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If the reader prefers, this book may be regarded as fiction. But there is always the chance that such a book of fiction may throw some light on what has been written as fact.
—Ernest Hemingway: A Moveable Feast
History is a novel that has been lived, a novel is history that could have been.
—Edmond Louis Goncourt
Sometimes, a simple remark can result in a book. For me, it was when I was sitting on the terrace of Perry’s—long a favorite bar of San Franciscans—having a glass of champagne with my friend and agent Fred Hill, I freezing in the damp incoming fog, and he smoking and encouraging his dog Pancho to sit still. I remarked (not too kindly, I think now) that in Paris we could have been cozily inside with both the dreaded cigarettes and the adorable dog, and voilà, he suggested a new book. My real life in Paris. Paris, day by day. Although looking for a new project of one sort or another, I thought, Hmm, this could be tricky. But what I said was, “Yes, why not?”
So, I began to reflect on this particular middle-aged, American, twice-divorced travel writer living on her own in one of the world’s great cities, obviously content in some ways but still having to keep a lifelong restlessness at bay. “You dwell too much,” one of my friends sometimes tells me, and usually she’s right. But this time, I kept on. In my mind I relived the previous year—in what many in my rather diverse group are convinced is the last civilized city in the world. How had that year unfolded for us all, people who are so different but who at least have a commonality of loving this American-Parisian way of life? And for me, honestly, how had my life been each day in that year when I was writing my most recent city guide—Culture Shock! Paris?
During the following couple of years, when I was trying to pay more attention to reality than I usually do—being a rather distracted sort—I listened to anecdotes from expat friends outside my immediate crowd, as well. And I borrowed (so to speak) some of their stories—those that had something to show. So, although most of the events herein happened in some way or another, the truth is that they didn’t all happen to me or to my little gang, although they certainly could have. And I realized that it would be extremely politic not to use real names and to turn us all—cleverly, I hope—into fictionalized characters.
So, whether this book finally is a guide or a memoir with a little bit of fudging thrown in or even something other, I can no longer positively say. But I’m not certain it matters, for I’ve come to think that life is life, no matter how it’s told. It’s just that Paris every day really does seem somehow to make it better, no matter the differences in the lives being led, and that is what I hope to convey in this book. §
Frances Gendlin
Paris, April 2009
God knows I’m not the first American to write about falling under the spell of Paris or about coming here to live. But sticking to fact, neither was Ernest Hemingway, who spent some time in Paris in his youth and wrote about it later, or even Gertrude Stein, who stayed and dissected Parisian life until the end of her days. Nor, despite current hagiography, were they the most famous—although so much is made of their sojourns here, of moveable feasts and lost generations and literary salons. No, honors in all these categories must go to Benjamin Franklin, bespectacled and wise, who in 1776 conquered le tout Paris, and whose own meMoir shows him to have taken Paris to his heart as fully as its citizens took him to theirs.
Strange as it may seem, I think often of Franklin as I walk with my grocery bags and baguette down rue de l’Ancienne Comedie, passing Procope, the oldest café in the city, where he is known to have dined. Sometimes—if my bags are not weighing me down—I even go out of my way to pass by, just to peer in. The restaurant no longer resembles that ancient café, of course, but it amuses me as I look in to imagine where Ben might have sat, who his companions might have been, and what political deals they might have been hatching there on behalf of the newly formed United States.
Moi, I rarely eat at Procope. It primarily serves tourists now, and I find myself, these days, considering Miss Stein’s words that “America is my country and Paris is my home town and it is as it has come to be.” For me, as well, this might (or might not) turn out to be true. Yet, about six weeks ago, toward the end of blustery November—just before taking off on my annual trip to the States—I did take some visitors to Procope, which I save for American history buffs or for a Sunday if my regular hangouts are closed. Or even, as was the case with this rather nervous little-traveled couple, if someone Stateside asks me to meet a relative who has arrived in Paris, and I simply cannot come up with another place that I am sure would suit. These folks—who had never been outside of America before—were the nephew and wife of my old friend Lenore in Chicago, where I had long lived. I was happy to oblige her, but she now owes me a favor, big time.
Yet, I can’t say that I minded Procope that night. I ordered a dozen large oysters, and feeling greedy, later I downed a half-dozen more. The couple, though, tittering at the thought of garlicky snails or even foie gras, both took the coq au vin, ignoring my caution that it really would be cock not chicken, as it would be at home. Try the duck breast and order it rosé (rare inside), I suggested. Magret de canard is so good. Mais non, so I just shrugged and smiled (weakly) when later they seemed to flinch. What else could I do? But while we were eating and drinking a wine the serveur suggested, I trotted out some Franklin stories, and we were all generally content.
When he arrived in Paris that fateful year, Franklin’s fame had preceded him across the Atlantic. He was compared to Socrates and Newton, and cheered by the people as he walked through the streets. Hardly the simple Poor Richard character he had created, Franklin used his wits and even that endearing supposed simplicity to his advantage. Thus, comporting himself carefully, he succeeded in the mission given to him by the Continental Congress—to forge an alliance with France against George III. It wasn’t that Louis XVI favored revolution, as the events in France a decade later fatally proved. He just hated the English and King George.
What surprised my captive audience more than the strongly flavored coq was that Franklin—whose manly appetites were also quite well known—found some pleasant diversions here. Paris was très sophistiquée, even then. To the dismay of John Adams, also on the American delegation—and who wrote of Franklin’s “discipation”—Franklin was enjoying himself, especially at fashionable Parisian soirées. “Somebody, it seems,” he wrote to his step-niece, “gave out that I lov’d Ladies; and then every body presented me their Ladies (or the Ladies presented themselves) to be embrac’d, that is, to have their Necks kiss’d....‘Tis a delightful People to live with.”
My companions seemed impressed by this lore, which gratified me, I must admit. “How do you know all this about Paris, Fran?” they asked—apparently not having done any advance homework about me with Lenore. I am a travel writer, after all. This means, to be blunt, that after decades of “day jobs” in publishing offices here and there, I have finally found a way to get paid for doing what suits me best: landing myself temporarily in different cultures and pondering about peripatetic lives (including my own, I suppose). It also means reading everything in sight, keeping meticulous records and checking off lists, talking to everyone around, and exploring neighborhood after neighborhood on foot, figuring them out. Yes, this suits me just fine.
But what should I have told those young visitors as I curved my knife around the rim of the oyster shell, loosening the little lovely and slipping it into my mouth? That my editors had asked me to prepare a completely new guide to living in Paris? And that I was going to spend a year once again focusing on Paris life? I could have left it at that, and probably should have. But it’s hard for me to let things go. To keep myself from spilling out the events that brought me here. Not to impose with what it is about us both—this city and me—that seems to be leading me to attempt a steady life in one place, when I have never succeeded in this before.
“Oh, I just read everything I can about Americans here,” I started out, managing then to contain myself somewhat. And it was essentially true. For in my fascination with this particular city’s odd magnetism, how it seems to pull people in and then hold on, I think of others over the centuries—and not just Miss Gertrude—who have also been drawn in. But there’s more.
Many of the details I know about Americans in Paris are owing to my closest friend, Caroline, whom I met through a historian friend in New York, just after moving here. Caroline, a historian herself, is researching her own book about Americans who had lived in Paris, and she often tells me what she has learned. Occasionally she even calls while I’m back in the States on my regular Christmastime visit to tell me something delicious she has just unearthed (figuratively, of course). I love it. Sometimes I think that—although Caroline is gray of hair, stout of frame, and wears a paisley kerchief, not a veil—she is Scheherazade, destined to keep me hooked for 1001 nights. For her part, Caroline is pleased to have someone to reflect on what life was like then in Paris, whenever “then” happened to be. Yet, as much as we also find Paris delightful, we know that no city is the same as it was two hundred years ago, either in aspect or attitude. Paris today is not the Paris that Franklin knew.
Nor, in fact, is Paris today the city of La Stein or Hem. Although their legends soldier on, Stein arrived more than a century ago—only two years after Queen Victoria died—and Hemingway not long after: just after the Great War, before ballpoint pens, FM radios, Band-Aids, and even beer in cans. And when they came, they came…by ship. So, it is our Paris today, much different than theirs yet in some ways the same, that Caroline and I relish comparing—two middle-aged expats straddling the millennia, Americans who may be different but in some ways much the same as they.
Frankly, as I told Caroline when we first met, my saga—such as it is—had never included any artsy dream of living in Paris. “Don’t become too attached to place,” the writer Saul Bellow once instructed me (firmly). We lived on the same Chicago street at the time. His comment to a neighbor, much younger than he, was as much a caution for himself, I think now, while walking together and I was griping to him about the relentless wind. But was he right? If I couldn’t use place as an anchor, what would it take to feel—once and for all—that I belonged? What would stop that yearning for something I couldn’t even identify back then? And I wondered, in a burst of the inconsistency that has accompanied me all my life, where would I look? One had to start somewhere. And clearly, for me, the answer was Rome. I had long wanted to go to Rome. And when I did get there, Rome stole my heart.
It was not difficult when I was just thirty to become infatuated with Rome. Uncertainties of a failing marriage and in the future raising two children on my own could be postponed. That time I first trod the ground of the Caesars, it was like running away from home, and in the Seventies that was just so daring. When I returned, Lenore and others of the wives in that Chicago neighborhood quietly asked me how I had found such courage. But I had needed to get my bearings, and how better, I asked myself, than to get a passport, hire a babysitter, stock the pantry, and inform my husband that I was going to Rome for ten days. Alone.
“Wives don’t vacation without their husbands,” he said, with some truth. “Women’s lib” was just coming in. (And I was on my way out.) But I had an excuse. I had been studying Italian for years.
