animated by mischievous
spirits. All around me they sweep and sway inkdreeeze; among the dead how vital,
how alive they appear. | purchaselkanfrom the monsieur selling maps and figure Kim,
Khloe and Kourtney Kardashian would find tl§®, like bor-ing kompared to shopping
— oops, | meamompared- but | don't kare (just kidding). As long as l'mere, | want to
see where my namesake, the French writer Colstteyried. The resting places of Oscar
Wilde, Isadora Duncan, Marcel Proust and Edith Rigfht also be worth a look-see, as
would the graves of painters Modigliani and Dela&crdl he burial ground of Gertrude
Stein and her lover Alice B. Toklas might well rauoff my promenade. Yes, Pére-
Lachaise is a veritable Who’s Who of illustriousefs writers, musicians, statesmen,
military heroes and other men and women of thedvolly trash-TV idols and their
dramas, diets and dirty laundry could move overoaent and let these other celebs

captivate my attention. At least while I'm in Pari
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Map in hand, | launch my walk and lo! Before longappen upon the memorial
to Baron Haussman, the18. architect who designed and created the Patisdafy —
the City of Light I love with its broad boulevardad grand sidewalk cafés. What a
magnificent vision he had, rearranging the mishnedgtreets that was a murky
medieval Paris scarred by the French Revolutioth Waussmann’s art it became a
splendor of symmetry and beauty. Not far is trevgrof classical genius Frédéric
Chopin,the Chopin, Polish-born virtuoso of the piano sonaéso not far...wellvoila.
The queen-size bed that belongs to Colette — st tkat’s the approximate shape into
which her granite memorial is fashioned. Howtigti Not only did the novelist often
write au lit, but her themes in such classicagriandThe Pure and the Impufeature
the politics of love, the messiness of passionfdteeof women compelled to reconcile
sex and independence. In life Colette’s bed sasvdbaction (she had three husbands
and scores of lovers of both sexes); in deathoitdcsolid enough for a good long
recuperation. Well, she certainly earned her resting written maybe 50 novels and so
many short stories | long ago lost count.

| wander and ponder. Grave after grave tellsdleedf a life, however brief. One
plain, black marble tomb has inscribed, “Franz phd¢ramer Born December 10, 1873
Died February 15, 1875.” He was not even two. Bticgher, memorialized just beneath,
lived only six days: “Franz Joseph Kramer Born Astgl3, 1876 Died August 19,
1876.” Here and there, entire families repose im gathedrals, small Chartres or Note
Dames made absolutely authentic with stained gl@sdows and elaborate altars. | peek

through the wrought-iron gate of one and see be&&gees-looking objets d’art, several
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gilt-framed photos; they are “beloved mother” agtérished husband.” Outside,
gargoyles with gruesome grins guard the small cltthe | wonder at this family’s life,
its trials, and its triumphs. Did the beloved nestlperhaps like Beyoncé, feel big
pressure to get her before-baby body back befereetth carpetNo. | suspect she had
other interests, as did the two tall figures, onstshrouds, who lie hand in hand on a
monument nearby that says they met their end ol Apr1875 — in a fall of 8,600
meters. Their family names, Croce-Spinelli ande§igre not famous, but at Pére-
Lachaise, it's not essential to have had one’s ftiutes to be buried in the same ground
as stars like Proust and Balzac and Hugo, thatidights whose monuments in death
remind me of how much life, in characters vivid atorylines, too, their books embody.
These fictional people thrive age upon age and &xaguy.

The 147 nameless members of the 1871 Paris Comwium&vere shot by their
own countrymen and buried where they fell, lie deshe Federalists’ Wall in the
cemetery’s northeast corner. | note how the bublides in the rough stone wall recall the
horror, and how the bodies now covered by begamiaivay are testament to French
history. Now there’sa topic even messier than Colette could call ssins. | tramp
up small hills and tromp down slight valleys. rdiin Pére-Lachaise a collection of dead
who come colorfully to life via even the simplestmmorial. In the giant Columbarium
(from the Latincolumba meaning pigeon), the ashes of thousands arecpiacast
walls of “pigeon holes.” Here is Isadora Dunca@74-1927), she who died by broken
neck when her scarf caught on the back axle otdneertible in which she was riding.

In a plot outside, the warbling “little sparrow” Bd Piaf (1915-1963) is buried within a
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black, flower-shrouded tomb marked with her marnadhe, Madame Lambouskas.
Both hint to me of women once upon a time whosentalwere huge and
accomplishments rocked. Would either today békih sensation, her every move
stalked by paparazzi?

| mean, here’s Isadora, saying no, thank you tesatal ballet — all that fancy
footwork — in order to invent a completely new formodern dance. She wanted, she
said in her day, to find “divine expression of theman spirit through the medium of the
body’s movement.” Isadora managed all this desp#doss of her two elder children
and their nanny in an unspeakable tragedy: Alahed in the Seine the day their car
plunged in. Here’s Edith, abandoned by her pareaised by prostitutes and, from ages
three to seven, blinded by keratitis. She calledmiracle when St. Thérése of Lisieux,
she believed, ultimately restored her sight. Tihges was so beloved by her public that
11 cars were needed to carry the flowers for heerfal, an event crowded with 40,000
fans. | wonder if a Real Housewife, known for héver...well, let me think...for her
knife-oomphed beauty? | wonder if she would bé@aored.

To wander around Pere-Lachaise is to ponder livasd-deaths — typically
eventful. The cemetery was named after Pere Gadase, who was King Louis XIV’s
confessor; it was inaugurated in 1804 by the Empdapoleon I. Whether it's a Gothic
Revival chapel with elaborate gables, finials, andugh turrets and parapets to outfit a
castle, or a headstone of Art Nouveau carvingeliakes the hyper-stylish Paris of
yesteryear, the grave markers here are tangiblemdarances of intriguing lives and

compelling times. There is the magician on whasetx perch six winged skulls. Was it

194



the dark arts he conjured in his career? Theréharenonuments to the fallen of France:
the 12,500 French deported to the concentratiorpaagar Linz; the 10,000 French
exterminated; the WWII survivors liberated in 1943ere, the past lives on so as not to
be forgotten. | promenade. | ponder. And neébdppen upon the f'x. lovers Abélard
and Héloise. They lie behind a fence of high,|stplies. The luckless couple — he
castrated and she forced to become a nun — wefegheelebrity corpses relocated to
Pére-Lachaise when it first opened. The lovershesh interred elsewhere until the
cemetery founders, in an opening-day marketing,pogdged them up to lure others to
their new and novel property. If a potential ctieould say, hey, if Pére-Lachaise is
good enough for famous 12. tragic lovers, it is good enough for me, them cemetery
would have star appeal. The ploy worked. Alsanfibhere are the remains of the
playwright Moliére, author La Fontaine and the lsefbehindlhe Marriage of Figaro.
For centuries, anyone who is anyone, and plenhobbdies as well, have made this
burying ground a place of pride for the dead. @&tdPLachaise, life is affirmed in every
personal story inscribed on marble, in every farmpiytrait framed in gold.

Somehow, théwo strawberry tarts | devoured for dessert now sesss |
worthwhile an obsession compared with what a wolkanHéloise, say, had to worry
about. I'm guessing her hot-body diet didn’t magkithat much in light of her lover’s
loss of his...you know.

Eventually, | gaze upon the grave of Gertrude StE874-1946). Her name is
carved in bold gold print, as is that of her partAkce B. Toklas (1877-1967), who lies

head to head directly behind. How Ms. Stein intime ruled Paris! Her literary salons

195



of the twenties gathered together the greats: Hgwaw, Fitzgerald, Ezra Pound,
Thornton Wilder. Her “lost generation” of expatea defined the era with their art, as
her protégé Hemingway immortalizedAnMoveable FeastAnd now, to see Stein’s
final resting place brings those heady days to mi@deat artists. Great writers. Great
parties in the same Left Bank cafés that stilMiatoday. When | happen next upon the
grave of stage actress Sarah Bernhardt (1844-1828)nce’s mistress turned courtesan,
my imagination is aflame with the lives of thoseosh gifts made them legends. Or
maybe it was their attendant eccentricities. Feary of her life Bernhardt slept in a
coffin in lieu of a bed — the better to understaed many tragic roles, she claimed. Can
those who are famous for simply being famous — d@®o-Boo, I'm talking to you —
say that?

Feet sore, sun setting — it's time to leave Perhaese by the Porte du Répos
(door of rest) and return to Paris of the livigpending the day among the dearly
departed has left me full of wonder at the passankpleasures, loves and losses — the
lives — of those now ashes and bones. How funhg.liVes of the living | follow with
my passion (my problem?) with bad TV, leaves mérfgelead. But the dead of Pére-
Lachaise have me wildly alive — with interest, osity and the desire to discover more of
everything that made them memorable. There is geszce at Pére-Lachaise. Those
long gone are not forgotten and within the parktardthedral of green, the Paris birds
sing.

But wait. Over there. By the grave of the Doorg) Morrison, the musician dead

at 27 of a drug overdose. The guy with the stringly and straggly goatee, the skinny
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girl dressed in black behind glasses. Brad? Ahdgethat you? | scuttle to a headstone
tall enough to hide behind and attempt a closexviks it? Is it? My heart leaps. My
breath stalls. My eyes goggle and I...am...goiry..lbe..awed No. Just a couple of
look-alikes. Sigh. Sad but true: Some ridiculaddictions are tough to give up, no

matter what.
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CREPES AND CONVERSATION

Sissy says, “meet us at the créperie,” and befwmeéhangs up, | wonder if it will
be weird, or what. “How will I know you?” | slifhis in, sure she will say she looks
exactly the same. “Expect me, but old,” she sa&yst Austrian accent is as heavy as |
remember. It's been 33 years since Sissy and htakging together two subsequent
winters in St. Mortiz, Switzerland; it's been 30aye since she married our boss, the
suave French ski school director, Michel — knownganstructors as Mouche (“the fly”)
for his fast and frenetic ski style. It has beraatly that long since we have seen one
another. Sissy found me last year after a doggednet search, and now our reunion
draws nigh.

“Oh, Sissy.” | laugh. “Me, too: old.” We saytoute a I'heurebye and ring off.

| run this by my parents. “Sissy and Mouche wanneet you,” | say. “They
have arranged dinner at La Compagnie de Bretaljisenear Odéon.” Both lounge on
the sofa of thealonof their Paris apartment, where | am vacationorglie week. Dad
has a thick spy thriller in hand and Mom, the faketopiary she’s repairing. Though
Dad speaks not two words of French and Mom is gartige language, but limited, they
will join me in reconnecting with European frienoflsmy past because, as Mom says,
brightening: “A créperie! Who doesn't love crépésPlus, if Dad doesn't get anything
French-speaking Mouche says, or Mom misses mdSeahan-speaking Sissy’s
conversation, will it matter? Sissy does speak@ge of English, | a large smattering of

French, so I'm sure we can manage any conversastadts that might happen as
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different nationalities mingle. But really, withépes classic to the Brittany region the
restaurant’s specialty, and at least 20 varietiestsanal cider on the menu, talking
surely will take second to the pleasures promisethis dinner. The evening with one-
time friends who, these many years later, are raeidgners might be weird, but we are

certain to be well fed.

It's only a two-minute walk from the Métro stop Qutéto La Compagnie de
Bretagne. Newly opened, the créperie is gleanspgtless. Its fresh, jet-black décor is
made pretty by pots of pure white hyacinths on @able. Walking in we are assaulted
by the scent of butter — gobs of butter — up toetimg wonderful in the see-though
kitchen. There, chefs in tall toques look busy.

Suddenly: Sissy. She appears from nowhere —legpnshortish, brown-haired
beauty who looks exactly nothing like | rememb€an it be simply the absence of her
signature knit ski hat with its bobbing pompon?

“You!” she says and lunges-in for a European patkach of my cheeks, plus a
third to denote she considers me family.

“You!” | say and peck-peck-peck. Sissy looks atane seems astonished.
Surely | haven't changetthat much in 33 years. | mean, really, hair dye wellers my
gray and | am less hefty today — thank heaven k- theas as a 21-year-old overeater.
Still, Sissy stares and stares and motions to Metcttome forward for his own peck-

fest, which he does.
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“Ah, Colette!Bonjour,” says Mouche’s voice from a mouth attached tacefi
swear | never have seen before.

“Mouche?” Where is the dark-brown beard, the dandwn hair, théhair forever
fixed in my mind as defining my one-time ski schboks?

“Oui, oui, c’est mqf says the stranger, however handsome and fhiia®he is.

“Mom, Dad, please meet Sissy and Mouche,” | saysamadt my parents forward
from their place in the shadows. “Mouche, Siskyyous présent mes parents,
Jacqueline et Torh

Friendly pecks are pecked in plenty and next, thénand’ seats us a lovely table
in the center of the dining room.

“Le cidre pour tout le mondlesays the man supposedly Mouche. With
enthusiasm he insists we forthwith peruse the eiamu and choose from a staggering
variety. There igidre doux sweet and only three percent alcohokidre brut strong
and dry at five percent or higher. The sparkliagstions represent the best of Brittany;
each elixir of fermented apples is as evocativigsgbarticular terroir as wine can be. Not
speaking French and therefore not knowingidwg le monddrom a tutu or even a
tiramisu, Dad nonetheless gets the gist of what{splening after Mom, seated to his left,
flaps a menu at him and whispers, “Cider, decide cider.”

“No, no thank you,” says Dad, an AA’er from way kadde wags a finger and
frowns at the man who calls himself Mouche. “Nco&lol for Tom.”

“Ah das ist eine Schande, kein Alkohol,” says th@mwan who claims to be Sissy.

Her lips turn down in incomprehension. “Micheh Perrier pour monsieut Sissy
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swings between German and French with the easevaitar going to-and-fro through a
hinged kitchen door. Her English is also passdhle) can tell it fatigues her to speak it
— all that tiring their and there and they're tegestraight, all those exhausting coughs
and thoughs and throughs to pronounce just so.

“Jacqueline?” She turns to Mom. “Le Bretagneydo know?”

Mom looks mystified by the menu she’s studyingeliks written in Croatian and
if only she could recognize something, anythingbled She appears not to hear the
woman I’'m supposing is Sissy. If she were weadagformer ski school uniform,
might | be better oriented?

“Brittany. Mom, you've been to Brittany — sevetahes, right? | attempt to
apply sound to the silence while Mouche, | notirnenopolizes Dad. He’s telling him in
French — fast French, frenetic French — aboutdusnt summer adventure piloting a
glider over the Swiss Alps. Dad nods with enengg amiles with delight — he even ekes
out the occasional “yes, | see.” But he doesrétthe story at all; he couldn’t, since it's a
French story — a fact that doesn’t bother in tlasti¢he man called Mouche. With a
twinkle in his crinkly eyes and gestures that tagemuch air space, he sails into his next
tale — something about something that involves antan climb in the Italian
Dolomites.

“Michel! Das ist nicht hoflicH Sissy scolds. Mom can’t understand the German
but Sissy’s disciplinary tone prompts her to sueflom the depths of the menu to slide
me look that saysymm, a marriage on the rocksSuddenly, my friends, the strangers

are hugely fascinating. | remember well their roce Sexy on skis and off, Mouche
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and his French charm lured Sissy from her jealoustidan husband; she was sick with
guilt but powerless to resists the mating callhef Mouche. There were public scenes,
private tears and, eventually, a honeymoon in MawocT heir treasured love child, a
daughter, must be all grown up todare they happy?

The waiter hovers, waiting for my order, but | wanthing so much as to connect
with my long-lost friends and to know how they aeslly. They have flown to Paris
from their home in Vienna just to see me, and dinesy are eager for their daughter,
Marie, to marry an American like maybe my brotlaey Sissy once was not shy to
suggest. But there must be some reason othethihir too bad, my brother is
unavailable — that we sit here chit-chatting incoommon language and search one
another’s faces for signs of recognition.

“Excuse me, but...,” says Dad and interrupts Mous@le of the time he and a
buddy were scuba diving off the Great Barrier Reef,mon Diey if they didn’t see a
Great White with teethcomme ¢l Mouche gestures to indicate larger than helis ta
“...what is the difference between a crépe and atgale

| know that a c&pe is made with white wheat flour and a galettdwiickwheat,
but other than that, the super-thin, buttery paasale alike enough to make no
difference to Dad. Sissy, however, must have nadststood the question, for sooner
than Mom can tell Dad to never mind, just orderthimg he can recognize rather than
risk a crépe filled with some startling, unwelcogmirmet surprise — this is France, after

all — Sissy has summoned a chef from the kitchen.
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“Alors, les cépes de Bretagnéshe says, dites-nous I'histoire, s’il vous plait
The chef beams. He’s happy to explain the hisbbithe cépe, the story of the galette,
both of which were born in the west of France,dhdw up all around the world, from
the pannkakaof Sweden to thaalesnikiof Poland to th&rep of Turkey. Whether it's
sweet with cinnamon, savory with sausage, or elenldéd with Grand Marnier to make
a Crépe Suzette, the delectable dish is so reweré@dnce that a feast day is observed to
honor it. Traditionally February 2 isa Chandeleuror the day of Presentation of Jesus
at the Table. But it is also esteemed ad thdour DesCrépes— crépe day. Local lore
holds that if you can toss a crépe in the air wdhbr right hand, and catch it with a frying
pan while holding a gold coin in your left, you lldlecome rich that year.

“Sissy! Ah, non Que-ce-que c’'e8t Mouche shoos away the chef and takes an
exasperated tone with his wife. He was bornramngkdin Brittany, he says, did she
forget? Cider flows sweet in his veins and thusaneetold to hold still while he recounts
the ins, the outs, the ups, the downs, of the tgdldelight we soon shall feast upon.

“Gosh,” squeaks Mom, “if we don’t order soon, thielken might just close.” |,
too, am starving. Somehow our party isn’t exaoflpne mind about the menu. True,
there is the long list of ciders to choose among, the selection of crépes and galettes is
daunting. Want it filled with ham? Ratatouill€?aviar or cheese? Deciding on what to
order, however, is no job at all compared with ifivgdin Sissy — can it really be she? —
and adventure-man Mouche some common thread wiithvit stitch together a

friendship now, today, apart from our long agoNbbritz time together. Those days are
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only motes of memory: the mountains, the snow,Modche, leaving love notes in
Sissy’s ski locker that her husband, in shock, awaly came upon.

“Michel,” Sissy suddenly says.Damit ist es genug bitte Her husband had
launched his tale on how crépes came to be andjettng to the part where he needed
to stand, shake his short, muscled body in a gestugreat pleasure, and say in stilted
English, “Is good! Yes?”

“Yes!” we all say but it's clear Mom, Dad and | -ewll have no idea what
Mouche just said with his shake.

He has, however, been told to stop his nonser@ei, théri,” Mouche says and
sits and is silentThey might not be happy.

Finally, our choices are decided, the cider issgrv a Perrier for Dad — and
Mom launches a charming story about her trip tét&ny and a visit to the famous
Quimper Pottery factory.

“Each individual dish isvand-paintedif you can believe, by a woman in a hair-
net,” she says. Not knowing more than “yes” orddbof English, Mouche stares
blankly at Mom and throws back his cider. Dad @ppeelieved to be freed for a
moment from the snare of the shark story that hsksto respond as if he can just
imagine Mouche'’s fright when how could he? He dddehow what the hell the story is
about. He studies the table’s white hyacinth.

“Was ist dasifr ein Haarnet2” Sissy seeks to understand what on earth Mom is
talking about, but having already shushed her mib#o silence, she sees he’ll be no

help and thus is forced to face what she’d ratloé&r English.
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“Was is this, ‘hair net’?” The instant it is outlwer mouth her shoulders sag. As
tiring as English might be for Sissy, however, itsman’s land for my former boss who
can’t quite place me.

“Tell me, Colleen...,” he says.

“Colette,” | correct.

“Qui, oui Colette. Alors, commenta va?” He wants to know how it's going.

I’'m not quite sure. With flipping hands and a fdick of motion Mom tries to explain a
hair net, while Mouche, revived by theéépes the waiter has put on the table, declares,
“Bon appéti’ He elbows Dad as if to say, hey, listen to thigut before he gets too far
into a drama involving what sounds like a plane@hee was piloting, an Alp somewhere
in France, a crevasse, and the rescue team wids lapd, more importantly, lots of
brandy, Sissy speaks.

“Michel, stoppeti’ She rolls her eyes, but | catch in them a ligihen she looks
at her husband. Still, Mouche won’t stop and Martost and Dad is deadened to all but
his cépe. “Say,” he says. “lI thought | was getting &ga. This is not what | had that
time in Brittany, is it?”

Crépes and conversation with Sissy and Mouche is@aaunost strange for
still, I am no closer to knowing how my friendslohg ago are, really, his lifetime later.
Perhaps | will just have to guess. In our lack cbenmon language we hardly are
bonding, several glasses of cider or no. And asaa the efforts to connect we share —
the friendly smiles, the polite head nods — anyoamgy friendship | might wish with Sissy

and Mouche does not much to go on.
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But then, Mom takes a bite of heépe with egg and cheese.

Sissy ventures the first taste of he¥p= with ratatouille.

Dad and Mouche both bring first bites to their neudnd I, slicing into my épe
of fresh artichoke do believe the waft of buttegebs of it — that heralds the joy of taste
coming my way will explain why all of us will meagain here, next year, as friends no
doubt forever.

‘Mmmm!” says Mom.

“Mm-mmm!” says Mouche.

“Mm-mm-mmm!” say Sissy and Dad, while | simply seih secret pleasure.

All together now in the common culinary adventure share, we stop talking
altogether and savor our sensationépes.

Yes, | think they’re happy
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THE MIRACLE OF PIERRE
(For Children)

In the heart of Paris along the river Seine, theegepet shop called Le Chat
Blanc. Here, in small cages, the animals waiteylait for the family who wants to
adopt them, and take them home to be loved and 3diere are fat swimming fish,
skinny scurrying lizards and lots of furry kittemgho sleep atop one another in a purring
pyramid. There’s Jacques, the toucan with a béakight green, and a haughty exotic
chicken (her name is Isabelle) who likes her cafyeand clean. Day after day, while the
animals wait, there is plenty of time to dreamgNiafter night, in their sleep the
animals dreamQh, to be chosen by one who will give me a homigg foved by the one
who will make me their own!

In a row of cages between Monsieur Maurice, a milthnered white mouse, and
the fabulous Frédérique, a ferret looking oh-se-fimher fur coat, there are those whose
dreams are bigger than most. These are the pughiesope to be lucky, the roly-poly
pups that can’t wait to be loved. And perhaps mopy dreams of a happy home as hard
as one. This is a wirehaired French fox terridis name is Pierre. And Pierre just wants
to have fun.

Pierre the terrier loves to play even though hgeda so small. Pierre will jump
straight up and roll 'til he’s dizzy, chase hid taia circle, and bark himself silly.
Everyone who sees Pierre is amazed at the peppypwpow that dog would run if he
could! they say. How he would chase butterfliasgerafter balls, romp with a sock, even

leap into lakes. How Pierre would play, if onlyeRe had a home.
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Every day at Le Chat Blanc people come and peapleEgch is in search of a
pet to make all their own. And because this issRarcity so chic, the people (called
Parisians) like their pets to be chic, too. And Hasimply won’t do to promenade along
the Boulevard Madeleine with a poodle whose pompaskew. Or, to take tea in a
sidewalk café with a Dalmatian whose spots arddoo The perfect pet for a Parisian is
one that’s in fashion, a dog or cat or bird orthat is stylish — like a fine flowered hat.

As Pierre the terrier plays in his cage he is oot $ie is all that chic. His fur
feels too fuzzy and his paws big and clumsy. Tihene is the matter of his tail. The
way it wags this way and that without his say...wlgrre is not sure such a tail is the
fashion. Still, he waits. He waits all day foetfamily who wants him. Still, he plays.
He plays into the night and hopes they come riglatya

Days pass. People come and people go, and Ipigppies are adopted. Even
the pug Edith Piaf, who turns up her nose at lanel, General DeGaulle, a very bossy
Lhasa Apso. But Pierre is not a puppy chosen.

Far, far from Paris, in the land called Americarthlives a very stylish boy
whose outfits always match. If he wears blue slh@eguts on a blue hat, if his shirt is
orange, so too is his cravat. The stylish boymaas George.

“Isn’t he always the height of fashion,” they salyjem George walks by in slacks
with stripes exactly like those on his glassesll & needs now is a small, striped dog

and he will look oh-so-fine. Fine enough for Fra¥ic
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But George has a secret no one can guess, amitthat the red of his socks is
not the same red as his vest. No, the truth isr@#eis too sad to have a dog, striped or
not. His best friend forever, a fox terrier nanfearence, has grown very old and died.
All his long life the terrier Terrence did not fankimself as stylish. His fur was too
curly and his whiskers quite wispy. But, this nes®pped him from loving life. A run
in the park, a dig on the beach, or a swim in te-sthese are what made him happy.
Now, Terrence is gone and George is not neede$simg balls. He’s not needed for
Fetch-the-Stick; he has no reason to join in a swiNow, rather than play away the day
with his dog, George remains at home alone andesiiss much-loved friend.

One day he decide® trip to Paris to see my Tante Maris might helpsnele
and forget my sadness awhil&o the stylish boy gets dressed to travel ini and
pants and coat and hat he tries to match, but.c&vith the death of Terrence it's such
an embarrassment: George has lost his skill k. stye flies to France in a jet that is
fresh, bright white not at all like his tie; at tHeor of his great-aunt’s flat he finds it's
preciselynot the blue of his shoes, but black.

Still, he gasps at his first sight of the City oght. “How beautiful!” He finds all
of Paris a’'glow, from the Eiffel Tower to Notre DamThe flowing Seine reflects
dancing lights of the setting sun — it's magic.nthhow fashionable everyone is,” he
notes, “with their dogs that match exactly.” Itrige. All around the city well-dressed
Parisiammesdameand dapper Frenahessieursvalk dogs that arela mode. In the
Luxembourg Gardens a pink-cheeked madame in agatda dot hat throws a polka dot

ball for her pert Pekingnese (his name is Pipig hds, of all things, a pink polka dot
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nose. In a sidewalk café on the Champs Elységgishsmonsieur with a curvy
moustache shares his sandwich with a chi-chi Shith TThe Shih Tzu’s whiskers are
curvy, too.

George promenades through the city admiring thesi@nd finds Paris exactly
his style. Why, the Arc de Triomph is the colorhid gloves and the old bridge Pont
Neuf? Itis lovely —in the way of his velvet migif. But even with all the beauty around
him, George thinks of Terrence. How he would I&egis! The stylish boy’s family and
friends say again and again that, to get overdss, lhe should adopt a new dog. But
George is firm and surdt’s much too soon, I'm still so sable insists And that is

that...is that.