A few days later I was free. I was overcome: by the brilliant Mediterranean sky, by pasta served under white cloth umbrellas at outdoor cafés, by cobblestone streets, and by the color of ochre, which I had never noticed before. I was in love: with ancient history coexisting with modern life, and with a people who embodied the best of both, or so I thought. With freedom and adventure, although at the time I wasn’t aware of having become so infected. And so, misunderstanding myself and the point of it all, I vowed that one day I would live in Rome.
One thing I didn’t tell Lenore’s nephew at dinner, no matter how much the wine might have been loosening my tongue, was what has prompted me to write about life in Paris, instead of Rome—for sagas start at a point and tend to evolve. It was that the one thing I seem not to have dwelled on when young was about getting older and being on one’s own. I had never even thought about survival, and then, one day, suddenly, the question of how best to spend the rest of my life popped up. (And now I can’t remember thinking about anything else.) How much time did I have left to make good on those old promises? What about freedom and adventure, after all? Just what could I still do? And where?
Actually, my life had never been ho-hum. In the later decades of a publishing career—after my daughter and son had gone on to their adult lives—I had decamped on my own several times for some job that beckoned: editor of this, director of that. With them came the exquisite moments, unexpected, unrehearsed. Dancing with a Banana Republic guerilla (cute, if a tad serious) at an international meeting of publishers. Being kissed by a bigwig-ski in the KGB (an evil guy, I was later informed, but an okay kisser) while on an American delegation talking with Soviet publishers. Falling head over heels for a European cabinet minister at an international meeting—until I learned he was known for head-over-heeling women all the time. Or getting my Secret Service clearance so I could fly on planes and interview presidential hopefuls (all of whom lost). Such interludes touched my soul, like once on a summery night in Stockholm when I boarded a tiny plane with other American journalists and flew to Lapland, the land of the midnight sun, saw daylight and reindeer at three o’clock in the morning, and then sleepily flew right back.
And although I had been single from about the moment the sexual revolution came in until the day that AIDS put an end to all that, I was rarely alone. Some relationships stayed awhile, but others came and went in the blink of an eye. “Do men ever tell you that you intimidate them?” a few asked on the first and last date, and I would realize that I had already overstepped the bounds. (But what’s so good about small talk?) And, finally, a second marriage, which didn’t last near as long as had been hoped. Yet, memory is peppered with moments grasped, and the more they occurred—or the more I brought them about—the less I could do without. “Calm down, kid, you’re just restless,” Bellow also cautioned me (again firmly) on one of those walks. “The cutoff date for all this is when you get to be thirty-five.”
But having reached an age that well exceeded that cutoff date, where was I? It was time to take stock. This I do quite well, which is not to say I learn from experience. And this is what I came to: As a mother of grown-up children—one married, one not—I wasn’t needed very often, although email and the phone kept us in close touch. I had given up my jobs in publishing to open an editorial business of my own—rewarding but with no promise of anything new. I noticed that I was beginning to talk about the weather a lot, a sure sign of something I didn’t want to face. I had put on more weight than I’d taken off, although at that moment I was on an encouraging downswing. And like most of my single female friends, I was eating more lunches out and reading more books at home in the evening than I cared to admit. Life the next week, easy as it might be, would likely be no different from any other. And that last fact, impatient and restless as I still was, made me crabbier than I could stand. Sometimes, I looked at a line by the poet Yeats taped above my computer screen: Too long a sacrifice can make a stone of the heart. So, I startled myself and everyone else by overturning it all to make good on that old vow, figuring that, surely, the world needed another guide to Rome. Fortunately, a publisher agreed.
Rome in the early Nineties seemed just the same: the warm, infinite sky, the medieval streets, the pasta at outdoor cafés, the pastels, past and present side by side. And there I was, once again. “How wonderful,” I said aloud, stowing suitcases under the bed in my fifth-floor walkup with the only partially obstructed view of the Coliseum. How splendid, I thought while plugging in my computer and arranging my documents (neatly) on the desk. It’s exactly as I remember it. I could feel love coming on once again. And I was almost right. In essence, Rome then was much the same as it had been two decades before. The problem was that I was not.
Not old by any stretch, no longer could I tell myself I was in extremely late youth. I remembered an Italian neighbor in Chicago kissing his fingers in delicious appreciation of me years before, exclaiming “Che bella! A woman of forty!” But suddenly on the other side of fifty, I was still above medium height, not overweight but knowing that eternal vigilance was my fate, given my small-boned frame. Covering the few grey strands in my rather mousy light-brown hair, when it was streaked I looked better in the pastels of spring, for they brought out the blue in my eyes. But when I got too lazy to go to the salon, I reverted to winter colors of black, red, and white. But what else had changed by the time I got to Rome? Just me, altogether, I suppose.
After a short time I tired of waiting by ancient ruins for a bus that seemed never to come. I got frustrated that shops closed in the afternoon, when I had worked all morning and was ready to roll. I wanted pharmacies to be open on Sunday and restrooms to be, well, somewhere in the vicinity of clean. I wanted peanut butter and Marshmallow Fluff sandwiches from time to time. And I wanted my American friends not to bitch endlessly about life in Rome.
What I found was that the sensible low-heeled loafers I now wore were solidly cemented into middle age. Cranky middle age, even in Rome. I wanted people being interviewed to greet me in the realm of “on time.” I wanted electricity during rainstorms. But perhaps most of all, I did not want to learn about the wives of all those delectable men who eyed me and said they were available for anything I wished. Was that too much to ask?
This is not to say that Rome wasn’t satisfying the two years I maneuvered the cobblestones, working on my book, looking around, talking it up, wondering if this could be “it.” After all, the pasta was still delicious, the sky still vivid, and the flirtatious men—married or not—kept my confidence burner on high. And later, if infatuation had diminished, I realized—even knowing it was inevitably to end—that Rome and I could still be friends. So, when my publisher suggested a book about Paris, I took my suitcases out from under the bed.
In just a few blocks of Paris’ 6th arrondissement where I next perched myself to write about living in Paris and then—surprising even to me—stayed on for the following book, as well, there are hundreds of shops that stay open all day. “C’est normal,” the French would say, for the area is known for its hordes of tourists wandering about, carrying their city maps and tissue-stuffed shopping bags. These tourists also hog the tables at the cafés on boulevard St-Germain-des-Prés—people-watching and perhaps even hoping for inspiration from the aura of Jean-Paul Sartre or Simone de Beauvoir, who are still known as the neighborhood’s most famous habitués.
But hundreds of Americans also live here in this friendly neighborhood, this quartier, co-existing peaceably with our Parisian neighbors. We frequent the post office, the markets and supermarkets, the pharmacies—some even on Sunday—the stationery stores, and others that cater to a residential population. I suppose that if we are identifiable at all, it is that we look like locals—although probably not to those French neighbors—carrying our grocery bags, moving with a sense of purpose as we hurry about. Yet, sometimes, tourists stop us and ask for directions, or perhaps we ask someone peering uneasily at a city map if we might help. First, they are surprised that we are American, then that we know our way around. This makes me feel rather smug, I’m sorry to say. “Yes, I’m American, but I live here,” I respond, acting as though it were the most normal thing in the world. And as though this was forever for me, although I am never so sure of forever as others might think. And I ask them where they’re from and wish them a good time. Caroline teases me about my chatting with those English-speakers on the street on the flimsiest of pretexts. I prefer to call it research.
Even the Chicagoans last fall, who were picking at their coq, said with some wistfulness, I think, “You’re so lucky to live here.” So, I smiled and said something true but not very deep. “Oh yes, it’s totally great,” is what came out. But what I was thinking was Luck? What does luck have to do with it? But I didn’t say that, for I did know what they really meant. Wine has that mellowing effect on me. Champagne makes me giggle.
But did they stop there? Did they let it go? No, questions kept coming about my daily life, what I do with my days, and whether I have friends. And again, understanding that they were both curious and slightly envious, I answered as best as I could without snapping, How could you have life without friends? Or, I’m a travel writer. Get it? I mean, I might have been impatient at how clueless they were, but wistfulness is something I well know.
Yet, in addition to tourists, I also run into my real American friends on the street, and if so, it usually becomes an occasion to pause for more than those three minutes at some nearby café to hash over events, even if we’ve seen each other only a day or two before. Some of my friends have lived here full time for decades; some, like Jack and Jennifer, come every summer. These two are younger, and others are older, but age doesn’t matter here. I’ve met my friends in various ways, as one does people anywhere. Of course, we all have our particular reasons for having come to Paris and others, perhaps, for staying, different as they might be, although being entranced by Paris seems to be the common thread. By now I know the sagas of everyone in my group.
This is the gang. Findlay the charming old curmudgeon, who with his wife, Alice, came sixty years ago to work for the Reconstruction of Europe and who never looked back. My professorish buddy Caroline, who is researching her book. Margot the well-known sculptor—moody and sometimes irascible but always with something to say—who’s so in demand we only see her in spurts. Edie, who came from Sacramento to study French cuisine after graduating from college some twenty years ago and then opened her own cooking school. Richard the wealthy early-widower, who about three years ago decided to start over and has, or sort of. Sandra the pianist, who has remained in Paris (so far) since divorcing my old publishing colleague Jean-Pierre, and who—aside from her teenagers—is obsessed with her ratty little dog. So very French. (J-P himself, my best French friend.) Paul and Klaus the settled gay couple, both formerly in the ballet world, whom I have known since I was a teenager in Chicago, elderly gentlemen who will stay here until they die. Ida of the Foreign Service, who doesn’t give me the time of day. Et moi, here simply because, whatever it’s doing, Paris is managing to keep me from having to push on.
What surprised me most when first meeting these américains was that their daily lives seemed almost ordinary. Yet, after a time, I realized that they weren’t, that they were every day rich. Without exception and in their own different styles, they were all taking advantage of what la ville lumière put forth. No matter how they approached it—and no lives were similar—they were living la belle vie, American style. Quelle surprise. A life that was the same but different? This must, certainly, finally, be the answer I was searching for, I was sure. And so, just at that point being done with Rome—its pastas, its sky, and its men—I picked myself up to give Paris a serious try.