At Le Chat Blanc, people come and people go, atsdnmre pets get adopted.
Gaughin the gabby grey goose goes to live at thix@yith a very kind man who calls
himself “the Phantom.” Cecile the skinny lizarcsleanew home with Cedric, a skin-and-
bones boy whose house is a boat that floats oBelree. The guinea pig twins Yves and
Veronique are adopted by tall twin sisters who ltvehop and live on the tip-top floor
of Printemps, the big department store. Evenabelbus fur-coated Frédérique! She is
carried out of the shop in a furry-topped box yearded monsieur who from hat to
socks is dressed — can you guess? — entirely .inifgrfake, to be sure. Yes, at Le Chat
Blanc, lots of pets are adopted. But not, alasirei

“Does this mean | am not in fashion?” he asks ang dnd his little triangular

ears flop back. This is what they do when Piesadd afraid, or worried or sad.
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“Who's to say?” offers Monsieur Maurice. The mittannered white mouse has
just been plucked from his bed of straw by an Iragienist painter by the name of
Clarice. She will take him home with her to Monttna There, he will live in an
artist’s atelier with his new brother Monet, a ¢neacalico cat.

“Have courage, Pierre,” says Duc d’Antoine, antadsatic rat in a gilded cage
placed high on a shelf near the upside-down Bdise one who will love you and make
you their own will come when you least expectBe ready!”

Lola agrees. She is the yellow Labrador in theedaghe left of Pierre. “Don’t
lose heart, Pierre,” she says. Just then, a glamsptong-legged dancer — with a plume
of fuchsia feathers on her head — opens the ddoultds cage, lifts the Lab into her
arms, and says, “Do you want to come with me, niirdachérie?” Lola gets a pink
lipstick kiss on the nose. “The Club Moulin Rougid be your new home — let’s go!”
From her place cuddled in Mademoiselle’s armsytimw Lab adds:

“There is a family that matches you exactly, Piear@ome that’s just your style.”
“But what if | don'thavestyle?” says the terrier. He worries that his(foo
fuzzy) and his paws (big and clumsy) are the reasmalways passed by. Then again,
Pierre was born in a cage on a country farm, whappies are bred for business. His
mother never was meant to have a home or be sorsqmetejust to give birth, again and
again. Pierre was only three weeks old when télen her and sent to France to be
sold. Perhaps he, too, is supposed to live hidenife in a cage, without a home, until

he is very old? Just the thought of it makes Bishiver as if he were cold.
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“Style is not something yoliave it's something yowre,” calls Isabelle, the
haughty exotic chicken, from her cage all tidy alehn.

“And what you arewill find its True Place in the world,” squawks Jacaines
toucan with his beak of bright green, cracking aflewer seed.

“My True Place?” says Pierre.

“Yes, the special place that is nothing less thaur ylearest Heart's Desire.”

“Every puppy has one,” calls Lola as Mademoiselilgscon a collar and leash
and trots the dog toward the door. “Even you,éi@u revoir’ Then, just like that,
Lola is gone.So long Pierre knows he will never see the lovely Lahiag His ears
flop back and worse, he cannot get them to st&hd.it doesn’t make the puppy happy
to be sad, so he tries to forget about hoping fuorae; instead he chases his tail like

mad.

The sun sparkles on the Seine and the Paris dlziing. George is up with the
sun and shares with Tante Marefé au laitand a baguette with jam. Then, he asks if he
may stroll the streets and perhaps admire thedashi

“Mais, ouj” says Tante Maris, “go do enjoy Paris,” and odEge goes to
explore. Walking along the Quai de la Mégissdrehappens upon Le Chat Blanc.
“Why, it's a French pet shop, | would like to stbpe says to himself, “but only to take a
look.” The silver doorbells tinkle when Georgeearstthe shop and the birds begin

chirping, the cats commence meowing and the pugtéesbarking nonstop.
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“Oh, no,” he says of the pet shop pandemonium. ffaay creatures that need
homes!” He braces himself to peer into each chgs; afraid of the sad animal eyes that
will look into his with hope:Have you come for me? Will you take me away?

“Hello, Dachshund.”

“Hi there, Chihuahua.”

“Greetings, you sweet Springer Spaniel.”

He greets the puppies one by one until he comteetoage with Pierre. At once
his heart backflips; the dog is the exact same &g €errence — a fox terrier.

“What a handsome Frendbix you are,” George saysBbnjour.”

From the display window a Siamese kitten named4.&M1 calls out from
within the purring pyramid of his seven sisterepiag. “That puppy is Pierre,” he
meows, “and he is very sweet.”

Marie Antoinette, a turtle in a glass lagoon whossunder a lamp shaped like a
palm tree, agrees. “No trouble at all!” she calls.

All the animals of Le Chat Blanc can see how Pisrceat of white and black is
not a match in the least with George, whose shilay is green as a salamander. But the
pets of the shop love Pierre — as much as lovéos@n They want to help; they will try
because...well, George might be the special oneliHgive Pierre a home; he will
make Pierre his own. They hope. Even thougltctstspeaking, they clash.

“Hey there, playful terrier,” George says. He opéerre’s cage to pet him, and
notes how the puppy is much larger than the othensich older. “It has been months

and months; why has no one adopted you?” Picee®r heart feels ready to burst with
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hope — a home! — but then he remembers: Stylidichit is the kind of puppy to be, a
fashion match as well. He thinks of his wig-wagptail with a life of its own, his skinny
legs and cold, wet nose. Before he can stop theme they go: his ears flop back.

“It's okay, don’t be frightened,” George says aredspPierre’s wiry muzzle.
“There is a person just perfect for you. Therelis true! | would take you home with
me to America, but....l...” George cannot think of @otual reason why he cannot
adopt the terrier. Just that in his heart he knawat he knows, and all he knows is this:
His heart is with Terrence, who'’s missdtls too soon, I'm not ready, | can’he thinks.
And that is that...is that

George shuts the door of Pierre’s cage, runs ouedhat Blanc and tries to
forget his feelings. He admires the paintingshim Picasso museum, eats sorbet of peach
on the lle St. Louis, and says to Tante Maris évaing, “Yes, | had a very nice day,

Merci.”

Weeks pass. At Le Chat Blanc, people come andi@egap and more and more
pets get adopted. Pierre is still not chosenmtist be true,” he whimpers one afternoon.
“I am simply a pup not stylish enough, not meamthie end, for a home.” He decides
that, since no one will want him — ever, he mayall make the most of the cage in
which he will live — forever. So, he romps witls@ck, he chews a squeak toy, he bites at
the flies that buzz by. He plays and plays to pasgiays and makes believe he’s happy.

“Oh, Pierre,” don't let go of your dream,” says dpkine, a charming Chihuahua

in the cage above who isn’t fooled by Pierre’s edar Her mate, the naughty Rottweiler
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Napoleon, playfully chews her ear. “The one whth e you and make you their own
is a match more important than fashion. And rgafiije adds, “if what you find istaue
heart’s desire, whatever its style, it will alwds right!”

In Tante Maris’s flat the stylish boy tries to beplpy, too. But something’s the
matter with George, something he can’t understadftien his tie will be dotted and his
socks will be splotched, his pants will be plaidd dis hat? Why, his hat will be zigged
and zagged. The something the matter with Geargeat George isompletely
mismatched.

“I'm just not right, I'm topsy-turvy with worry,” B says to his aunt, at last. “I
hope that terrier Pierre gets a home in a hurmhé stylish boy worries for days; he
worries for weeks. He wears stripes with checksyears yellow with green. Finally,
the day comes when his shiny orange shoes lookakmgly bad with his suit of
chartreuse that George knows he must do sometigngand fast.

| will find the family that poor puppy matchéde tells himself. won'’t be right
until that happens. And that is simply...that.

And so: The mismatched boy travels to and frartd Pierre a home.

He floats on a boat down the Seine and asks thsid® again and again:
“Would you like a puppy to love, Monsieur? Willyagive a good home to Pierre,
Madame?” He says this first to a silly mademoeswlith bells on her umbrella. She
holds on her lap a fat tom cat with bells in thaithof his tail; his name is Nutella. “Oh,

no, merci” says she.
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He catches the Métro to Montmartre and asks th& alho sells sea shells on the
steps of the church Sacre Coeu&'il*'vous plait Monsieur, would you like to add to
your family a frolicsomdox?”

“Heavens, no,” says he. “l have a shaggy sheepdhmge name is Shelli and she
is quite enough, indeed.”

At the Louvre he asks a boy and girl who gazilaba Lisa “Are you the people
just perfect for Pierre?”

“Sorry,” says the girl, “but Jules, my jolly gerpiould never be friends with a
dog. Not at all”

He asks in cafes, he pops into shops; he stopfuat atand on the sidewalk.

“I would adopt Pierre myself if | could, but | cayi’he tells the stand’s madame.
In her hand she holds fresh, purple plums and peexs and plump. “Adopt him myself,
adopt him myself,” squawks a pink parrot perchedhenshoulder. “But can't.”

Days pass and George continues to ask, but théepebparis all say no to
adopting the puppy Pierre. George becomes gluntrardglummer. What's more, with
his glasses the color of grass and his hat as lalsekcat, he has never been more
mismatched. Somethingreally the matter with George, something he can’t undadt

At Le Chat Blanc, the kitten Louis XVI and turtleavle Antoinette both go to
loving homes. Duc d’Antoine does, too: the asatic rat goes to live in a grand
gardener’s cottage at the Palace of Versaillesd Rierre? Well, the terrier just keeps

growing.
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By and by the day arrives when George must reAnterica. He tried to find
Pierre a home, but to the people of Paris the pigpppta la mode Pierre is not petite
like a Papillon, so compact he can be carried atdawn in a tote. He is not handsome
like a dachshund, so dashing in his tiny trench.c@eorge tried, but now he must leave
Pierre behind. “What happens to the dogs thattdpet’adopted?” at last he asks Tante
Maris. And she replies, “olGhérig surely to know is a bother. Let’s not.” Do tHeae
to old age in their pet shop cage? Do they grambig and get sent away? To where?
Tears sting George’s eyes but he tries not to brgtead, he is firm and surémust be
brave and say goodbye. | must trust the peopl@iemre will arrive...in time.

The silver bells tinkle when George enters the shog, while the birds chirp and
the cats meow, the puppies bark nonstop.

“He has come for Pierre, he’s going to give hinoank!” bow-wows Bettie the
red Irish setter, the loudest. Hughie the haibe8an husky howls too: “He’s coming to
love him and make him his own!” Pierre’s ears parkight up to hear this. But when
George walks up to his cage the terrier can wdimething’s the mattethis isn’t right
George looks so sad, like he might even cry.

“Here | am, Pierre, just one last time,” the bogibs. “I have come, Pierre, to
say goodbye.” Two or three tears trickle to hisxchThe tears seem destined to become
a mighty river, a flood, but then: The silver doelis tinkle. A beautiful mademoiselle

hurries into Le Chat Blanc. She is huffing andfimgf from running.
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“Oh, oh, oh, I must adopt a pupmute de suité says she. Mademoiselle is
dressed entirely in white. She wears white feagiesses and carries a white jeweled
purse.

“Oh, how chic!” remarks Pauline, a pretty PomeranidWouldn't | thrill to be
carried around Paris in a purse so white and petitbe other puppies agree, and each
secretly hopes this stylish mademoiselle will be dhe to take them home and love them
as her own.

“Pick me!” yips Fifi the fluffy white Maltese. “Ih a match exactly.”

“No, me!” barks Bart the stubborn bulldog. He slseoif his fine canine
physique by turning around and around with gle®@ui; oui pick me!”

But Mademoiselle looks quickly at each yipping pympthout much interest or
care. Until she spies The One: Pierre.

“What a fine looking French fox terrier,” she exolg and peers into his cage.
“How would a sweet puppy like you like to be lovegdme?” Pierre’s ears do not perk at
the words he has longed so long to hear. Yes, thomgés the matter with Pierre,
something he can’t understand.

“Excuzez-mgiMonsieur,” Mademoiselle addresses George. “lf §oe not
interested in this puppy, then | will adopt him gure. Do you mind? Living with me he
will be the absolutéauteof couture”

It's true. In Mademoiselle’s Paris apartment, aywvhite rug has a splotch of

black the very same shape as the spot on his Heekirapes are swagged to swoop down
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like the fur of his tail when it wags. There canrn doubt. Mademoiselle and Pierre
make the perfect pair.

“However, there is a problem that first | must sghsays the woman in white.
“How will I get this puppy home? He is too bigftbin my white jeweled purse. And if
he walks on a leash, his white fur feet will getydi That will never do.” She blinks
behind her white feather glasses. “Dirty fur feave no place in my home so white and
clean.”

“Allow me, Mademoiselle,” says George, polite ageatleman. “I'll bring Pierre
to you myself. I'll give him a bath, I'll brush i fluffy; he will smell so sweet, like
fresh clean puppy. S’il vous plait Mademoiselle, allow me.”

George is thrilled to help. Imagine! If Pierreegonith Mademoiselle, he will
live in a grand apartment in Paris. For breakfastwill enjoy a buttery croissant;
evenings, he might dine in any charming brasserigdnts. If he doesn’t bark or
scratch, Pierre even will have his own chaise atalble. George’s dearest desire has
been — has it not? — to find a home for the dolpsg unwanted. And now, now it is
actually happening.

“Come on Pierre,” let’'s go!” he says. He triegptdl the puppy from his cage, but
Pierre, confused, backs away. Not once in hishige he been outside. The friendly sun
will be warm on his nose, but he doesn’t know. Tibldish breeze will fluff him from
whiskers to toes. Mademoiselle pays Pierre’s gndae clerk, and George tries again.

“Come on, Pierre, you won't be hurt.” The termeouches low and s-l-o-w-I-y allows
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himself to be put on a leash and led. Outside hat®lanc, his first sight of Paris is
frightening. He trembles with each tentative step.

“Look, Pierre, look!” says George. The gilded bliings, the busy boulevards, the
magnificent Eiffel Tower! The terrier shivers asttakes behind George’s leg, for he
cannot help but frefThis city’s so pretty and what about me? Am | $arke wrong and
not chic?