So, at least right now, the daily ponderings reflect a different aspect of the saga. Do I have all the right documents so the French won’t kick me out? (And can I find them?) How guilty should I feel about visiting my kids in the States so rarely? (They haven’t complained. What does this mean?) If prodded, could the adorable, silver-haired restaurateur over in rue Guisarde a few streets away talk about anything other than cassoulet? (I’m once again ready for some masculine company. Could he be it?) Will I ever write that “one true sentence” that Hemingway said should be the goal of every writer? (And if so, will it make me big bucks?) Can I avoid making an ass of my American self in front of the French today? And again, just what about monsieur Cassoulet?
So, home it is, in a way that sometimes meets that lifelong yearning. But it’s not just plain, take-it-for-granted home, for Paris is never plain in any sense, which even Lenore’s nephew, I think, at least did have some inkling of. Only a clod would not be conscious of loving one thing or two things about this city on any given day of the year. “Oh God...I’ll never leave Paris again, I promise, if you’ll let me just get there this once more,” Katherine Anne Porter wrote. And even Findlay the curmudgeon says that he feels the same about Paris as the day he arrived some sixty years ago.
So, I’m with Findlay on this, and perhaps with Porter, too, although she does seem rather extreme, if you ask me. Yet, years ago, I also came across the words of Oliver Wendell Holmes, that “Good Americans, when they die, go to Paris.” And given my nature and my history and all things considered, I decided not to wait that long. §
So, here, for those tourists who ask, is the truth about my life in Paris. The first part of the day may seem little different than it would be anywhere else—the practically ordinary part. I get up, do a few rather lackadaisical stretches while watching the weather forecast on TV, put on my jeans, and make a cup of Twining’s Earl Grey tea. I take the International Herald Tribune from my mailbox, glance at the headlines, and put it aside for bedtime. Then I check the email. I look for messages from my kids, knowing that if there are none it’s because they’re busy, with no crises to report. Others might be from my publisher, London cousins, or Stateside family and friends. And there are usually notices of meetings of Democrats Abroad or the book club, reminders of readings at the English-language bookshops or American Library, and even events at the American synagogue, which, being officially optimistic, kindly keeps me on its list. The special fares of American Airlines sometimes give me a frisson of longing, but they get deleted along with the jokes.
When I have a work project, such as the new one for this coming year, I work for several hours at my desk, trying to unearth something no other guidebook has, writing up my comments about some place that I (desperately) hope I’m the first to find. Crossing out others that have gone into the ether—and that I must be the last to know. I’m totally absorbed, making notes and creating lists of points to verify. Adding sites to my Internet “favorites” list. I am, however, interrupted from time to time by the ringing of the phone. Everyone knows I’m at home in the morning, so that’s when the phone most rings. I do my best to keep calls short. Allô? I answer quickly, giving my best French accent a try. Some people answer Allô-oui? but I always think they’re asking “Halloween?” so I just say allô and leave it at that. That’s French enough.
With plans for the afternoon set, I toss down an Oreo or two, put my sunglasses on, and throw a bottle of Evian in my purse along with my little lined notebook. And thus organized I head out into (ta-dah!) Paris, France. Now this is the not-so-ordinary part. First in my mind is to check out some area where something Parisianly new is going on: a shopping passage that’s been beautifully restored, a formerly shabby quartier that is now trendier than thou, a museum that has gloriously reopened after years of painstaking restoration. Often I’ll stop in afterward at a café that is trying to make it by serving only oysters (and wine), or another where one of those sidewalk tourists might have gushed that they just found the best saumon fumé. I taste and sample, make notes, take business cards, and I case out those neighborhoods, none of which—no matter what will eventually be written—measures up to my own.
But even without a work trek, there’s always something going on to take in close to home. I cruise the marché if I’m out of fruit, seeing what’s colorfully in season—or has disappeared before I thought to buy more. I notice people browsing the shop windows and, of course not wanting to miss anything they might have come upon, do likewise. I might try to drag Caroline to a film we’ve been waiting for, and then we’ll splurge on a glass of champagne at one of our cafés, although lately we’ve switched to the cheaper Badoit. Or late mornings I might take the bus over to the American Library to pick up some book I’ve put on hold. And if I have cleverly made sure to run into my old pals Klaus and Paul there, they always suggest lunching and then that I join them—stopping in afterward at a gallery or walking through a park that’s suddenly in bloom. If Sandy—the canniest shopper around—is available (between men), we might search rue de Rennes (cheap) or rue St-Honoré (not) for promotions, exulting when we’ve snapped up a bargain. I go to the gymnase less often than I should, and I don’t swim enough, but that’s nothing new.
And in the evenings—and this is a fact—I am rarely home with books and my discontent. Instead, I am most likely dining in a bistro with Caroline or widower Richard or visitors from the States, going to a reading, some cultural event or meeting or a cocktail, attending with Edie a free concert in an ancient church or something offbeat she has chanced on in a public square, or even (having spruced myself up a bit) just nonchalantly passing by the door of the silver-haired restaurateur, in order to chat him up before his tables get too full.
So, life has become la vie. Yet, some mornings I wake up bursting out of my skin with the anticipation of what I’ll come across in Paris that day. For a person who has always been on the lookout, I haven’t yet found anyplace better to be.
It is said that every generation discovers Paris anew, and perhaps it’s true. If, knowing each other so well by now, my friends and I no longer talk about our reasons for having chosen Paris, we do talk a great deal (incessantly) about the city, for its fascination is always present in our minds. I refuse to consider this as taking stock, because—with the excuse of the new writing assignment soon officially to start—this is what I do. We try to come up with just what it is about Paris, possibly just one overall thing among the many, that has us hooked. And for each of us it is different, and that is why life here—at least so far—has not yet gotten in my way.
Gertrude Stein, who—even according to her own contemporaries—explained on and on, opens her book Paris France by saying: “Paris, France is exciting and peaceful.” While this, at least in my opinion, may not be the best sentence ever written, it is certainly true as far as it goes. But even Miss S. Herself had no more of an answer to the question “why” than any of us today—and if she came close, it was too late for her.
“What is the answer?” the dying Gertrude is rumored to have asked her companion Alice B. Toklas (who may have started the rumor herself). But the weeping Miss A.B.T. couldn’t respond.
“Then, what is the question?” Miss Stein the self-styled genius asked, perhaps her last words. (That genius who said, “Think of the Bible and Homer, think of Shakespeare and think of me.”) But let’s be fair. I mean, as I begin to plot out a new guide to living here, maybe I should be looking for the right questions and not answers, which have always eluded me, to say the least. And the first one, I suppose, would be where to start.
“My life really doesn’t have much to do with the Louvre or boat rides on the Seine,” I went on, while eating my oysters at Procope on that chilly night, “although it is comforting that they are here at the ready.” But what I didn’t say (and in my life, there have always been things I didn’t say and later wished I had) is that in Paris whatever I want on any given day, well, it could be waiting somewhere out there for me to find. Or that once in a while, I might have a fleeting, grateful moment of being a step ahead of the day before.
This I do know, though, that even if I may still be on the prowl for that particular sense of belonging that has always confounded me—in Paris I seem to be more myself than ever, for better or for worse. Oh, France has its problems, to be sure, but I am an American here, and those problems are not really mine. Overall, I’m not so cranky anymore.
Certainly, not every day is life in the Elysian Fields, despite the famous Champs-Elysées that bears that name. But mostly, my friends and I remark on the usual frustrations of city life: dog stuff on the sidewalk, buses that are canceled for yet another manifestation (protest marches, often referred to as les manifs), the mistaken weather forecasts given by Météo France that make me want to march in protest myself or, being American, to sue. Or occasionally we might be ill treated by someone, perhaps a fonctionaire who could have given an inch on something important to us but didn’t. Since this kind of thing happens anywhere, we are generally more amused than annoyed—usually after the fact. But here, instead of complaining we laugh, often at ourselves for having gotten it all wrong, as my old friend Paul says, whatever it was, on a particular day. And certainly, life itself brings its moments to whine about, no matter where one chooses to be, although here those moments are rarely routine.
I’ve known Paul and Klaus since I was a teenager in Chicago, introduced by my mother’s cousin, a rather major-minor composer, I think. He had taken me to see Paul conduct the ballet and then for a late supper at Klaus and Paul’s North Side apartment. Klaus made spaghetti and Paul showed me how to twirl it properly with my fork (which raised me a notch in Roman eyes later on, I’m happy to say). Somehow, they took to me, becoming something closer to family than friends. That they still sometimes take an avuncular tone with me, I find touching and sweet. Coincidence or not, I seem to have followed after them to Rome—where they lived for a while—and then to Paris. It looks like they’re here for good, although occasionally we joke about “where we’re going next.”
Once, on an occasion when I had uneasily brought up the question of Paris and permanence, Paul used his fingers to tick off a list. “Let’s work on why our friends, no matter their particularities, are so satisfied here,” he said. “One. Partly it’s because they’re open to everything new, and there’s something to notice about the city every day. Two. They’ve adapted to the Parisian pace. Three. They understand, certainly on most days, that the French do things the French way, not theirs, and they don’t blame anyone else for life’s difficulties.”
“That’s four,” Klaus interrupted. “Paul, you’ve combined three and four.”
“Right you are,” Paul said, wagging all four fingers at Klaus. “So, last and without a number. Perhaps most important is that I think they’re all people who can learn something when differing cultural assumptions collide head on.”
“As they soooo often do,” Klaus intoned and rolled his eyes. Paul and I burst out laughing, amused as much by Klaus’s tone of voice as by the truth of what he was saying. Klaus has a way of saying things like no one else. But Paul has a way of saying things, too, and I know he’s usually right.
In terms of language, not all Anglophones here speak French well, but just about everyone can order in a restaurant, buy toothpaste at the pharmacie, and renew the monthly pass for the métro. Richard, the widower from California, however, can barely ask at the marché if the melons are ripe. But so what; he doesn’t care if he ever says a word in French. Edie, on the other hand, speaks so fluently that the suppliers to her cooking school assume she is French, although probably from the south, or the north, or en tout cas, not from here. Some of us who speak decent Foreign French do indeed have strong American accents, and I have to admit it is slightly bothersome when the butcher responds to my questions in English. “Non, meesis, the cheeken he is feenneesh-ed,” believe me, is not better than my French.
But as Americans, of course, we speak English. In our café ramblings, we talk about films, a new bistro that’s de mourir (to die for), a museum exhibit that’s opened, about our families Stateside (with snapshots, sometimes), or a book we’re ready to pass on. These days, of course, we harp on American politics (and I hope not to say more about that). But Findlay is rooted in the old days, Caroline tells me history, Richard talks about wine and finance, and Edie waxes on about haricots verts or sauce béchamel. Sandy talks about French music or the kids or her hound, and occasionally about some man she is seeing (which to me is like the rich flaunting their wealth before the poor). And I? Whatever I am being intense about on a particular day, my friends indulge me. For the most part they’re used to me, despite Caroline’s always patient admonitions that I “dwell” too much.
Like the French, though, none of us talk much about money, at least we didn’t use to. Now we do, though, since inflation is high and the dollar has plunged, and everything in euros is costing américains more, at least those of us whose income comes from the States. (This, unfortunately, counts as talking about politics.) But it looks to me that, although none of our group lives high on the hog anymore—not even Richard, who could if he were so inclined—we’re all, at least for the moment, making do. Caroline is ever more careful about her centimes, relying mostly on a pension from her old school. And Paul and Klaus, giving a nod to all the royalty in exile here by calling themselves the “two oldest queens in Paris,” while in no sense poor, have cleverly constructed for themselves a life rich in culture and their idea of gastronomy—which doesn’t always meld with mine—while keeping within their budget, sometimes to Klaus’s dismay. Moi? I brought enough dollars over a few years ago so that it isn’t worrisome yet—although the time is fast coming. But it wouldn’t really matter much anyway, since I’ve never made a right decision about men or money in my life.
In the past, some Americans here were truly on the edge, such as Henry Miller, who cadged drinks and food, waiting for checks to arrive from his wife at home, all the while being consoled by Anaïs Nin. But qualifications for residence these days are fairly restrictive, and in fact, the French government does have a dilemma it must deal with regarding just whom it lets in and for how long. So, when I start my book in January, I must be sure to write this clearly right away: No one should expect to come today (legally) to hide out in a musty garret and exist on forty euros a day, eating stale baguettes and drinking cheap wine, while changing the course of philosophy.
Few people write like Henry Miller, of course, but most américains here, like people anywhere, have a daily occupation. Some, like Caroline and me, research and write as we have always done. This includes Findlay, who seems to have been writing magazine articles about Paris “in the old days” for probably fifty years. Artists like Margot will wield their chisels and brushes until they crack, and others may indulge some hobby, like Richard, whose passion, aside from increasing his wealth, is French wine. Part-timers like Jack and Jennifer, who come from New York every summer, may work on their normal projects, take a cooking course like Edie’s, study French, or even volunteer at one of the English-language churches in order to meet people here.
At the American synagogue, the few times I’ve stirred myself to go, it seems that almost always it is the husband who is French and the wife American. Sometimes, she works, too, but often, as Sandra did when she married my publishing friend Jean-Pierre and gave up dreams of Carnegie Hall, she has given up her own career. Not all these marriages last, cultural differences being what they are. Other problems, naturally, are those of families anywhere, as I can attest with Sandy and J-P’s divorce, knowing all about the (misguided) beginning and being in at the (tedious) end. Yet their children—teenagers Henriette and Victor—are totally bilingual, and being French, they seem better educated and more polite than their counterparts in America.
Hemingway, too, was here with a young family (which he ditched after a while), and his attempts to explain Paris go along these lines: “It was a fine place to be quite young in and it is a necessary part of a man’s education. We all loved it once and we lie if we say we didn’t. But she is like a mistress who does not grow old and she has other lovers now. She was old to start with but we did not know it then. We thought she was just older than we were, and that was attractive then. So, when we did not love her any more we held it against her. But that was wrong because she is always the same age and she always has new lovers.”
Well, that was fine for Hemingway. But I look at my friends and think they wouldn’t agree. And most of them are no longer exactly young. In fact, Findlay and Alice are well into the troisième age, although you might not know it from the lives they lead. When I asked Alice about it, she just said, “Paris keeps us on our toes, corns and all. What more could we want?”
It took me some time to meet people in Paris, as it would in any large city. I didn’t find them standing around, looking lost. Being me, I never gave up. For me, c’est normal, as the French keep saying when remarking on something not normal at all—for no one (in their right mind) would call me shy. I interviewed people for the book I was working on then. I joined groups. I bought a maillot de bain that claimed to minimize my hips, and did water aerobics with the neighborhood women in the public pool. I even ventured to the American synagogue, and with my new friend Caroline to the American Church (where Jack and Jenny are now regulars). But Klaus and Paul I already knew, as well as Sandy through J-P. As to the rest, I met them through the others. And voilà, here I seem to be.
As to the French, there’s no Welcome Wagon here. Yet with some effort and more luck, I’ve made several French friends and a dozen acquaintances, who may—or may not—sometime in my lifetime move up. Caroline and I shake our heads at newspaper articles that gripe about an offensive experience some American had with a Parisian, always offered as an example of conveying something deep about the French. Certainly, times have changed since Thomas Jefferson lived here (just after Ben) and wrote that, “The French seem to love [America] more than they do any other nation on earth…” but we do not, on a daily level, see any particular signs of anti-Americanism, also très compliqué. And that chicken guy who speaks to me in what he thinks is English is really being friendly, that’s clear. And I do like it that he waves to me as I pass by his shop. And he likes it that I buy his “cheekens,” I’m sure.
Ben Franklin, tired and beset by problems common then to being in one’s eighties, including gout and kidney stones, went back to America, despite pleas of his Parisian friends to remain. He was tired and just wanted to be home. Findlay and Alice refuse to think about it, for Paris for them is home. “Old age is a moveable target,” Findlay often insists gruffly but then adds with a small smile, “You only hit it when something goes wrong.”
“I’m sure Franklin thought twice before going back,” Caroline said when we were having a bon voyage drink, before I left for my winter visit to the States. We were sitting upstairs at the Café de la Mairie with our glasses of champagne. “Given how much the ladies here loved him. And what about Paris herself being a woman, too, sophisticated, still sensual? Ready to enjoy experiences as they come along?”
“Like us,” I giggled (the champagne having its effect), but then turned a little serious. “You know, I think I’m about ready to rack up another one. I can feel it coming on. Maybe when I get back from New York.”
Caroline nodded and said as she sometimes does, “Yes, I can see that.” But she didn’t explain what she meant, and I didn’t ask. I mean, why ask if you don’t want to hear the answer?
Caroline, who exudes contentment with her life, made her decision to stay some years back and has obtained the ten-year carte de résident, to which I am not yet entitled. But her calm approach to life rubs off on me (or so I hope). At least right now, I can’t imagine feeling so adventurous and comfortable at the same time anywhere else, which I guess (reluctantly) is what La Gertrude must have meant, n’est-ce pas? And my apartment does come with a six-year lease.
So, later as we stood up to leave—having dissected my dinner with the Chicagoans and gone over, for the third time, the itinerary for my trip, and having reminded Caroline of my American cell phone number—I realized how much I couldn’t wait to get away, anticipating the entire trip. Seeing my daughter in Toronto and my son’s new house, assuring my editor (over our regular sushi lunch) that, of course, every deadline would be met, hearing publishing gossip from friends in New York, and eating totally American barbeque ribs that taste like they should, with tangy sauce that drips down your arm. But at the same time, I was already excited about coming back to Paris, starting my new book, being back with the gang, and that delicious moment in January of arriving in this improbably welcoming city that had been waiting for my return.
“So much for living in the moment,” Caroline said with a laugh when I told her. “But I always can’t wait to get back, too.”
That life can be so good here for so many people of differing ages, backgrounds, and expectations totally belies those old myths about Paris as being solely for romance or for the young. These are just as misguided as the ideas about “lovely” April in Paris when, in my opinion, it is usually cold in April and it seems always to rain. Yet I know that, even when the weather is mauvais and I will be in some far neighborhood with my notepad and city map, I will just have to look out from under my sodden umbrella to take in the city’s message. Paris seems to offer something, something not always definable, that beckons on any day of the year and in any season.
Hemingway must surely have thought so, too, for in The Sun Also Rises his character Brett Ashley expresses her opinion: “I was a fool to go away,” she said. “One’s an ass to leave Paris.” This always gives me pause for thought. §
At least hoping to be honest about this real-life year, I have to come clean: a friend I haven’t mentioned is Napoleon, yet it was he who first took me in hand in Paris. I hardly knew anyone then, and someone had to do it. So, weary as I am on this first day of the rest of my life, after the overnight flight back from New York, and bulky as I feel with a coat, purse, and carry-on bag crammed into the back of an overheated cab on the way home from the airport, I can still feel only gratitude. Merci bien, Monsieur N. for helping me to get my bearings here. It isn’t that I’m particularly attracted to short tough guys (at least I don’t think so), but I’m sure it was the little emperor himself who, on some other cloudy morning, played around with his city, dividing it into numbered arrondissements, of which now there are twenty. Thus, since his catafalque at golden-domed Les Invalides is in the 7th and Paris is number 75 in the départements, if I wanted to thank him again, I’d send my note to 75007. Actually, it would help pass the time if I could send him an email on my Blackberry from the cab, as we crawl on this drab January morning, waiting for the inbound rush-hour traffic clog to give an inch. Instead, I just email Caroline to tell her that I’m in the cab on my way home.