In a shop window, the stylish boy sees a navy bkret just Pierre’s size. He
dashes in to buy it and puts it on the puppy.

“There, Pierre,” he says. “Now you look like anthenticFrench fox terrier.”
Wearing a beret makes Pierre feel more like himgé&dftrue. More handsome than
before. Bolder. Slowly, he comes out from belB&brge’s leg and together they stroll
the tree-lined path by the Seine. They pass b there with its glass pyramids and
enter the Tuileries gardens, with its beautifuliés in bloom. Children stop and want
to play. With me? Pierre asks with his eyes, and George s&ysi, “oui,Pierre, this is
how it should be.”

The puppy so long unwanted dreamed a big dreanethdBut he scarcely can
believe that such a joy is real. He chases thdrem in circles; he leaps and spins, he
growls and grins. Pierre is so full of fun thagtehing them play, George feels his heart

fill with something very strange.

Later, at Tante Maris’s flat, Pierre has his battl a good long brushing. In front

of a warming fire, he naps — his head on Georggss [The stylish boy looks down and
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notes how his cool teal shoes are a sight witthbisnauve pants. “lI am so ill-matched
that something reallyruly is the matter,” he says to himself. “Why do | not
understand?”

The puppy awakens, and being Pierre, wants to glgorge can’t resist. The
biggest park in Paris is the beautiful Bois de Bguke. And so to the Bois they go.

“This just means you’ll need another bath,” Geosgens. But Pierre is happy no
matter. Along the boulevard that leads to the pidué smell of Paris treasures — fresh
baked bread from the boulangerie and hot roastintkens of theraiteur — make the
terrier’'s nose twitch with newfound pleasures.

The afternoon hours whiz by in a dizzying blur &fyp In the Bois there are
flowers to sniff and dirt for digging. And when &ge tosses balls in the air that Pierre
leaps sky-high to catch, the stylish boy is notr@wvahe doesn’t care! — that his vest of
checks and socks of dots don’t match.

“There’s a good terrier.” After Pierre’s secondtband good, long fluffing,
George places the beret on the puppy’s head andtbmbis face with a brush. “Today
has been more fun than | have had in ages” he Yaytsyour new home with
Mademoiselle awaits.” Something inside him waotbé said — something important.
But what? George is so befuddled his every thoisgghtmuddle! In lieu of knowing, all
he can do is give the puppy a pat and a big brawie s Pierre’s ears flop back. Flopped

back they stay. “Well, then, | guess we betterggeng.”
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They ride the Métro to Mademoiselle’s home on tverdue Foch. George
carries Pierre so his feet stay pristine and sthay, stand in her fresh, white foyer.

“Pierre!” she says and greets them, hello. “Weledmyour new home.” It is
magnificent. Amid fresh, white niceness found artand thither, there is a designer
doggie bed fluffed with white feathers, and toylegihigh in a box of white leather.
Even “Pierre the Terrier” written in script is eaged on a gold dinner dish. Pierre’s new
home is a dream grander than any Paris terriemgagine. Can it mean at lastPierre
wants to aski, will be loved and happy?

“Come, Pierre,” says Mademoiselle. “Bad revoirto the boy who brought you.
Come to your newnaman’ Pierre isn’t all that sure such is the thingdtm for shouldn’t
she say, “I love you”? He looks at George to shatwo do and instantly knows the
truth: Something’s the matter, things simply ateight. The stylish boy has a look, like

he can’'t say goodbye! In Pierre’s terrier heaytnsthing small starts to grow. It grows
Iarger...andarge[..and|al’ger. And then it's so huge it can't fit! Can it be?idt

His dearest Heart’'s Desire. Pierre’s ears pegigit up. Inside George, too, something
shifts. Suddenly, everything that clashed befaw matches. Can it be? Indeed. Itis
his understanding.

“Pierre is meant to be mine!” George cries.

“Why, what a ridiculous thing,” says Mademoisell&ven | can see how the
puppy’s black spot and ears that flop are no matdil for you, a boy whose socks

aren’t dots and whose ears...well, they don't pee& Rierre’s that’s for certain.”
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But what Mademoiselle can’t see, even with her evfeathered glasses, is what
is shown only to a heart that knows. It's a dethi is real and true. It's a love as
shared by two. To Pierre, his heart’s desire fidatssomething new, something
wonderful; it is what he has never known: a horHe. jumps straight up, up into
George’s arms.

“Well,” says Mademoiselle, “I suppose nothing céamsl between those who are
meant to be. On second thought....” She picks upvhée jeweled purse. “Perhaps Fifi
the fluffy Maltese is a more perfect match for menust hurry to Le Chat Blanc and
adopt her — quickly! — before she is gorkeu revoir?” With that she dashes off.

M-

When George flies home to America, in the compdrmierre, his new puppy,
his stylish red suit and chic cherry shoes go togiebeautifully. His sea-blue cravat
looks sharp with his sky-blue hat. In short, teeystylish boy is matched to a T, if you
please. And Pierre? Well, the wirehaired Fremchtérrier is excited to come to
America; he is absolutelyld modein his beret.

“What an uncanny coincidence,” George says to fisenho marvel at his
happiness. “That woman in white walked into Le Blanc not simply the day, not
simply the hour, buthe exact sameomentl was saying goodbye to Pierre — forever. If
she hadn't....” He stops to shake off the unhappydght. “...I would have left him
behind. It's as if Pierre’s being with me was meanbe.”

Was the puppy not adopted by anyone else becatesméale him wait — as long

as it would take — for George? And did Love innitgsterious way give the boy and
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Pierre time to play, those many days in Paris, sor@e could be shown that, when it
comes to loving a special dog, for the heart ieger too soon to start?

Who is to say? Just look, too, at Mademoisellee ivoman in white is so happy
with her new friend Fifi (the fluffy Maltese), that theintling each other also seems like
a match made in, well, Paris.

Naturally, George and Pierre are living happilyreaféer in America. For that is

how miracles work. And that is that...is that.
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PART TWO: ELSEWHERE
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SUN VALLEY WITH DAD

“It's like I'm the dog,” says Dad in the back sedt.never know what we’re
going to do until we do it.” My sister is at théa@el and I'm riding shotgun as we pull
off 1-80 east outside Elko so the Flying J truadgstan refuel us with gas and also salty
cashews. At age 83 Dad has lost his hearing textent, say the doctors, a 747 can rev
for take-off next to him and one ear would not elkeraw; the other might have a hint.
So it’s a surprise, our stop, since Dad missedlibeussion leading up to it. But he is
game for whatever adventure the Flying J flinggsat

“You girls get whatever you like,” he says and salbwn the window to test the
temperature of the Elko air. | flash on our chddd fox terrier, Molly, who on the road
loved to sniff strange climes from the car. “Tlagour trip.”

Our trip is a ski weekend in Sun Valley. It's a weettevorth the 13-hour drive
to Reno and across the vast, flat stretch of Newadt to Twin Falls and north some
more into that part of Idaho where the Smokey Maunst promise snow. Worth it for
the ski fever burning me up with yearning and tb#agget-out-of-Dodge feeling seizing
Camille. Dad is along, for there is no way in feetlar is headed to Sun Valley without
him in it, as the dog or not. A lifelong skier, has been making the trip at least once a
year since high school in ’41, and the resort ddbbla@ American Shangri-La” after its
discovery by a scouting Austrian count in 1935i/lthhim each and every time.

And, really, how could it not? With 2,054 skialleres offering a descent of

3,400 vertical feet of fun, Sun Valley's Bald Moaint — beloved as “Baldy” — has 13
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high-speed lifts, 65 varied runs and a handfulrehmuntain ski lodges made warm and
sumptuous by oriental carpets on the floors, sngeagite in the bathrooms and massive
rock hearths kept blazing all day. In a sport kndur its cold and discomfort and
crowds and, yes, expense, Sun Valley's effortditoimate all trace of...wellsuffering
result in a rare ski experience of remarkable beantl comfort.

We feel completely Thelma and Louise, my sister lanthe freedom of the road
and the whizzing-by vistas empty of all but theasional grazing cows, wind-whipped
tumbleweeds and lonely-looking homesteads with sdike Rancho Costa Plenty
soothe our city-singed nerves. We talk nonstoplangh, and Dad in the back nods off
often. On the outskirts of Jackpot, Nevada’s $&sp for gamblers enamored of burgs
built exclusively of neon, | twist in my seat tceséhe’s breathing and regard the deep-
blue shiner under his left eye, the small scablshgm his nose. Last month’s ski
accident.

“Now, | don’t want you girls to push me,” he haddsat lunch hours earlier when
we stopped at a casino café in Winnemucca. Oudayparver Angie, who was, she
claimed, age 91 and bent nearly double from ostesim scribbled his BLT order onto
her pad with a gnarled-knuckled hand and zingeé nvecked wink. | swear that wink
said,Go ahead. Push old Pops all you want — he canitaké/e’re tougher than you
think.

“Don’t worry, Dad,” said Camille as slot machineaged and dinged in the

background. “Everyone at their own speed.”
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“I'm afraid | could be finished,” he said, suddemgljgm. “My balance is shot and
when the light gets flat | can’t see a goddamnghiff | let myself get tired....” Well, it
will be a Dad on the ski slope crashed, we knewt dtice in at least 70 years has the Ski
Patrol had to haul Dad off the mountain in an eraecg sled, and to have that
humiliation visit himnow, with us, simply was not the hope Camille andd fax the
weekend. We would not insist he ski with us. Agays.

So now as we zoom through Ketchum, the Idaho tdatis both home to Sun
Valley and renown for its famous former residemdst Hemingway — he now buried in
its cemetery — | worry, what if..Dad? Finished?

All my life, never a ski season did pass that caa df derring-do didn’t base his
entire self-perception (it seemed) on the stat@otkiing. From “the steep” he reached
via helicopter in the Canadian Bugaboos to “theptleéthe powder in Utah, from the
Sierra’s spring slush to the wide open bowls ofoCadio, no snow or slope was beyond
his ability or out of the bounds of his ardor.ahaot even imagine it, our all-terrain Dad
slow-poking down the bunny hill or, worse, rottimgthe day lodge where non-skiers and
the injured sit around waiting — and waiting — fleeir friends or family to come in.

And yet: After a couple more miles we motor upghe door of the Sun Valley
Lodge and two young doormen in uniform unload &is and bags, bags that in the
swank of the surroundings look especially old aad &d as down at the heels as we
now feel. Compared with the hunky, handsome doorDed appears particularly
wobbly and gray — almost Angie-like in posture -+ be strides into the lobby like he’s

Averell Harriman himself and charms the check-mgith his signature suavity. Mr.
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Harriman, the Union Pacific Railroad chairman whd 935 purchased the 4,300 acres of
Smokey Mountain marvel that was to become the teabthe time said, “When you get
to Sun Valley, your eyes should pop open.” Mingaigly do at the lodge’s enduring
allure. No wonder Hollywood legends like Clark Gaand Errol Flynn made the place
their winter favorite. No wonder alpine Olympidik® Picabo Street and Cristin Cooper
did, too. The lodge is so old-school beautifulhaits glass-enclosed pool, ice-rink view
and wood-beam, flower-frilled rooms that of courEmingway in the fall of '39 chose
to finishFor Whom the Bell Tollg suite 206. The place reeks of history, eleganc
class. Never mind how hard times have roanuding lift ticket going for $100 a
night per person; this means riff-raff now slumghe lobby in rude attitudes, their feet
on the furniture, their cell phones in use. Werdfeaaff, too, alas. But at least we have
Dad, who knows well enough that when staying inSbe Valley Lodge, one does not
apres-ski wander the halls on the way to the poedted to 103 degrees) without first
donning the white spa robe and slippers suppligds we do straightaway to revive
from our drive. And as the cocktail server cirdles pool in which hotel guests bob (or
is it imbibe?) their way to a Sun Valley high, Itite Dad soaks with an air of tense
apprehension.

“Are you okay, Dad?” asks Camille. He paddles dogh away from her voice,
not hearing.

“Dad?” Now louder. “DAD!”

He paddles back, not hearing.
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“Listen,” he says, “tomorrow | want you girls tcalee me at the base of Warm
Springs. I'm going to take it easy. I'm just rsofre about my shoulder.” He wings his
right arm this way and that, testing, splashinge $ame ski fall that blackened his eye
and gouged his nose with his glasses also dichg thihis shoulder. And now the bitch
of it will nix him from riding the gondola to Baldy9,150-foot elevation where the upper
runs and chutes and bowls offer skiing supremesipraw! of challenging terrain that not
that many years ago Dad would never have found too rfardhim.

When he rises from the pool, pale and dripping,’®agindly chicken legs look
like they couldn’t handle even the gentle, smoddpe of lower Warm Springs. And
when he stumbles over a poolside chaise to rethe/embe and nearly mows over a trio
of spa-robed people dipping their toes in the pbeipnder if he has any business on skis
at all. My heart so sinks me in the water | hartiy rise myself, but still: There is
something fierce in Dad'’s refusal to believe he8s $mething hell-bent on sharing the
Sun Valley experience with Camille and me like hbs same skier he was back in the
day he’d hike a whole mountain, skis on his shayldecause, really, what did it matter
that they hardly had yet invented the chairlift?

What | mean is here he is next morning, knockinghendoor of our room before
breakfastpefore coffegand standing there in parka and pants and heltteggoggles,
standing ther@ ski bootsif you can believe. We cannot.

“I'm ready,” slurs a still-sleeping Camille froms@where deep, deep within the
strange luxury and unaccustomed comfort of thedlgheets, sheets whose thread

count surely is in the tens of thousands. “I'llyohe a sec.”
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“Don’t hurry,” says Dad and clomps awkwardly inhdld the door open dressed
in shower cap and towel. “When you'’re ready yailsgian get the bus to River Run.
I'll see you for lunch.”