Immediately, I get a response. “Welcome home, sweetie. Rain today.” Well, at least I am forewarned. For the moment, though, I just give myself over to the wait and continue—as I had been doing those last weeks in the States—to let thoughts about Paris just roll in. I’m so ready to begin my new book, to begin the research, to know that taking stock about life here has an official purpose, at least for one year. I’ve got another year to try and get it right, whatever it is.
Napoleon and his seductive Josephine started married life in her house in rue Chantereine, which shortly became rue de la Victoire, now in the 9th arrondissement. (Moi? I would not have let my dog bite him on our wedding night, but that’s another story.) Changes of street names are rare, but any sidewalk may suddenly bear a pole topped by a blue plaque, such as the one in the 6th that created Place Sartre-Beauvoir. If I am right, this existential honor stretches along the crosswalk from Place St-Germain-des-Prés to the traffic island where the boulevard and rue de Rennes meet. Ne me fais pas rire. Don’t make me laugh. What is now Place de la Concorde was, for a while, Place de la Révolution, sporting a much-used guillotine. La veuve, the guillotine was called, for it made widows of so many wives.
When Napoleon became first consul, he and Josephine moved to the Left Bank, south of the Seine, into the Palais du Luxembourg, now the French Sénat. And another reason he comes to mind today is that the charming Luxembourg Gardens are just across rue de Vaugirard from my apartment in rue Servandoni, and I think of them as my backyard. In clement weather I often take a book and join the Parisians who sit craning their necks toward the sun, claiming for myself one of the ubiquitous green metal chairs and pursing my lips at people who have stolen a second one for their feet. In any case, I like stories about Monsieur N., perhaps because I am someone who understands about moving a lot and even about exile, I sometimes think. Or perhaps I just like men who, at least for a time, command their own continent.
I’ve never lived across the street from a palace before, and it tickles me no end that I now do. What I know, so far: it was built four hundred years ago by Marie de Médicis, wife to Henri IV. Then, during the Revolution, it became a prison, and it was here that Thomas Paine—who in his revolutionary zeal had become a French citizen and a member of the Convention—almost lost his head. He had voted to spare the life of Louis XVI, saying, “It is not by the death of one king that you rid yourself of all kings.” Robespierre said non! and soon Peine, Amériquain seemed for a time on his way to la veuve.
As I am wiping with my glove the steamed-up window of the cab, the Luxembourg comes into view. I am startled to see clearly the back of a jogger who is entering the large open gate. His stance reminds me of a man I once knew (rather well) when I was working in San Francisco. One of those computer geniuses that made it big on an idea and then sold it for beaucoup bucks just before that idea became passé, he and I—well, rack him up as one of those brief notches on my belt. It wasn’t just the huge gold ring he wore, with the family crest. On what I already knew would be our last dinner together, he waved his hand right in front of my face.
“My family can be traced back to 1215,” he said, pleased with himself.
“Twelve fifteen?” I said sweetly, wishing I had brought Cosmo with its six-step plan for spotting Mr. Right. “That’s pretty close to noon.” I ran into him a few times after that, and once in London we actually fell into bed again, which was nice but went nowhere. That’s all. I wonder (sort of) whatever happened to him. And does he ever (sort of) wonder that about me?
Now, though, with its windshield wipers starting to clack, the cab has almost within its sights rue Servandoni, one of the charming streets of the world. I am almost consumed by the anticipation and relief of home. I have firmly in mind my agenda for the next few days, for on the plane I made a list. (I am good at this.) Caroline by now will be waiting for my call. And even if she weren’t, I would only draw back the curtains and turn up the heat before calling to arrange what we refer to as our “catch-up dinner,” rehashing every detail we’ve already gone over several times by phone or email. And after opening the suitcases and at least taking out the American goodies I have brought back, pretending I am unpacking, I will reach Klaus and Paul, who will be relieved to know I am safely home.
Then, umbrella in hand and my reusable grocery bag on shoulder, I will swing around the quartier to lay in some staples, but primarily to discover whatever has had the audacity to change while I was gone. I will, of course, tell myself that I am refreshing my mind about Paris, reminding myself of what I know and what I don’t. But after I am satisfied that all is well and that I am in charge of my life, I’ll give myself over to a sieste, so I can eat dinner with Caroline without dropping my face into the foie gras. A call to Alice (not to husband Findlay, who notices nothing) will fill me in on what’s new in rue Guisarde, including, I hope, the restaurant of M. Cassoulet. And I’ll no doubt just leave a message for Sandy, who is available only if there is no man in sight, suggesting an outing to shop the January sales.
And then there’s Edie, whose cooking school is on the Right Bank at Place St-Honoré, and who’s generally available for lunch before her démonstrations begin. She’s a picnic kind of luncher, preferring on sunny days to sit in the Tuileries gardens, bundled up, eating sandwichs and the acidic Boskoop apples she has insisted I like. Edie is just so different, always so serious. Her talk is about food, of course, and of restaurants that have been remodeled or closed, which this year I’ll pay great attention to, of course. She sometimes suggests offbeat concerts coming up, for she knows I’m always up for the strange. Unfortunately, she is not one for gossip, nor does she seem interested in the subject of men—or women, for that matter. But I like her despite these obvious failings. Before we part, she usually comments about how she could have made a better sandwich than the ones we picked up. Often, I wish she had.
Edie is in her early fifties, quite robust of build but always well put-together, carrying herself with panache. She wears bright colors, shocking red lipstick, and bows in her brown hair that is streaked various shades of blonde. Being dramatic suits her in a way it would not do for me, perhaps because I am too craven to give it a whirl. Maybe I should give it a try, though, for despite her girth, I’ve seen men’s heads turn—including widower Richard’s—when she walks by. In fact, had Edie accepted his advances, which she most decidedly did not, I think Richard would have been the happiest man on either bank of the Seine.
When I take the No. 95 bus to lunch with Edie on the Right Bank, I like to imagine the olden days there. Like the French, I am entranced by the past, while never wanting it to come back. Royalty lived in the Louvre (where I get off the bus), and members of the Court were ensconced nearby. Diplomats stayed in hotels. Supplicants hovered. Sycophants jockeyed. Suppliers curried favor. And commerce burgeoned amid the bordellos, markets, and clothing stalls. What a mess. Finally, Louis XIV removed the whole kit and caboodle to Versailles, where he could keep an eye on it all.
Yet, those businesses that had clustered themselves near the Louvre back then still serve the current elite. No doubt the old Hotel Meurice on rue de Rivoli and the equally venerable Ritz, its neighbor in Place Vendôme, will be used by those in power in this century, whoever they are at any given time.
“When I dream of an afterlife in heaven, the action always takes place at the Paris Ritz,” said Ernest Hemingway, who at times was a regular at the hotel’s bar. Not I. Once, when I went there to meet Richard after his swim in Ritz’s très chic pool—where he never has to attempt a word of French—the security guard wouldn’t let me in. Okay, so I was a bit bedraggled from the rain, but did he have to ask me so cruelly just what business I had at the Ritz? Ultimately, after invoking the name of the américain down in the piscine, I got in. And Richard (who thought the story amusing) comforted me (who didn’t) by ordering us tea and pastries right in the lobby of the hotel.
When Benjamin Franklin was wooing the ladies of the patrician village on the Right Bank called Passy, now an upscale quartier in the 16th arrondissement, he was mingling with the descendants of the aristocrats who had a century before moved westward with the Court. Before I found my nest in rue Servandoni, I briefly considered the 16th, but it’s too quiet and sedate for someone who needs bustle at all times. I find it mortel (deadly), especially in summer, when shutters are closed and the residents retreat to their country homes. Or when the Americans have taken their children back to visit their families, as they do.
When she was married to J-P, Sandy and the kids used to disappear back to the States each summer. Now that her teenagers can travel by themselves, however, her comings and goings seem less predictable. Then again, so does she. I shouldn’t be too hard on Sandra, for she has become a single woman in the most romantic city in the world. But so am I, and as I once ranted at Caroline, “Where’s Benjamin Franklin when I need him?”
But perhaps my friend Findlay is wrong, and the good old days were really two hundred years ago when Franklin and his Masonic brother John Paul Jones, who also lived here, wowed the ladies (while doing whatever it was they had been commissioned to do). Abigail Adams, taken with Jones, described him like this: “He is of small stature, well proportioned, soft in his speech, easy in his address, polite in his manner, vastly civil, understands all the etiquette of a lady’s toilette as perfectly as he does the mast, sails, and rigging of his ship…” I’m convinced. Add Paul—as he was called—to my list. (We will pay no attention to Abigail’s husband, John, who called Jones “leprous with vanity.”)
And so even today, sluggish as I am, I make a mental note about a point I must write clearly and for all time: In the absence of these good men (although “good” may not be the right word), it is, at least, as hard for middle-aged women to meet single, appropriate men in Paris as it is anywhere else. The notion of coming to France and finding an aristocratic Frenchman and being swept away to his Architectural Digest country home overlooking the hills of Provence, with the colorful pottery in the kitchen and the wicker furniture on the landscaped terrasse—where everything smells of basil and mint and where ripe tomatoes are warming in the sun in their charming basket, and he brings you a glass of wine produced at his family’s château—well, those fantasies should be discarded before any valises are packed. French men are married. They have liaisons. They do not notice anyone over the age of thirty-nine. They are self-absorbed. In other words, they are like men anywhere.