“Dad,” | say, “the lifts don’t open for a few hour¥ou’ve got youbootson?”

“I don’t want to push it and try to keep up withwgirls,” he says. “I'm
concerned...”

“About your shoulder?”

About his shoulder, his balance, his eyesighthkering, his strength, his speed
and, not least, his very essence as a skier. &lvad falls or, worse, bad form on even
Baldy’s beginner runs cut into his confidence &ethim off the hill for good, what then?
For a brave millisecond | go there, to the frighedl place | don’t normally dareNo
Sun Valley with Dad? Ever again?

No more lunches at Ketchum'’s Cristina’s, whereltbmemade soups and thick
Idaho fries are killer delicious? No more dinnef$resh-caught fish from famous Silver
Creek River savored at the homey Ketchum Grilld Artoo, too tragic! — no more
aprés-ski evenings watching the people and loviegnood, the food and the music of
the legendary local restaurant, The Pioneer? Taesa few of Dad’s Sun Valley
favorites, pleasures he will share with my sistet me this weekend. So though he is in
his element, and (honestly!) in his boots well beforeakfast, eager and energetic, | ache
to protect my dad from cruel reality, to blurt thgh tears | think he’s the best skier in

the world, the best Dad, and that every year, awthere will be for us, Sun Valley.
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Instead | send him off with a scolding. “Dad,”adys my tone snippy, “Please
don’t run to try and get the bus, and please wall ywatch the ice on the stairs, and please
pleaseif you...”

“Now, | want you girls to dress extra warmly,” hearrupts, entirely missing the
gist of my admonishment. “It might be cold up #hérHe starts to clomp awkwardly
out.

“Have a wonderful morning, Dad,” | say and intericleion long enough to peck
his cheek with a subzero kiss, icy with the worey ave sending him off to an uncertain
fate at Warm Springs. “We’'ll ski together aftendin.” He lurches a little after a few
clompy steps down the hall, and coming upon thels@art catches the buckle of his
stiff, bulky boot. It is a maneuver that nearlpptes him. Suddenly, | feel naked in my
helplessness before time, horribly vulnerable tatwhdon’t know.

Maybe it's the shower cap and towel.

“You girls be sure you have your mittens,” he chlgk after righting himself
and clomping on. My sister and | are in our 508 yet Dad still refers to our ski gloves
as mittens, same as when we were six and he seifit tasski school so he and Mom,
giddy, could flee (fairly screaming) to the slopass kids.

“It's okay, Dad,” calls Camille, now roused fromrisavoon. “We’'ve got our

mittens.”

From the top of Baldy the Pioneer Mountains toghst and the Sawtooths to the

north envelop us in jagged peaks of thrilling sgipromise. Snow! The gondola has
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dropped Camille and me sky-high and below, thetleetdge runs unfurl in a fun |

can’'t wait to have embrace us. Said by Sun Vdilige to be greatest single ski
mountain in the world for its absence of wind, $ahsal vertical drop and abundance of
varied terrain, Baldy beckons and baby, ain’t ngbgoing to take exception to that.
We’'re off. My sister and I? Well, we ski and skid ski still more until...well, until our
legs can’t take it. Or maybe it's until one chale up the Blue Grouse run Camille asks,
“Do you think we should check on Dad?”

We race a winding way down to Warm Springs, unsfirghat we’ll find and
there he is, kicking back on the sun-soaked teroatiee day lodge, his cup of tea hot, his
mood, inscrutable.

“How did it go, Dad?” | tense for his answer, fbhe says not bad or okay or
pretty well, it means his skiing was awful.

“How isit?” he says, leaping up in greeting and suddaslgnimated as Molly
might have been to see us after a morning’s separatDid you girls find Limelight?
Was it great? How is the snow?” We had, indeednd his favorite black diamond,
hence most difficult run, and Dad’s happy, eag@ression tells me he wants to hang on
our every word — if only he could. | hope our ¢égment alone tells well our Limelight
tale. Somehow.

“No, you,” says Camille, exaggerating her mouth and pognéinDad. “How did
it go foryou?”

He looks off toward the band, now warming up tesade sunning skiers with

peppy retro renditions of Loggins and Messina.
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“I'm giving it time to soften up,” he says, sobaginHe does not meet our eyes.
“Maybe after lunch.”

Later in the gondola Camille and | go over how haslthat Dad is thinking he
might be finished. And how we will handle it ifdlafternoon goes like the morning and
he sits it out on the terrace, not even tryinghositchicken legs, letting his black eye and
bum shoulder and balance on the skids hold him track being so much of who he is.
A skier. What will we do with him? What will hedvith himself? What if. What then.

After lunch, however, the Sun Valley slopes sedigeto our own love affair
with brilliant Idaho sun, fantastic, well-groomeabsv, and run after run — after run — of
simply sensational skiing. The afternoon passddiss as big as the burn in our thighs.
Then, too soon, a few late afternoon clouds gdth#atten the light and tell us it's time
to go in. It's our last run down when | develofoeebodingughin my gut that when we
catch up with Dad, it will be back at the lodgee’lHbe working the crossword between
cat naps, his shoulder on ice or his strained ka@elaged. Or worse.

Over. It will be over and the spell of Sun Valleith its special tradition of
showing Dad to his best advantage — he is, afteora of its longest-running and most
ardent acts — will bpoof! broken. And the magic of this day, this placd| be gone for
Camille and me as skiers and daughters, who, becdu3ad alone, in our lives always
remember our mittens.

We schuss down Flying Squirrel, down and down. aNWe at the Warm
Springs base and, as expected, don’t see Dad.

“He probably got an early bus back to the lodgayssCamille.
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“Or he could be still on the hill,” I offer, hopdful imagine him on the hill,
weighting and unweighting his skis with excellegttinique; turning left, turning right
with his athletic grace intact and his famous rhytlundiminished. | imagine his thrill
and his pride and his smile when he sums up higauus later. “It was great!” he’ll say,
his passion for the umpteen millionth descent sfdkiing career as fresh and fierce as it
was for his first as a child in the "30s.

“Well, | don’t know,” says Camille.

We both without thinking look to the mountain, amat on lower butipperWarm
Springs, steep and moguled, there is, by God, afdetd on the move. Dad. It's not his
ruby parka but rather his form that positivelys.dim for us — that particular Dad-stance
and telling Dad-style Camille and | have knownaait lives. The dot is moving — it's
moving fast! — and as it descends something dyinge somersaults into joypad?
Finished® The dot grows larger, and as it comes closecksgr and Dad himself into
focus, | can see that who he is in shoes, or eaegfd@ot by the pool, is not at all who he
is on skis. His stance solid, his posture talthviirns that neither wobble nor fall, Dad
skis his way to us free of any giveaway age amstranig and fluid as any Sun Valley
punk parading his arrogant youth.

“Dad!” | fairly yelp when he swishes to a stop dhpls up his goggles to greet
us. “You lookgreat You wereamazindg You're the best...the best....” My voice gets
strangled by emotion.

“Are you proud of your old Dad?” His breath conmesd and his cheeks look

rouged, but his smile, just as | imagined, is huge.
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“YES,” gush my sister and | together, at once.

“You know, you just might be the best skier in thieole world!” | manage to
squeak through my shyness; it's a mouse-peep theagh my tears.

“Horseshit,” says Dad, somehow having heard. ldgha. “I'm just the best

skier in Sun Valley.”
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NOT-SURFING NEW ZEALAND

My guy Michael is an avid surfer. Crazed, actualis boards (one long, three
short) are festooned like fine art around the houis wetsuits (a selection) are arranged
with reverence in the closet, a rubbery all-sdasedson wardrobe. His feet are radically
callused and his kelp-proof hair buzzed shortinadlervice of his sport. And this
obsesses him body and soul pretty much more tlganh-athis girl- can get. Has the
latest development in our relationship helped?

| am just back from New Zealand, where Michael tawkon a 10-day surfing
“safari.” Granted, | knew nil about the pursuifdre he whooshed me off on this
swooningly romantic (I imagined) oceanic odyssenglthe North Island’s eastern
coast. The purpose of me, | suspected at hisisarjovite, was that | would bikini-up
and beach-sit — my job to oversee the safety aidbeing of his flip-flops while
Michael frolicked in the waters of New Zealand’'géadary surf meccas. Ragland. The
Coromandel. The Mahia Peninsula. Just the sotitifteee exotic beaches filled me with
thrill, and | couldn’t help but have a head fulltopical visions. There we’'d be, Michael
and I, strolling hand-in-hand along the sand, langim our moonlit midnight skinny
dips. Not exactly what could be called an “itemmir tentative, mincing relationship
would be goosed forward, closer, by the islandislyebeauty. Well, 'm home. And
really, how could | have known?

So, here we are, screaming out of Auckland in eatal campervan. Michael's

boards (one long, one short) joyride along. Wenarenore than 53 minutes off our 13-
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hour flight from San Francisco. It is 5:00 a.mvN£ealand time, dead-of-night dark,
and already my Kahuna is officially dressed forlaptism in the local waters, that is to
say, naked but for some boardshorts. This istheslatefavorite outfit. Come dawn and
now miles from Auckland, the scenery is heart-stogp Volcanic, river-swept, desolate:
Here in New Zealand the descriptive “pristine” tskidding. Wild, clean, and
everywhere, the sea, each twist in the road reweuista of startling beauty.

We speed north along the Whangaparaoa Peninsutdailiand I, until we
screech up to a beach our guidebook says is dalked. | am almost speechless at the
spectacle. It is an arc of flawless white sanagled in ferns and flowers; it unfurls, |
swear, for forever at the edge of a dazzling tuisjugreen bay. We are completely
alone but for a far off fisherman, who bobs inlwst beyond the frothing breakers.

“Oh!” I manage to squeak. Michael fairly squeélst’s check it out!” We hop
from the campervan and the snap of salt air, thiesshthe sun, make me giddy. Call
me a hopeless romantic, but come on! We haveeatat paradise. We trot onto the
beach and Michael, rapt, gazes out to sea. Hidshare raised to shield his eyes from
the glare and | am not at all sure he is breathifigs is his absolutiavorite surf-gazing
stance.

“All right!” | say. “Here we are, we made it. Haxagreattime!” | of course
expect the excited surfer to grab his board anthfly the water, and | cannot wait to be
abandoned to my beach towel for hours, nay, d&ysiously, however, Michael simply
gazes; he gazes some more. He scans the wajgaleftig, and gazing still, he scans the

water right. He mutters something — that is,nf hot mistaken.
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“Excuse me?”

“Wind’s onshore,” he mumbles.

Had | been fluent in surfing at the time, | woulalvke understood this as a
euphemism fo'm not going out As it is | am clueless as to why we now pop biatd
the campervan and peel away from Pikiri, fluffingstalong a dirt-and-gravel road that
in remote New Zealand is like most of the off-higtylbyways. “That’ll be a beaut,
mate,” the campervan rental agent had said, wishsngappy travels as he handed me
the map that navigates our “surfari,” and now ytssthat up ahead lies Mangawhai
Heads. “Good beach and bar breaks” encouragesalishsurf-guide. Mangawhai
Heads is not Goat Island, with its ink black sand &xtremely rocky coastline surf.”
And it is not Te Arai Point, with its “good righthd wave, on occasion.” What
Mangawhai is, it turns out, is the beach wheret ltige glimmer that on surfing safari, a
girl owes it to herself to keep her expectatiorettgrmuch open. Otherwise, she just
might find herself hurtling along a gravel roadiwét head-fog of confusion and a heart
that thought it knew — but doesn’t — the man foowhit has chanced a trip to New
Zealand in hopes it will be happy. On the roatlangawhai Heads our campervan did
indeed careen into the parking lot of Goat Islakigre, the waters were all sun-
shimmery and full of blue maomao fish and bottlendslphin. Out we hopped. Jogging
over to a desolate dune, Michael assumed the stemt=| popped back into the
campervan to prep for a nice, long beach flop.a$ yust winding up my SPF-30 routine
when he appeared at the sliding side door.

“Right’s not right,” he said.
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Pop he came, back into campervan. We fluffed rdast for some miles and
next pulled up to Te Arai Point, stopped, and ag@pped out. Beautiful, droopy
kowhai trees bright with brilliant yellow flowersNew Zealand’s national bloom —
frilled the beach with the sort of foreign-lookifigra that said we were far, far from
home, California. | had barely inhaled the headyvKai scent when | was hustled back
into the campervan, so fast | lost a hair @lijgan earring. “Right’s all right,” Michael
said, and gunned the engine. “But a left wouldéger.” | mean, really. Does this
make sense?

And now here we are, perched on a breezy bluff altee beach at Mangawhai
Heads. The surf unfurls below in elegant foamyscthvat look to me like pure
possibility. The solitude is stunning: Just b gulls, and the concept dawning that
maybe | am the only surfer’s girl in the world wtioesn’t get it. When will there be
somesurfingin this surfing safari, | want to whine, but doddre. If it's one thing about
which this passionate traveler is clear, it's thia¢ doesn’t want to be the Gidget who
isn’t considered when surf trips to Fiji or Indoizearise. | look over at my “dude,” in
the parlance, and surreptitiously inspect him fgns of funk that all our driving around
and beach browsing has not yet resulted in a 3vd.have traveled 808,405 miles to
practically the end of planet Earth, after all; Heaches so far we have seen have looked
to me like scenes idyllic for hanging-10, carving<ar showing-off the whatever-it-is that
makes big-wave riders, like my guy Michael, expatttheir obsession. Besides, | am so
hoping to hear it just once from him: the “L” wortater, Babelini! How sweet it would

be to have it called to me on the wind as he aadbbard sprint down the sand to hurl
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themselves into the wild-roiling surf. But no futtlere, | declare. In fact, the guy seems
eerilyfine with all our hopping-and-popping along the coastappears downright
pleased with his not-surfing the best of New Zedlahdo a mood check to be sure.