But it is true that in Paris we never give up hope. Let us remember cher Captain Jones, who either did or did not really say, “I have not yet begun to fight.” If we cannot focus on the comfort of true love, we can go for the thunderbolt of romance. So, moi, I review the men I’ve known in geographical terms. Roman men are great sweet-talkers but are famous for the sveltina (quickie), probably because their mothers have pasta al pesto waiting for them at home. Brits apologize and say they could have done better, no matter what. Israelis, hot sands of the desert, seem to chase anything female that moves. And after thirty years of American men, I seem to be in a pause. Could this be why I am still now in Paris, since as yet I have no personal experience with French men? This deserves some thought. But for now, unable to garner the attentions of Ben or Cap’n Jones, I will this winter energize myself and give adorable, silver-haired monsieur the restaurateur a chance. First, though, I must find out his name.
Franklin aside, the only people I know who live in the 16th are Paul and Klaus. They are much in my mind this morning, for when I’m with them, somehow, that lifelong angst takes a half-step back. Especially when I visit them at their home, making that trek to the 16th. Their large belle époque apartment, an oasis of familial peace, is just on the inner edge, on avenue Marceau, a few streets from the famous Champs-Elysées. I think the area must remind them of when they were with the ballet—Klaus a lead dancer and Paul with his baton—and it speaks to them of glamour and sophistication.
Rumor has it that Rudolph Nureyev found the apartment for his pal Klaus, for he and Paul could never otherwise afford to live so well. Old and substantial (like my friends), the flat has been enhanced by the memorabilia of their lives. The living room has floor-to-ceiling windows, tapestry drapes, decorative moldings above, and faded (but clean) silk-lined walls serving as background to framed photographs of the two of them at various ballets over the years. A gilt-edged mirror above the sculpted fireplace might once have reflected la belle vie but now is almost hidden by medals and ribbons awarded them. The two bedrooms are equally turned out. The kitchen is nicely equipped, which matters little for rarely used, and there are separate rooms for the toilet and the porcelain bath. As to Nureyev, there’s a picture (in a polished silver frame) of Klaus and Rudi, as Klaus refers to him, on the large piano that dominates the living room and which is always kept in tune. When I am there, as I no doubt will be in the next week or so, Paul likes to play my old favorites while Klaus puts his arm around me and we sing.
The boys, as they call themselves, may find the Right Bank convenient, but they do not spend much time there, after all. They have their routines. Paul gets up early, does his toilette and dresses quietly, so he told me when I was settling in here, although Klaus, with a raised eyebrow, begged to differ. He lets himself out of the apartment, picks up the paper, and walks one flight down the broad marble stairs. Once out on the avenue, he heads to the café where he is an habitué to drink his café serré (extra strong) with a croissant. The patron of the café once saw Paul conduct at the Opéra Garnier and so is respectful, as people here are to artists, especially those of un certain âge.
It takes Paul about an hour to read the paper, sitting over just one coffee, perhaps two. Most mornings, toward 10:00 a.m. he takes the bus across to the Left Bank. He usually finds a seat. If not, someone invariably rises politely so the elderly gentleman can sit. Ever gracious, Paul indicates his appreciation of the kindness, perhaps with a dramatic little tone of surprise. I’ve seen this myself. “Oh! Merci, monsieur.” A little pause. “C’est très gentil.” He gets off in the 7th arrondissement, just at the corner of the American Library in Paris, where he spends the rest of the morning reading the current American periodicals and browsing the newly acquired books.
By noon, when Klaus turns up, he is impeccably dressed. Now in winter he will be sporting a camelhair coat and rich leather gloves, perhaps with a jaunty fedora and a silk foulard turned gently at the neck. The two make a striking pair. They love the library, that outpost of American culture, and Klaus swears that one day he will learn to use its computer so he can check his email—“once I figure out what it is,” he says with a perplexed laugh. Paul and I are not holding our breaths. Klaus does not have a practical bone in his body.
Had they listened to me, which they didn’t (and who could blame them?), the boys would be living on the Left Bank in the 7th, for it reeks of tradition and grace. I mean, it’s just like them. Yet, they do lunch there from time to time, the only Americans I know ever to be invited into the private enclaves of the highly placed. (Except for Sandy, who somehow kept a few friends there after splitting from the aristocratic Jean-Pierre.) As to the boys, le déjeuner is often chez old, dear friends—the words grande dame and monsieur le ministre come to mind—and it touches me that they are so revered.
But if they have no fixed rendez-vous, Paul and Klaus generally lunch in the Latin Quarter, near the Sorbonne. It amuses them, this bohemian area of the 5th arrondissement, to see the students and young tourists with backpacks crowding the narrow streets and frequenting the lively inexpensive eateries that, as I have finally come to terms with, they themselves have no intention of trying.
In fact, I know already that, in terms of a lunch in the 5th, for me this coming week there will be no escape. Yet, I’m so eager to be back in the swing that I don’t even mind. I suppose La Fontaine de St-Victor demonstrates that anything is available in Paris, and as a travel writer with a new project this should, en principe, interest me. A dining room on the première étage (one floor up from the ground-floor rez-de-chaussée) of the Social Security building, it caters to pensioners, offering inexpensive lunches seven days a week. In fact, when I’m along, I can be the youngest person there, which both relieves me and makes me squirm. “Darling,” Klaus reminds me sometimes, if I’ve expressed boredom with what the boys call their club, “it’s good value for the money.” Then it is Paul’s turn to raise an eyebrow, for it is he who—quite rightly—controls the purse strings in their ménage.
“Don’t you ever want to try one of the little eateries in the neighborhood?” I asked when I’d just signed the contract to start on this year’s new project. Begged, actually. “I’ve got a year of trying new places ahead.”
“Oh no, le déjeuner is not to be sneezed at,” Klaus answered, and while I was trying not to smile, he went on. “We would never just take a chance with our lunches. Besides, it’s crucial for le foie not to inflict it with greasy food.” Having taken on the attitudes of the French, the condition of the liver is never too far from his mind.
But I can occasionally wheedle them over to my quartier, to the 6th, west of the border at boulevard St-Michel. Here they can greet their friends—the writers, publishers, and intellectuals—those students from the Latin Quarter grown up, perhaps. Ancient churches may open onto lovely squares just as in other parts of town, but more important for me than for the boys, I’m sure, is that the cinemas, restaurants, and boutiques provide something interesting every week—necessary for someone with the attention span of a flea.
“Good enough for your book?” Paul shouted at me in late November, shortly before I left for the States. He pushed me on in a bracing wind, as we were scurrying toward noisy boulevard St-Germain. I could see he wasn’t happy—despite his cashmere scarf and gloves—in the dampish cold. The three of us had just finished the fixed-price lunch at that Belgian brasserie on rue Racine (Bouillon Racine), where along with my waterzoi (a chicken stew kind of thing) I had for some unknown reason ordered a pink beer that tasted like berries.
“Sure,” I said. “A beautiful old brasserie that serves berry beer? Why not? You know,” I went on, pointing at the electronics store we were passing, “I love this neighborhood. They sell the most modern electronics here at La Fnac, but just a few streets away at the market, the marchand still ladles fresh olives out of the jug in the marché, and he always stops to ask me how I am.”
“And American to the core,” smiled Paul, from behind his scarf, “you always tell him too much, don’t you?”
“I really do try not to,” I laughed, for how could I deny something so true? “But he still makes me feel like a small town girl.”
“Not that you ever were one,” said Klaus, clearly remembering that teenage girl that I once was.
But finally, it’s time for all these reveries to be put aside and for today to take over. I’m home. The curtains are open, although with the fitful rain there’s not much light coming in. The heat is coming up, and I can hear the radiators adjusting themselves. My large suitcase and carry-on bag are in the bedroom, unopened. And just as I head for the phone, it rings.
“You beat me to it,” I answer, skipping the greeting, for who else knows that I am home?
Caroline laughs. “How about if I reserve for seven o’clock at La Cigale Recamier? A soufflé might be a good welcome home.”
A soufflé! What better way to start my life? “Perfect,” I say, and I mean it.
“Would you like me to ask the guys? Or do you think they’d want you all to themselves?”
Or the other way around, more like it. “Thanks,” I say. “That’s nice. But I’ll probably have lunch with them, tomorrow. I’ll call them later.”
Caroline, I think as I as hang up my coat, has also taken Klaus and Paul to her heart. Filled with kindly energy, she puts together a luncheon every six weeks or so, inviting various members of the gang. Last winter one of her knees kept giving her fits, so her January lunch was simple, pas grande chose, not a big deal, she said. Nonetheless, Richard, who lives on Place Dauphine on Île de la Cité, trudged over in a driving rain and arrived looking like a drowned dog—he dried his socks with Caroline’s blow dryer. The guys bused over on the No. 82 from the library with their book bag, and Alice—hugging the walls and overhangs and wearing a rain poncho that must have been thirty years old—walked the few blocks alone, for Findlay is adamant about not “doing lunch.” What he means, I’ve come to realize, is that he doesn’t take to Richard, which is ridicule, for Richard is truly sympa (nice). I wished Findlay had come, though, for I do love his reminiscences of Paris, no matter which old days he’s on at the time.
“But this year,” Caroline tells me in the early evening when I am at least semi-awake, doing all I can to keep my eyes open, “in addition to the regulars, Sandra can come, but not until late. And,” she goes on, which is good, because I’m too tired to talk about what’s already on my mind—how to start organizing for my new book—“Mitzi is bringing some American woman new to town.” That’s fine with me. I like Mitzi, although I see her only at book club or occasionally at the American synagogue on the occasions that something in my life (and not always guilt) has prompted me to go.
Caroline’s apartment is convenient for the gang. She lives in rue de Tournon, a few streets from me. Shrewd as she is, she furnished it almost entirely from the marché aux puces, the huge flea market on the city’s northern edge. Now she spends her mornings writing at her Louis XVI-style desk by her large front window. She waves at me if I pass by, knowing I’ll look up. In summer, with the window open, she calls down, “Bonjour, sweetie!” She is older than I—about half a generation, she says—but who cares, for we tend to laugh at the same things. Some definitely wouldn’t be funny to anyone else, the kind of stuff where we just roll our eyes and bust a gut.