“Are you having fun?” | ask. Michael is frozenhins not-breathing, sea-staring
stance. He seems not to have heard me.

“ARE YOU HAVING FUN?”

“Are you kidding?” he says. His jaw drops irdoh position. “I am absolutely
stoked"’

“So, then, go!” Teasing, | shove him in the directof the water. “Surfers surf,
no?”

There is a long — very long — comatose moment.hiitthen replies, although
not in so many words: No.

“Needs south wind,” he pronounces.

Pop we go, back into the campervan. We hop andpogvay north, ever north,
and the beaches become a blur, each to me moexp#rén the previous. There is
Whananaki (“a local favorite,” according to thefsuts guide), and Mimiwhangata Park
(“will have waves when other beaches are flat’"he Guidebook tells us that seductive
Sandy Bay, on the Tutukaka Coast, is hot hot hoivfirld-class scuba diving around the
offshore marine reserve of Poor Knights Islandst lire when we careen off the road,
pull up to the beach and hop out, | am no longemtlde-eyed wave-rider’s friend who
in all innocence expectowabungalto be the next word on the wind. Am | the foolawvh

believes there will be a cry stirf's up”? Not a chance. Surfing must be something like
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love, | decide. A careening hunt from beach tachdaeled by a heartload of hope that
up ahead lies, at last, The One. The @hatis a bit of a baffle, but still. Here at Sandy
Bay, a small surf beach that venturing north aldregTutukaka Coast kicks off a
succession of bays where there’s even more opptyrtionsurf (or not), | ponder the
possibility that traveling with a mostly-naked marrelentless pursuit of some
elusive...something, could be teaching me sometimpprtant. Something it would be
good to comprehend. Something maybe like love $s..what, like the perfect wave a
phantom forever to seek yet impossible to find?b&@®wept up and shot along on a
surge of powerful thrill — is that a joy reserved $ome future time that never, ever
arrives — the left never right and the right alwayghat was it?

Never mind. Sandy Bay offers-up its bliss befoge u

“Wow,” | say at first sight of the beach. Fastean the syllable slips my lips, my
travel companion goes, you guessed it, pop, baokie campervan. “Michael, come
on.” This time | do whine. Yet | am astounded wheia wordless rush he does not flip
the ignition but instead wiggles into his wetsuitestles a board off the top of the van,
waxes it to high stickiness, and rudashesto the water’s edge.

Between us lies an expanse of powdery sand, |lavglied by billions of tiny,
perfect shells in the palest of peaches and piitk& sea shimmers in a rhapsody of
aquas and greens. Itis my turn now not to breatkibat a gorgeous spot to flop for
hours! | load my beach bag — hat, glasses, tredhgll — and dance my happy feet to a
spot among the shells where, should he catch a,waueh of course hwill, | duly can

rave over Michael’s display of surfer-mojo. “Yag@oyou” I'll hoot. The last thing |
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see before drifting...dreaming...snoozing the droolsmpre-filled nap of the jet-lagged
is Michael crouched in the sand, eyes on the seajdraised against the glare; he’s
gazing.

What is it, 20 minutes, 20 days later? | am jokeake as a body drops beside
me with anoaf. “It's closing out,” Michael croaks, winded. &'t even wet.

On surfing safari, like | said, a girl owes it terbelf to rework her notions of
romance. To be sure, volcanic islands along tle#iP&im of Fire, like New Zealand,
may promise a lot of, welheatin the love a couple ignites or renews on them;dalmy
subtropical climate may woo one into a woozy stditem in love! when to tell the truth
it's really a sunbaked befuddlement back of theeda&/hat does itneanthat Michael
won't surf? | look for the metaphor. Does thistead doom for our relationship, a sign
that down the road there will be hed’s just go for i? As the day grows long, we do
more not-surfing around the dazzling Bay of Islavdsere the pretty British Colonial
town of Russell charms me, all right, but doesh&yamy fear this could, to my
heartbreak, happen. The map says we’re zoomingrtb@ape Reinga, New Zealand’s
northernmost tip. Here, the native Maori believeitt spirits leave the island at death.
Michael and I in the campervan aren’t talking mudcm alone with my foreboding and
he focuses dead ahead on the road, which now wemeed the town of Kaitaia and the
phenomenon called Ninety Mile Beach. Ninety cueats miles of beach it is, indeed —
a surfer’'s Sangri-la where honestly, I'm thinkitigere has got to be a spot right enough
to entice my reluctant Kahuna into the water. Mimgiles is 90 miles! Surely here a

surf will happen. Our campervan careens into Kaitand after out-hopping, per usual,

243



Michael and I plop down on stools at a beach shiaakserves crispy fish-and-chips
wrapped in newsprint.

“Good on ya, mate,” says a mostly-naked fellow staols over — a kindred spirit
to Michael, | can tell: his board shorts are sa-Battered and salt-worn they could be no
less than his absolutavorite outfit. | eat; they chat. And before | know ieware going
pop, right into this Kiwi’'s campervan for a rideatirockets this way and that until
eventually, here | am, flying along the beach to@ess ATV called a “quad.” Up front
Michael and his new best friend speak Surf, whlback their boards bounce as high
and hard as does my derriere on the wobbly seay. nbt to fall out. The ATV whips to
a halt on a remote rock shelf. Little glisteniragpfs hold tide creatures — anemones,
starfish and crabs. Surf-spray spits salty drapsg face as the waves, rising higher and
higher and huge! curl and crash and foam; they Migchael & Friend, who by now call
each other “mate,” in a state that, had | beendaeldan surfing at the time, | would have
recognized as a euphemism Fgust might die I'm so happy

As it is, their conversation assures me that howkwe is like surfing, or surfing
like love, I, for one, am missing some essentialarstanding that will make this trip to
New Zealand, if not the place where Michael aridlhn’t know,connect at least the
island of brilliant beauty where maybe | actualtgin something. Whether it's of love,
or whether it's of surfing — either way, it will Is® good to progress.

“Right’s all right, mate,” says Michael.

“Right, mate. Left’s right right as well,” saysshiriend.

“Right.”
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“Right.”

And just like that, they’re in the water. With He@ndwahoo!they surf the
waves breaking left. With joy armhnzai'they ride the waves curling right. The endless
hours of sea-gazing that have led to this momenharonger pointless, the careening
drive from beach to beach far from a waste of timhbe surf-guide tells me that
Michael's comatose act on shore is really a cryuaat of the sport. For if a surfer is not
considering the waves before he or she rides theow-they’re timed, in what
configuration they arrive, whether there are offghaurrents or riptides — how will they
know, really know, the mind and heart, the veryl sduhe swell that inspires true
devotion to the art of moving with it well? If arger is not holding in mind the sea’s
ways above all that will ask of him his greatesl slkad answer his highest desire, how
will he recognize when it arrives the surf so spelse has no choice but to give himself
over completely to the grace of its mystery revdale
dancing in the surf on a wave so smooth and wellrguand perfect — so right — that
even from the beach their dance looks like love.

And at last | get it: never settle for less.
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OH GIVE ME A HOME WHERE THE BUFFALO...DON'T
HANG WOEBEGONE ON THE WALL

Outside Yellowstone in Cody, Wyoming, Buffalo Bilboyhood home is just
down the road from the Wagon Wheel, where brealk$astrving up hot: sausage and
biscuits and spicy bread pudding, puddled with kéyssauce. Elk antler chandeliers are
dimmed low and a booth of mustached, dusty wraagiesweat-stained Stetsons smoke
like the Marlboro Man'’s original model would stilthat is, if he hadn’t lost a lung (or
was it his life?) to cancer.

This is cowboy country. Here, there’s a rodeo geening 'round six. Here,
cattle guards on freeway onramps keep herds offéter&éom hoofing it onto Highway
90 west and, as I'd suggest, hitching a ride ta&rclimes. For it is here that Sioux and
Cheyenne once rode hell-for-feathers across thesgiecking a good scalping knife, and
a popular jingle went like thisBuffalo Bill, Buffalo Bill/never missed and never
will/always aims and shoots to kill/and the comppays his buffalo bill.Yes, it is here,
more to the point, where if you are a creaturénefriatural world, whether bobcat, barn
owl or hawk, you seem sorrier than a boy named Sust ask the huge and quite
handsome moose whose head hangs morosely aboleathrat the Wagon Wheel. If
you're a rambling romantic (like me) who buys heartl soul into the notion that any
home, home on the range worth its classic cowbdgdahould be indeed where the
buffalo roam and the deer and the antelope plaiehlerace yourself: It's a mighty

frightening prairie out there.
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To wit: Seldom is heard a more discouraging wbahtwhen our waitress, Sue,
skedaddles on over, bearing a coffee pot, snag@ngum.

“Hi, girls,” she twangs to our traveling party o¥¢ as we squeeze cattle-in-a-
chute style into the narrow wooden booth, seatsaas as frontier church pews.
“Breakfast is near about over, but we’re servingltinch special — a buffalo burger with
fries.”

Buffald? gasps Camille, the vegetarian.

“Or | can get you a nice bear burger, with coleslaw

Bear? Camille’s six-year-old daughter, Jacqueline tads her face into
something akin to kiddie horror.

“We also have the local beaver burger,” says Sogt, that comes with chips.”

Buffalo, bear, beaver? Not since the night befiorthe charming, one-horse town
of Spearfish, South Dakota has a dining decisi@nts® easy. Rocky mountain oysters,
also known as fried bull testicles, amimellesin the French for those of delicate
sensibility, were on the menu along with the séxtberwordly entrees suitable for a
book by frontier chef Ferne Holmes, authoEasy Recipes for Wild Game and Fish
She, if you remember, is dispenser of such culitips/as “keep meat clear of hair and
flies.” These were meals to fit right in with H&tuffed Boar Chops” (Step 1: Find and
kill yourself a nice boar) and “Oriental AntelopeVild west dishes as backwoods
distinctive as “Baked Swissed EIk” and moose, whafter you bleed and hang and gut
and clean it, is nightmarishly delicious either onmarbequed in a dirt hole or cubed into

goulash.
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“Four large salads, three orders of fries and taoftaddge sundaes to split,” we
order. Sue seems vexed.

“Where’r you folksfrom? she asks and snorts a slight snicker at our negp&an
Francisco. “Now don't let the Wagon Wheel scara!yshe hoots, getting an obvious
guffaw out of our California palates — more attut@drugula than elk, however well
Swissed.

“Only the buffalo burger is the real McCoy. Theaband beaver? Those are just
regular "ol burgers, one with fried onions, theestlvith cheese.” Camille trades a look
of woe with the moose head hung above us, theofdsi presumably long ago gone to
goulash. “Oh,” she says, “that’s a relief.”

The west unfurls under our wheels as we drive ftloenPine Ridge Oglala Lakota
Sioux reservation in eastern South Dakota, pasRdshmore, through Yellowstone
National Park, alongside Wyoming’'s Grand Tetons west— west across red-rock
Utah, through the vast flats of Nevada, over theer8s to home. We are on a road trip to
acquaint ourselves with cowboy and Indian counthe land of sparrow hawks and
alfalfa fields, of Wyatt Earp and Sitting Bull. \Mge reveling in the wonders of endless
empty skies and a Great Plains history that isrifodly, almost despairingly exciting,” in
the words of General George A. Custer, who in 1i8éHed to the bloody, brutal battles
of frontier life. It is a road trip rife with remders of how the west was won: Indian
scalps on display at the Buffalo Bill Museum in @@/ Y; beaver pelts for sale at the

Dakota Territory Trading Post in Custer, SD; Critorse carved into the Black Hills
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cliffs in the manner of Mt. Rushmore down the ro&thcked into every museum and gift
shop en route are western art and frontier cobtagi— knickknacks and artifacts whose
provenance is the trials and triumphs of the wesdidiest, legendary settlers: buffalo
hunters, fur traders, railroad developers, outlaxplorers and, of course, the Native
Americans — from Comanche to Apache.

We are here to experience first-hand the samewelst romance that wooed that
awe-struck cowboy who by the light of the flickegioampfire, to the strum of his
lonesome guitar, was moved to crddome on the Randeeneath a blanket of brilliant
stars: Oh give me a home where the buffalo roam and theal®d the antelope play.
We have come to see some thrilling frontier faursawild mustang, a bald eagle or an
honest to God beaver, at least. We have comepa dbbuffalo.

The day after our encounter with Sue and the moasélack Volvo wagon
bucks out of Yellowstone National Park. Yippesay! is what we’'d hoot if we’d been
raised bustin’ broncos. As it is, we are saddiesmd shaken from bouncing over the
bumps and ruts of Yellowstone roads whose “Men atkVsigns and mammoth earth-
moving machines strain to keep the breathtakingtyeaf the park accessible to all. As
promised the scenery is splendid, however, andusectine Old Faithful erupts...well,
faithfully, we are only vaguely aware: We see earb No bison, no bighorn, no elk (I
could cry!). Though Yellowstone literature boatts 1,200-acre park is home to the
greatest concentration of large mammals in Ameriaa in more than 30,000 elk, 3,000

bison, 2,000 mule deer and grizzly by the hundred®e meet not so much as a marmot.
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We park at a scenic overlook and | scan the headygdn of pristine lakes and
vivid pine hills and flowers that grow in wild relelss splendor. The cowboy’s tune turns
over in my mind:Oh give me a land where the bright diamond sanddleisurely down
with the stream. Where the graceful white swatleglislowly along like a maid in a
heavenly dreamA swan would be swell, | think to myself. An hantic coyote or how
'‘bout a hare? Oh, give me a duck, even if it's uge! But no, the bison must be hiding,
there are no hare here, and so with its magicaharkingdom as mythical as Oz (is it
us?), we leave Yellowstone to press west.

Rolling through Grand Teton National Park, we ool ahh over the Tetons
themselves — ice-capped, rugged, stunning. An botside the park we stop for lunch at
a gift shop/café whose Thursday special is chatked blackboard propped-up beside —
can it be? — yes, a great and mighty grizzly b&taffed and stitched-up in full upright
and roar position. “Smothered Sheep Steak witiv'Sépells the chalk. On the café
walls is an exhibition of animal carcasses arraragedrtfully as a Louvre museum
mounting of Monet. Placed whisker to snout and paantler are heads or better of
mule deer, moose, goose, bear, boar, beaver, buffatthroat trout, prairie dog, red stag,
cougar, wood duck, wild turkey and wolf. All biiettrout— he being typically
inscrutable- wear wide-eyed expressions of stoic disbelief.

“Four large salads, three large fries and two hdgé sundaes to split,” we order
from our server. “Bev” is etched on her nametBgyv seems perplexed. “You folks
don’t need to get aiqueamisfi she says, thick cigarette fumes on her bredtts not

thesheepwvho’s smothered, it's the steak, with gravy.” Bssorry we have yet to see
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an actual creature of the west in the actual willut,” she says as the dead beaver
behind her to the left seems to slit its glass eydwer in beaverly peevishness. “These
fellas on the wall will tell 'ya, life out here i&ralways what you’d call a cabaret. Now,
sure | can’t change your mind about some smothsnedp?”

We're sure.

That evening we roll into Jackson, WY. At the anpon the outskirts six sleek
private jets sit pretty in a row. Between here v are a herd of ranches whose
owners, like Hollywood icon Harrison Ford, seenetobrace an aesthetic that’s totally
Home on the Range, howeariviste. The sprawling, luxurious homes, | can see
through brightly lit windows, spoté toutin ranch chic: trout-shaped wall sconces; buck
antler chandeliers; a Clint Eastwood-style leathester thrown with nonchalance over a
rough-hewn pine loveseat. As we wheel by thesstpbonderosas, the crooning cowboy
corrals my mind yet againwWhere the air is so pure and the zephyrs so &eé the
breezes so balmy and light/Oh, | would not exchangéome on the range for the
glittering cities so bright.

Surely, the wild west romance his tune suggestsoie than the contemporary
outdoor fun that is a Jackson pride — fly-fishitvgjl-riding, river-running, rock climbing,
among them. Surely the wonder of the fabled feardf which he sings is alive and
thriving beyond the modern swank that fills the mésmony shops. There, cowboy hats,
hand-tooled boots and belt buckles of serious isiek come hitheat visiting
rhinestone wranglers those passers-through who mostly holster VISAsveimal are

saddled-up into galloping Range Rovers. Surelghiort, the deer and antelope of yore
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are found at play where the range in its natualyglemains? | long to bet my fantasy
on it.

We scoot into one upscale shop, the High CountigeAts furniture store, argit
along little dogies! There, draped over the frame of a $9,000 jurdper deer-hide
armchair with all the sexy languor of a bikini-clasbdel over a hotrod iMuscle
Mustangsmagazine is a mountain lion. Deader than a ddand real, the lion looks
only slightly less disheartened with its astonighfiate than the equally real grizzly and
black bear heads (no kidding) that are attachédi@acorners of an expensive executive
desk, also for sale.

This design trend of turning dearly departed cnestinto decorative home and
office objets— dubbed “Furry-Dead-Thingism” lyutsidemagazine- may be so hot it's
“caught on like bellbottoms,” according to Thea Matirector of the annual Western
Design Conference. But when Jacqueline acciddwaitks into the mountain lion chair
and screams in that piercing shriek particulakitiish six-year-olds, | do, too, inside.

For once upon a time in the west, before white rtfaere were perhaps 70
million buffalo roaming the plains, elk in abundanand cougars and bears that weren't
desks and chairs. Today, suggestions abound ¢leatashd antelope are not home, home
on the range as much as trophies to stuff andupckSurely today this has changed, but
even the “World’s Largest Elk Antler Arch” flauntise theme. A gawk-inspiring awe
that rises 18 feet over Main Street in Afton, WHistcollection of 3,011-odd antlers is
said to be worth over $300,000 due to their vatu@sia as an aphrodisiac. How much

sexier they would be, it strikes me, seen adorthiegelk from which they were shorn.
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It's the next day when we buck our way west to Sake City (more road
construction). From there it's a nonstop, stragjidt across Nevada, through
California’s Donner Pass, across the Sacramenteywt San Francisco. Once | am
home, home, far from the range where no moose Wwae@pegone on the wall and where
burgers are “garden” not bear, | am glad. Stfla might when the moon is bright and the
flickering fire takes my mind to that lonesome pewhere the cowboy is crooning, | am
filled with the wild wonder of the ageless, romantiest, and | silently sing alonddow
often at night when the heavens are bright/fromlitjte of the glittering stars/have |
stood there amazed and asked as | gazed/if thety gixceeds that of ours.

And while | can’t explain our unusual trip, wherebigat and barn owl alike
stayed perplexedly out of sight, | like to thinlsibecause they are now smart enough to
refuse the fate of becoming a sad, furry bit othaohic. Come the chorus, I'll improvise
my own lyric twist: Oh give me a home where the buffalo roélinsing, not serve
where a salad or Cezanne will d®nly then will seldom be heard a discouragingdvo

(from me), and the skies won’t seem cloudy at all.
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A SEACLIFF SERENADE

Love must be a light as much as it is a flame.
Henry David Thoreau

He was 15, or so he lied. 1, too, was 15 (theh)ruAnd the night | met 13-year-
old Michael B. around a driftwood fire on SeacBi&ach was immense: it meant | was
no longer romantically backward. Finally, like ally junior high school friends had
already, it was my turn to fall in love for thedfitime, and Michael flipped me into the
abyss with his eyes of Aegean Sea blue and masrsnyeas mine.

That was 35 years ago.

Today, the details of my first romance, the magimg first love, live in my
mind and heart as a seaside serendipity of sud, sarf and stars. Seacliff Beach is
where my first boyfriend and | swam and splashatilanghed: my first kiss, my first
beer, my first French kiss — all with Michael Bal-at Seacliff Beach.

Now, a lifetime later, | suspect the beach is belwat. | mean, really, what can
Seacliff be thinking? The California crescent lobie where dolphins frolic, seabirds
play, and sun, sand and stars smile down on aibhdagntral coast — well, it seems the
beach is bringing back to me the love | knew at A&d it is not simply the same flush of
thrill, or the rush of something new, unexpectedmnense. It is, as well, the boy
himself, his Aegean Sea eyes unchanged in altithes

Not that he washed up with the tide, although hghirihave for all my surprise.

But just last week as | walked the beach, theredse my first love, running along the
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sand. And to see him, these 35 years’ worth aleéationships later, is to realize with an
uncomfortable start, | hardly have evolved at all.

| confess, not since my teenage romance have | gedna swim and splash and
laugh in the ocean surf with the same free and abagdon that ran like the wind
through the me of 15. And let’'s be honest: Inthmge and a half decades of travel to
other beaches on a handful of continents, notglesone has offered so much as a
harmless flirtation, much less an enjoyable flifag,less a serious love.

But the beach that is the site of my teenage trlumamere | fell in love during a
sunburned summer of surfing and swimming and futhink it is up to something.

Michael is newly divorced (the truth). At age 5hnh starting over. That's a lie.
At age 5l1and a half and fresh from a long romance gone wrong, |, &mo beginning
again. So, tripping upon my first love at thisgse moment in time on the very sand
where magic once upon whirled me in a dance ohfyemwvakened desire, a dance that
tossed me up, up into the realm where all feelsiptes— well, it does seem slightly
suspect. Early this evening | walked the beacinftioe family house to which after
years away | have returned, unsure of where tad ptay out next will be — this city or
that? In silence | converse with the very same sand and sea that long ago held so
much promise for the clueless me of Come now, Seacliff, out with ltwonder to
myself.Is bringing meMichael your sly, wily way of matchmaking — agaimfie surf
speaks not, the birds keep mum.

Returning to Seacliff now, what feels like a lifat later, | find its enchantment

remains — made all the more dazzling by my travdls.sands of San Sebastian or
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Cannes seem as clean, no bay of L.A. or Maine amS3§o unique. Mornings when the
porpoises leap and evenings when the pelicans féeel, there is no better beach in the
world for revealing how greatly I'm blessed — blegsiot only to revel again in the
outdoor joy that is Seacliff's gift to all who loxebeautiful beach, but blessed also by the
far-fetched idea — dare | name it hope? — thapthee may have plans for me, plans for
something beyond my dreams to which, given mynéfijantic history, | would think,
No way!

Mystery. Tales of true love are thick with it. $heed dreams, apparent loss, and
then, at the bleakest eleventh hour, a happy — ewetulous — reconciliation. It is all
SO sappy, granted, but oh-so-thrillingly romantiche story is a truth (or lie) I like. So |
ask the all-seeing stars that with the faintestidpdid sweet dreams to the retiring sun,
what is up with me and my first love? The winkiimghament says less than Seacliff
itself, though | admit the beach is taunting mehviints of what may yet be for Michael
and me. On any day this is what | see: laughmgptes hand in hand who stroll the
beach at sunset; walkers and their romping dogsfwafio in the surf at dawn.
Sunbathers, swimmers, fishers — the beach byisgb¢opled by the relaxed, the happy,
the smiling. By night the otters and sea lions, avtien the month is right, whales, add to
the sea their wonder. Looks to me like a love, f@iétright. Hmm.

It would be a lie to say the togetherness that Eketland | share again is not an
exact replay of our high school relationship. Newend the 35-year absence. When |
splash and laugh and swim with — and kiss — theaige boy who, at 49 seems strangely

unchanged, no time has passed. He’s worldliehgpes, more traveled; that he has his
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driver’s license now only adds to all the appeahbkl for me at 13. The truth: Even
decades lived apart, often at opposite ends aédinn (me: Paris; Michael: New
Zealand) compact into minutes when the free, easyhce shared with someone again
turns up — undiluted, undiminished, undimmed. pieable. Or is it a trick of the
miraculous? My dear Seacliff, do tell! In my siteconversation, | ask the beach to tell
its secret. But the still-warm sand stays silemt #he prancing surf rolls in — without a
word.

When Michael joins me we build a driftwood fire, &wed 1, and talk of nothing.

We say simply everything in the fun it is to betas beach together again after 35 years
of...whatever. We look over the water to the lights far-away pier. Suddenly — and
this is the truth — porpoises leap from the wadag and then another. Sandpipers scurry,
pelicans swoop, and from off somewhere a mockinighimgs. The beach rolls in ecstasy
around us, and at a strangely synchronized tiroe) froints practically a planet apart

(me: San Francisco; Michael: Indonesia), my fiostel and | both are drawn back to the
same crescent of sea where a love that was newoamd) arrived once before. Could

this be a love not done with us? | suspect iniy the beach that knows.

The sky streaks a palette of pinks as the sun &ieksd the horizon. The fog
rushes in as if late for a date with destiny.ekms as eager to get back to this beach as
weeks ago | was — Michael, too — both of us hatftgsome mysterious pull neither he
nor |, can explain. Snug by our driftwood fire, fimgt love and | revel in the moment —

repeated. You rascal, Seacliff: the beach whemetappens.
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SUBMITTING TO SHASTA

Shasta!l Oh Mount Shasta!
What secrets do you hide
What dwells within that heart of yours
What Light does there abide?...
What Knowledge do you guard so well
From those who seek too bold?
Godfre Ray King (1878-1939)

We are four on a rope on the slope. Said likettherie’s a certain poetic appeal
to our ordeal. We are four on a rope — withoutd®pNo, no; we have hope all right,
hope born weeks ago when we, eager, decided td ¢him14,179-foot strato-volcano
known as California’s Mt. Shasta. But here it cantbe rock the size of a Chevy
Suburban. It rockets off a colossal shale outdiogctly above us, and with an eerie
crack it crashes once, now twice on the steep, shope to which we cling for dear life
with crampons. A searing flash of fear slices im@ and | wonder if perhaps such hope
is nothing more than our mistake. Our miserabletakie. Spinning, the boulder picks up
sickening speed; it plunges, it chargefynigesnow dead ahead toward Camille, who
stands frozen as the rock bears down. The advghcitk seems to have decided: she,
yes she, has been chosen its victim — the sacaipected for our conceit. Stricken with
shock | watch the rock fall and in an instant knavis mountain of terrible beauty,
where a dazzle of glacial seductions entice so nchmpers to come prove their mojo as
its match, may allow her slopes to be scaled andimamit won, but in the end? Shasta
will not be conquered.

| am no mountaineer. Let Jon Krakauer climto Thin Airup Everest to taunt

death all he wants. Let Simon Yates, broken-b@retibloody, disappear down a

258



crevasse high in the Peruvian Andeshiet endure an ordeal arguably worse than death:
the four harrowing days he crawled inch-by-inctotlgh fear and pain and desolation to
safety. The avalanches on K2, the falls off Dertaé high altitude cerebral edema
enjoyed in the “death zone” above 23,000 feet -tmemk you. Sunny spring skiing at a
chi-chi resort like Sun Valley? My speed. Stihen my sister Camille and our friend
Mark, both avid climbers, conspired to summit Shasta three-day adventure that
promised (they promised) terrific hiking, deligHtiamping and a wonderful excuse to
get out in the wild for fresh air and fun, | wouldt be left behind. Neither would
Camille’s 16-year-old son, Gabriel. And so we jpregh

Shasta, after all, is hardly Everest. Only theoaddighest peak in the Cascade
Range, and the fifth tallest in California, hundred ambitious hikers a year scale its
eight glaciers without too much to-do, despitedheasional bout of altitude sickness or
not-too-serious fall. Crevasses and avalanchesamase or toes lost to frostbite? This
is not the stuff of Shasta. And so it was withiedanticipation | did what all actual
mountaineers surely do: | shopped. Gotta gequraperly went Mark’s and Camille’s
counsel. Boots, helmet, ice axe, crampons — thedether accoutrements of climbing,
including a harness with which to attach myseliny “team” via rope, were on the list,
as was an amped-up workout schedule of running/agd and biking and weights. |
mean, if no less a mountain man than John Muirearnnto trouble on the mountain the
first Spanish explorers of 1808 christededus Marial wanted to be sure | wouldn’t be
calling on either to save me from some unwelconle litewas during one of Muir's

three Shasta climbs in 1874-75 that he got trajppetthe summit by a storm. He
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survived only by warming himself in the mud of tina sulfur springs that bubbled near
the peak. Lesson learned, Mr. Muir: | was nohgdb be caught without a proper
mountaineering outfit, much less body, so help gs1d Maria.