Next door to Caroline’s flat is where John Paul Jones lived and then died in 1792. Caroline thinks that having had Jones as a neighbor is a “hoot and a half.” I like it when she says things like that.
“I’m totally envious about Jones living next door,” I admit to the group when the luncheon is finally on, a few weeks after my return, when I have settled myself into a work routine, and Caroline has found a day when everyone can come. It is cold, having snow flurried the day before, but the day is bright, which I have definitely willed it to be. Everyone is there by this time, except Sandy, who should arrive in time for dessert. So, along with Caroline and me, it’s the guys, Richard, Alice alone, and Mitzi with the new woman, whose name I promptly forget. I spend the lunch wishing someone would call her by name. I did get that she is in Paris with a husband on two-year assignment at UNESCO, but my mind just at that point was straying toward the buffet.
One of Caroline’s mottos is “Heat, don’t cook.” So, on this luncheon day she has walked up rue de Seine to Gerard Mulot, a traiteur (caterer, take-out), and we are eating a vegetable quiche she has reheated, along with slices of smoked salmon with crème fraiche and blinis, a salad of mache and beets. Alice has brought the baguettes and cheeses (that Findlay, no doubt, selected) and clémentines and lychees (lychees?) for later. I obeyed the instructions to bring coconut sorbet and chocolate éclairs from Picard, the chain that sells frozen foods—les surgelés. And wine maven Richard, of course, has brought a few bottles of Bordeaux, which we are drinking along with the Italian San Pellegrino fizzy water that Caroline recently switched to, now that she is paying attention to sodium (for this week, anyway) and has discovered it has less than the French Badoit.
“Yeah, I don’t think it’s fair that no historic American lived on my street,” I go on.
“We just haven’t found that out yet,” says Caroline, reasonably. “Someone will turn up.”
“But tell us more about Jones,” Mitzi says, and Caroline is pleased to oblige.
Then she starts to tell everyone more lore about Jones, and we all listen intently, even Mrs. New Woman. “The French adored him,” Caroline says. “Standing ovations and all that. He was sent here to regulate the disposition of captured ships, but in 1784 he went off to be a vice admiral in the Russian fleet. Didn’t work out too well. So he came back here and moved right into this street. Can you imagine—he died three years later, only forty-five years old.” She looks at me with a glint in her eye. “And later, Fran’s friend Napoleon said about him, ‘If he had lived, France would have had an Admiral.’”
Yet, Franklin and Jefferson, too, were gone by the time Jones died, and the new American Minister Gouverneur Morris refused Jones a fitting funeral. So, outraged Parisians gave him the sendoff he deserved. Only after another 150 years were his remains transported in honor back to the United States.
In fact, Caroline tells us, Morris may have been a patriot during the American Revolution, but here he favored the king, conniving with him, advising him on escape (not too well, obviously). It was by sharing the mistress of Talleyrand that he got secret information to the king. Caroline provides a James Madison quote: Morris had, she reads from her ever-present notebook, a “fondness for saying things and advancing doctrines that no one else would.”
Fortunately, by the time Tom Paine, still a prisoner in the Luxembourg, was to meet la veuve, the French had thrown Morris out (in diplomatic terms, had him “recalled”), for he had done nothing to save Paine’s head. Just then, though, James Monroe appeared, and Tom got sprung. Monroe wrote to Paine that “To the welfare of Thomas Paine, the Americans are not, nor can they be indifferent.” As Klaus says, when Caroline has put her notebook down and reverted to hostess mode, and when we have finally killed the quiche, downed Richard’s wine, and are digging into the cheese and fruit, “You see, the Gouv was not one of us.” I think I know what he means.
So, the only things left to say are that Mitzi talks about the upcoming bar mitzvah of her son in the summer and about the kosher luncheon out in the Bois de Boulogne. She insists despite my fervent but polite demurral that she will invite me. I don’t even know your son, I think. You’re scraping the bottom of the barrel with me. Actually, I suppose I’ll go. The synagogue and the park will be two Paris hits for the price of one.
And about Sandy, she breezes in just in time for coffee, scoops up the rest of the coconut sorbet and the last éclair, and interrupts the conversation with an account of what she has been doing and why she is late. With other people, this would make me crazed, for it seems to me that people who inconvenience you by being late then insist on boring you with the tedious details of just why they have kept you waiting. But this day having downed a few glasses of Richard’s Bordeaux, I am tolerant.
“I had an appointment at the Embassy,” she says, even while spooning the sorbet into her mouth. “They’ve asked me to play the piano at some function or other in May. Some kind of American evening. But I am definitely on the comeback trail.” She turns to me. “Fran, let’s shop.”
But I realize that we’re no longer on the first day I’m home, that I’m way ahead of myself, and that I should go back again to my return to Paris on that drizzly winter morning. Starting again, as we know, is my wont.
I knew better than to call when I might wake up Klaus, and Paul isn’t home most mornings. So, early afternoon of my arrival home, after making my inspection of the quartier and before my own sieste, I left a message on the boys’ répondeur.
Paul called back almost before I hung up the phone, asking if I’d be free for lunch the following day. Hearing his tone of voice, I knew there was a story in the wind. He suggested thoughtfully that we meet at Le Palanquin, a Vietnamese place a few streets from me in rue Princesse, saving me from their “club.”
So, the next day, feeling almost sane, having had a ten-hour sleep of the dead after sharing a carafe of the house red with Caroline, beating to death the details of my trip, and listening groggily to the state of her research, I took myself on a sunnier day up to rue Princesse and the Vietnamese. After kisses back and forth with Paul and Klaus, I handed over a bulky sack of American-style oils and unguents and lotions and potions that they had asked for during their Christmas call to me in New York.
After we said hello to the waiter, who shook all our hands (as happens to good customers), and we settled ourselves in, we quickly ordered the menu midi, the prix-fixe lunch of appetizer, main course, rice, and tea. Then we got down to it. Klaus wanted to hear all about my kids (I showed him photos), and Paul asked about my work schedule for the year. I said I would start by getting as much up-to-date info as I could at City Hall, l’Hôtel de Ville. I found out about the glittering Christmas parties, but how beastly tired they already were of the rain and cold. And there was gossip, otherwise known as news. And then the story began. Paul started to describe the latest Embassy soirée—in honor of some American congressman, here on a junket, it seems—and Klaus embellished in delicious detail. Who doesn’t want to experience a gala, even second hand? Paul and Klaus, as they should be, are on the American Embassy’s social list, and when an engraved invitation arrives from Uncle Sam, they trot out their smokings, always ready to gussy themselves up.
The gala was held, as galas are, or so I’m told, at the ambassador’s residence. Constructed in 1839 by the Baroness Pontalba—a New Orleans-born señorita who lived to be eighty, despite having been riddled with bullets by her father-in-law—the lovely old building on rue du Faubourg-St-Honoré was already sizeable even before the Rothschild family in the 1870s added more wings. After the Nazis used it as their Officer’s Club, the Rothschilds moved on. And since 1948, the residence has belonged to America—to you and me, in effect, although neither of us can get in. Luckily, from time to time, Paul and Klaus can.
Over the years, I’ve been told of many soirées, the decorations, the verdant lawn and flowers, the gaffe made by some American—including the guest of honor—in English a faux pas. This time, some congressman apparently called the wife of a French cabinet minister “honey,” and Klaus, a great mimic, imitated her expression of frozen disbelief. “Incroyable!” he crowed. I suspect the crétin just hadn’t caught her name. I know how that is. But he could have and should have addressed her as madame. There are people I’ve known here for years, many of whom I still call by their last names. Even my good friend Jean-Pierre and I formally nous nous vouvoyons, never venturing into the familiar tu.
But how far does this have to go? Once at the library I browsed through a volume of love letters from Simone de Beauvoir, that steady companion of Sartre, to the American writer Nelson Algren. I noticed that, having shared his bed and whatever else, she still wrote to him, “Je vous aime.” And“Vous êtes mon amour.” Perhaps it was some existentialist affection or she was old-fashioned (in this one respect), but if you can’t tutoyer your lover, just who is there left? And what about Sartre, après tout, whom she said was warm in all respects except in bed?
In fact, the Vietnamese was not the first restaurant I graced upon my return. That first day home, during my neighborhood “research,” I wound up at Sushi House in rue Dauphine, where I could get a quick lunch and where I am known. The waiter was pleased to see me back, shook my hand, and as I settled myself in, asked with a smile, “Comme d’habitude, madame, avec Coca Light?”
“Bien sûr, merci,” I replied, also with a smile. Of course, thank you, I wanted what I usually ordered, even if at that moment it had slipped my mind what that might be. After the miso soup and cabbage salad, the waiter brought me shakedon (a bowl of rice topped with slices of raw salmon) and a Diet Coke, which I certainly would have ordered had I taken a look at la carte. So, I’m predictable even to the waiters in rue Dauphine.
Later, shouldering my laden grocery bag and trying to shield myself, at least somewhat, from the rain with my umbrella, I must have looked a sight. Yet, I took a chance and followed the route home that led me first past Procope and then along the row of restaurants through rue Guisarde, where I would make sure that nothing untoward had happened to my adorable, silver-haired prey while I was away. If one has a project, one might as well get started on it, is the way I look at things. Seeing the restaurant full, however, and Himself nowhere in sight, I started to turn away, to head home to suitcases and mess and then to that nap.
Just at that moment, however, the restaurant door opened and, this is the truth, out walked that man I had seen jogging earlier in the day. And it actually was John, the fellow I had known years ago in San Francisco. Crested ring and all. And with a woman, not young or pretty, not even well dressed. Must be a wife, I thought, and not a new one, at that.