* % %

'Ho, ‘ho, yo!
Yo!, 'ho, yo!

The lyrics of Mark’s gansta rap music, such as #rey boom in the car as we
pull in to the parking lot at Shasta’s base. Rathan climb the popular, easiest and
typically crowded Avalanche Gulch route, we plastonmit via the less-publicized and
more challenging Hotlum/Boland Ridge route on treuntain’s northwestern side — the
glacial route, it turns out this late July daynot one other soul. | gaze up at the glacier
that awaits us, sun-sparkled and still. In thé¢adise it looks none too steep and far from
foreboding. Surely here there will be no fallimga the void like can happen on
Annapurna, and with today’s flawless azure skytately no lightning strikes are
expected to doom us like they do sometimes thebemnof Kilimanjaro. Doable, |
decide. That will b@ur Shasta. After much fussing, we shoulder our mmagsacks and
| stagger under the weight of the three-days’ woftfour-course meals, six-weeks’ stash
of survival snacks (what if we get lost?), plusheighanges of clothes | simply have to
have, but no matter: we will shuck the tent and¢@bking paraphernalia, at least, once
we establish “base camp.” So the crushing burdenostly frivolous things will slow
and cripple me for only a couple of hours. Nevardrithe sweaty and strenuous Ssix it
actually takes to reach the site of our first niglomp: a flat-ish rock plateau 2,700 feet

up that’s tailor-made for our tent. The hike id®eely we hardly notice the time. It
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winds through luscious alpine meadow, pine-scefuassbt, rising slopes of screéo,
‘ho, yo, I intone to myself with each footfall, an odd yeythmic mantra that adopts me
as | stagger and steyo, 'ho, yo

Step after step, higher and higher we rise up 8lsaside. We’'re climbing! |
realize at some fresh vista where the view of tleeg, leafy lowlands we're leaving is
keen and my joy, too, rises. Shasta seems todHing us along, her weather perfect,
her mountain breeze soft; her stars now spanglddhesning sky in a splendor so
stunning it is almost enough to swerve my worryyaiam the hike’s first fierce bite of
surprise. Almost. A short, nearly vertical slageéroken shale suddenly appears
between us and the rock plateau.

“Uh-oh,” says Camille.

“Whoa,” gasps Mark.

“No way,” goes Gabriel.

Yo...oh...nol intone and then stop to behold the specter:inabctertain to test
our guts if not our luck. “Yikes, that sure loaiteep and (gulp) crumbly.”

But we do it. And Shasta helps. We crawl and claab fashion, up the sliding
falling wobbly shale, our unwieldy packs threatenat every step to throw us off
balance and send us crashing head over heels backfdbm whence we’'ve come. ltis
said by legend that Shasta harbors a secret diynaer core, a city of jeweled corridors
home to a mystical brotherhood descended from rgitthiemuria. 1 hope the brothers
can’t hear my panic-tinged yelps as | crawl angvgckand | hope the purity of Lemuria

will be none the worse for Mark’s curses as he dwes Damnyoudamnyoudamny.ou
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But Shasta does not pitch us off, neither doesiahgeate us with her altitude-gain or
conjure a wind so cruel it whips us into regrettig first success. In fact, upon the
plateau the wind is kind in which we, too poope@#b, hurriedly pitch our tent — so
hurriedly that our first night on the mountain st sleeping with sharp rocks as pillows
and poised at an unnatural angle. Shasta doesigh tb freeze us as we lie snoring side
by side, stuffiness filling our sinuses positiormEdvn-slope from our feet. Instead sweet
dreams of Lemuria — is it beautiful? are the brigllndsome and, | don’t know, hot? —
are borne to me on the night’s soft flutter of edze.

* * %

It's 1:30 a.m. when Camille steps on my head to the tent. “Sorry,” she
whispers. “It's time.” In the silence and chifithe dawn yet far off, we knock about
blindly to rig ourselves up for “summit day.” Theountain’s peak lies uncountable
hours ahead, so dressing in harness, helmet axithihga we rope together, man our ice
axes and head up. Step by slow, deliberate stapake our silent way from scree to
snow, climbing ever and ever higher. As I rise #Hreslope steepens, a mild concern
steals in. Trussed up as | am as part of a teemwill | maneuver the...well, the
bathroom breaks? Pull the rope left and my feldtimbers follow. Ducking with
discretion behind the right rock? A problem. iliwe the least of them. As we climb
the sky brightens in a brilliant rhapsody of roaad golds, and Shasta continues to
beckon us toward her summit. We are lured highdrtagher by her lack of difficulty,
and we are beguiled ever onward by her apparemipeoof a conquest easily achieved.

| mean, Camille, Mark, Gabriel and I, we all feet@gt! We step and sweat and greet the
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rising sun without so much as the slightest hightale headache’Ho, 'ho, yo. Hour
upon hour | place my crampon into each clear foot@amille, ahead of me on the rope,
stamps into the soft glacier snoya 'ho yo Ten thousand feet, 11,000, 12 — at each
elevation the volcano dormant since 1786 is prousglf a gentle soul free of cliffs or
crags or crevasses; it offers no wretched hazéwesde to avoid. Possibly the New
Agers and old legends are right. Possibly Shastiyris a sacred site where a powerful
energy vortex calls to believers like those whahie 1980s, gathered here for a
“worldwide harmonic convergence.” | am definitélgrmonically converging with
Shasta’s happy absence of killer ice storms liks¢hfound on Mr. Ranier; | am blissing
over its freedom from the deadly blizzards of Miafi2. This mountain’s sweet terrain
and sunny-day disposition make our climb feel gildme...here I'll say it: grace. In fact,
when we reach the summit — all 14, 179 feet oflias as elated as any real mountaineer
dating back to Otzi the iceman. While his 5,30@syeld remains were found high in the
Alps in 1991, thus making him surely the world'sfisummit junkie, my very alive body
thrills to the view (spectacular), the feat (we difland the fact that Shasta has been so
amenable to our success.

“Smile!” says the stranger we ask to snap our @fisummit photo. And we do,

well-pleased with ourselves. We are oblivious.

* * *

| wonder if Petrarch, the $4century Italian poet whose mountaineering exploits
endeared him to many as the father of Alpinismr evet a descent he didn’t like. The

smallest slip on a chip of ice, the merest misstep piece of unsteady scree — these and
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other tiny climbing mishaps are all it takes tontarperfect day into a perfect fright. And
for Camille, Mark, Gabriel and I, the fright begios a soft-snow slope that climbing up
seemed benign but stepping down is — strangelypallpgly steep. Down and down it
shoots to an insanity of rocks hundreds of featwelHow did we not see these on the
way up? Its hold oour feet is tenuous. My overworked crampons clinghoglope

with as much shaky strength as remains in my lé&gs aur nearly 10-hour ascent. It
isn't a lot. We are traversing the slope with mmuce for Camille and Mark, experienced,
know the downside of climbing foolishness. | ara daboose on the rope — last — and
moving with innocent confidencéHo, 'ho, yo, | step. And slip. My foot slips and I sit.
| think nothing of it. I'll just get up goes my thought. But to my surprise | find |'tan
Instead, | am sliding. Oh-so-slowly, but picking speed, | am sliding — sliding with no
way to stop, sliding with nothing to grab, sliditigen spinning and thinking nothing but,
Oh! Then: a jerk. The rope at my waist pulls tawt apside down, | stop. A little dazed
| look up the slope to see Gabriel with his ice dug into the snow and his body flung
over it to anchor its hold.

“Way to go, Gabe!” cheers Mark, impressed withltlbg’s successful climbing
“arrest.” Quickly, | am back on my feet and in team’s single-file line, but with an
awakened jittery sense that perhaps we are natf@ass all this time we’ve supposed.
Step by (more careful) step, we zig-zag our wayrddve slope and then: Just like that,
Gabriel is off his feet sliding and | feel my ropell hard. My face hits the snow and it’s
the two of us now, tumbling, sliding, spinning, ity up speed. Gabriel cries out but |

am too stunned to utter eveh! Flailing, | try to grab what | can; there is nioidp |
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have no clue what to do with my axe because, lgayl | am no mountaineer. We slide,
we spin, we pick up speed and it is forever, orloeayere seconds, but | feel it: the jerk.
Suddenly, | stop. Below me | see Gabriel has, tdg.heart hammers, my face burns —
the fear, the fear — but | glance up the slopessm®dMark kneeling as if beseeching Jesus
Maria. He has thrust his axe into the snow benkethin classic “team arrest” fashion
and stopped us all from falling down, down, tratiicdown to the murderous crags
below. Camille hoots wildly in approval.

“You did it! Go you! Oh, my God, that wageat” she hoots. Mark just kneels,
his attitude prayerful; his silence speaks forlus Bhank you.Gabriel, shaking, gathers
his wits and | do, too, and we each reattach crampome loose, readjust glasses askew,
and ease back into single-file on the rope. Thd#usion of rocks at slope’s bottom
seems now to issue a dare and the sun-soppeadfisitbw we have yet to cross feels
newly treacherous, a peril for which we are unpregpa Suddenly, our footing is not sure
and the slope is fraught with who knows what neStep by step, each now agonizingly
deliberate, we again get movintdo, 'ho, yo | squeak and notice | am intensdife-
and-deathlyfocused on the right here, right now. Shast&adsweng me something
important, something it would be good to knowit khat the mountain cannot be
trusted? That it is not in the least what it s€enksasy. Neither to know nor to predict,
Shasta tells me it's got its secrets, and saf@igsanother word for something | don’t
own.

Especially now. “Mom!!” Gabriel screams. “Rock!'And here it comes. The

boulder that shoots off the outcrop above us sderosious in its intent. It bears down
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on Camille, faster and faster it rolls. If shesuight she will pull us all off our feet and
into a sure sliding fall. If she stands still tleek will slam into her and drag the rope —
with us — to some ill-defined doom that I, rightmmam too, too stunned and confused to
foresee. My eyes go blurry with fright and themy sister with a jolt rockets left as
Mark yells “Go!!” — her two or three steps fired bgmething unearthly in its potential
for speed. Via angel or adrenaline, I've nevensaagyone move as fast as Camille. The
rock whizzes past by mere inches and crashes éfckad way down the slope. Its
whine carries on the wind; its moan is a heavy thdhe snow. Later she says she felt
its breath, the life of Shasta thriving.
*

Sixteen hours, 30 minutes and however many sedbtadses to strip off the gear
— pack, helmet, harness, rope — and collapse itetiten a delirium of both achievement
and relief becomes the official time of our sumnWi¢e four on the rope make it back to
base camp safely, sanely, and after the fun of ugtespeed glissading that goosed up
our moods. Yet even as | dropped to my bottontide sled-like and laughing down the
glacier’s lower slopes, | felt somehow that Shaga allowing me the thrill only
because...well, because. In her wild caprice, inlfulness almost wanton, the merry
moment might have transformed just like that irme altogether not so, with the
mountain itself deciding how it would go. A hidderevasse that yawns open, a
seemingly solid rock shelf that gives way, any frddnd unexpected whim can, indeed,

catch us unaware, with only Shasta herself in erutiderstanding.
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Still, the satisfaction is sweet for Camille, Ma@abriel and |, snug in the tent
our final night on the mountain before we hike antl rejoice in the sight of the car. We
did it! We came, we climbed, we...survived. We hawas of fun, in fact. The evening
air seems more lusciously scented, with our sucesskthe stars that shyly show
themselves with the setting sun wink especiallghtri Is it my pride in our awesome
accomplishment that makes Shasta’s charms seeglismds, now that all danger has
passed and we are free to feel so pumped-up witnph? A breeze rouses itself to
whispergood joband clouds, just a few, gather to tell ysy guys are hotHappy, sore
and exhausted, | drift off to sleep to the lullafythe melting glacier snow that rushes
bubbling down the mountain in a nearby stream oflsng music. Back to those
handsome Lemurians...

It is 10:15 p.m. when the first flash of light i¢gs the dark and the low rumble of
— what? — jolts me bolt upright. “Oh my God,” mea@amille. “Oh. My. God.” The
flashes come fast now and, too, the booms — expiseghat shake us from our sleep with
a slap of shock. Lightning! Thunder! Yes, thunded lightning and now, the rain,
buckets of it, and hail, hail that hammers the &amd drowns our gear and our clothes
outside. The bitter wind joins in with its ire # arrived out of nowhere.

“Camille?” | croak from deep within the cocoon oy sleeping bag, now pulled
over my head to hide me from the truth of our pradient. “Is this tent waterproof?”

Gabriel croaks his owmh, great from the depths of his bag. “No,” she says tare so
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bleak | swear we’re in for it nowiNo. And the soul of Shasta opens to us, the enigma we

take home.
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