“John!” I said, hoping I didn’t look as worn out as I felt. “What on earth are you doing here?”
“Fran!” he exclaimed, more surprised than I, of course. “We’ve just moved here,” he said and then briefly introduced the wife, whose name he said was Rose. She smiled but said nothing, which was all right with me. “We bought an apartment over in rue de Grenelle. We love it. We’ve been wanting to do this for a long time. Now tell us about you!”
I’ve been living here for years,” I said, having not missed all those sentences that started with the cosmic “we.” “Near the Luxembourg,” I added.
“That’s where we jog every morning,” he said, but I said nothing about having seen him earlier in the day. “It’s so great to see you,” he went on enthusiastically, as though we had been friends all this time. “We’ll have to get together. We want to hear everything and to catch up on your kids. They must be grown up by now.” So, we exchanged cards, email addresses, and all. By now I wanted desperately to go home (to check the mirror to see how I looked).
“You look like life is treating you well,” he said, as though reading my mind. So, now I remembered that he was a nice man, a bit boring, but just one on the list of those who weren’t for me. “We’re going back to San Francisco to clear out our house,” he said. “So, we’ll call you when we’re back. And you can tell us everything that you’re doing.”
Well, every dog and his brother turn up in Paris at one time or another. It wouldn’t hurt to be cordial. “I’ll look forward to that,” I said. And maybe I meant it, tired or not.
But winding up my Vietnamese lunch with Klaus and Paul that next day, I could see that both men were ready to leave. They needed some down time before heading out for the evening—a play at the Théâtre de l’Odéon with some visiting performer friends and then a supper across the square at the fish restaurant La Méditerranée. But first a “lie down” with their library books. That day their long-handled needlepoint bag contained two new books about Paris (which I made a note to put on hold), another “explaining the true story” of the Nazi Rudolph Hess (which I did not), and one of those celebrity biographies they tend to favor.
As it was still a nice afternoon, more cool than cold, we strolled around the side streets toward the No. 63 bus, taking the long way around. Klaus remarked on unusual sights, and in advance of the January sales we window shopped, what the French call lèche vitrines (licking the store windows). Klaus, especially, notices everything beautiful en route. “La daily promenade,” as he calls it, is a feature of most of our expat lives.
As we took our leave, Klaus said to me, “Darling, I hesitate to bring this up…”
“But?” I asked.
“Okay, it’s this. Paul and I have seen you through two marriages and several other men. But now that this year is starting and you’ve got a fresh book to write, wouldn’t you like to find a new prince instead of hanging around so much with two old queens? Isn’t it time?”
“Oh, Klaus!” said Paul, aghast.
“No, it’s okay, I know what he means,” I said. And as I often am, I was touched by their concern for me.
“And I love you for always having me in your sights.”
“Good girl,” Klaus said and kissed me fervently on both cheeks, adding a hug to show that he was sorry if he had offended me. “Just mull it over. But when you choose your Prince Charming, don’t you dare ditch your old uncles completely. Then I’d be sorry I ever said a thing.”
So, now we are caught up. Winter is moving slowly along, and January has given over to February, as it must. My desk is neatly stacked with brochures from my first visits to l’Hôtel de Ville and the Tourist Office, and other papers are waiting to be filed according to chapter headings. I have scotch-taped above my desk my yearlong Plan of Attack, with a column next to each entry, so I can check off things as I go. (Every new checkmark spurs me on.) My notebook is filled with ideas I’d no doubt otherwise forget. Schedules for initial explorations around town. Restaurants to try or try again. Museums to check out. I am absorbed and distracted. I’ve already been over to Notre Dame, and after walking around inside and looking up at the Rose Window, I went out to look down at the crypt with the Roman ruins (bleached-out rocks, if you ask me). As I suspected, there was nothing new that would make me change what I had been thinking to write. Then, being so close to the Île-St-Louis—and despite the cold and damp—I stopped in at Berthillon and rewarded myself with a dish of caramel beurre salé ice cream—caramel made with salted butter—that for that week, at least, was my all-time favorite. Sandy and I shopped, and she bought but I didn’t. So, daily life continues, and I suppose it must be according to some choice or other I have made. Napoleon, as we know, had no choice in the end, having thought that he would be exiled to live out his days at some English country manor, accorded the honors a fallen emperor should. Well, one thing I do know is that anyone can misjudge a situation every now and then.
Evenings may be closer to home, but they are not often alone with my books. “Do save us two seats, please, my dear,” Paul says one afternoon when I have called him to tell him of an author’s evening at the Village Voice, the English-language bookshop in the quartier. Caroline and I have already decided to go. So, a tiny umbrella folded in my purse, I walk over early, climb the stairs to the little mezzanine, and I save the seats, rather mischievously, one on either side of me. Sitting between Klaus and Paul, who whisper across me, is—as Caroline says—a “screech.”
The boys arrive, wearing more clothes than I could possibly imagine. “It doesn’t do to take a chill,” says Klaus, no doubt seeing my look. He unwinds a beautiful multicolored scarf from his neck and removes his fedora. Paul also takes off his coat and lays it carefully across the back of his chair. Underneath, he has on at least two sweaters, the top one with a zip. He sits down and pats my knee, and then he turns toward the front, waiting for the talk to begin.
This time the reading is from a new historical mystery novel by an American who is visiting Paris (a tax write-off, I’m sure). The upstairs is packed. There are a few women I know from book club and other people I recognize from evenings here or at the library. Some people sit on the stairs (blocking any escape). We all wave and smile. The introduction by Odile Hellier the proprietor is charming as always, and the reading and the writer’s comments are interesting for a while. But they go on too long. There is little air. I try to pay attention. I fail. Soon I feel totally trapped and also guilty, since the evening was my idea. The question period seems endless. People never stop bringing up the writer’s artistic motivation, the repression of the main character (a Roman consul who lived here in the first century), the use of mystical imagery and onomatopoeias, and stuff like that. Some people even hold the book in their laps, with passages highlighted in yellow and dozens of little Post-its sticking out of the sides. It’s a policier, for heaven’s sakes, set in Lutetia, or not. I try not to crawl out of my skin.
Later, after downing the verre amical (friendly glass of wine) Odile offers her guests, the four of us head over to the Café Mabillon on boulevard St-Germain. Once seated, we decide to share a plate of smoked salmon with toasts, Caroline orders champagne (“Budget be damned,” she says), and Paul takes a déca—caffeinated coffee would keep him awake. Klaus prefers the French version of fresh lemonade, the citron pressé, which he says is a digestif. And without my saying a word, he orders Badoit for me. “You only have one liver, darling,” he admonishes me, as though I were still that young girl with the spaghetti dangling off her fork. “Trust it.”
And while I am being taken in hand, Paul says to me, “Your fidgeting was evident again tonight, my dear.” Then he adds with a smile, “Do try to restrain yourself.”
“Caroline,” Klaus says, and we all turn to him, “would you like to go antiquing this weekend? Paul says we have enough in the coffers to do the puces. And you, darling, will you come, too?”
Would I say no to the flea market, especially since I am in the mode to re-explore every inch of Paris? It isn’t that I love the flea market for myself. In fact, I rarely buy anything there, for I have learned that once you are hooked on the puces, it never ends. Caroline, though, remains sensible, and Paul keeps Klaus in line, but there’s always a little something one could use, n’est-ce pas? It’s just that, like tonight, whether or not the activity is one I care for, I’m generally glad I went. I mean, despite Paul’s admonition, my fidgeting through life has actually diminished a great deal. §
*A Few Paris Facts*
Oldest Street: rue St-Jacques, N/S axis, in Roman times called the Cardo
Longest Street: rue de Vaugirard, 4.4 km (2.7 miles)
Shortest Street: rue des Degrés (2nd), 5.7 meters
Highest Point: 40, rue du Télégraphe (19th), 148.48 meters
Highest Structure: Eiffel Tower, 312.27 meters (without antennae)
Largest Arrondissement: 15th, 560 hectares
Smallest Arrondissement: 2nd, 99.2 hectares
Oldest House: 51, rue Montmorency (3rd), built in 1407 for Prof. Nicolas Flamel of the Sorbonne
Oldest Church: St-Germain-des-Près, built around 550 AD, chapel to the right of the entrance and some chancel columns are original; bell tower from the 10th century
Trees: 184,000 intra muros (excluding 300,000 in the Bois de Boulogne and Bois de Vincennes)
Oldest Trees: Two robiniers dating from 1601, Square René Viviani and the Jardin des Plantes (5th)
Transport: Métro with 14 lines, more than 300 stations; buses with 59 routes; tramway with 3 lines; taxis with 15,300 units,none when it rains
Bicycles for Public Use: 20,000, with 1,000+ docking stations
Free WiFi: 260 municipal areas and 400 WiFi posts—gardens, town halls, museums, and libraries
*History in Plain Sight*
About 2,200 years ago, a band of Gauls called the Parisii came down from the hills above the Seine and settled the island now known as the Île de la Cité. For about 200 years they plied a river trade from this strategic vantage point, but by 52 BC, the Romans had defeated them and named their new colony Lutetia. Slowly they expanded to the south. North of the river was a marsh—a marais—and the trendy twenty-first-century area there is still called the Marais.
Some 9,000 people lived in Lutetia, by 212 AD renamed Paris after those early Parisii, whom the Romans had displaced. The Romans lasted in Gaul until the fifth century, themselves retreating with the rise of Christianity and the advance of the Barbarians, notably Clovis the Merovingian who converted to Roman Christianity and who set Francia on its course for the next thousand years.
Some ancient ruins still exist from Roman times—in the crypt in front of the Cathedral of Notre Dame and in the Latin Quarter, as well. And all around Paris, on your strolls you can see historical names: on street signs, the names of métro stations, and on plaques on buildings, saying who had lived there or what event had happened nearby, all serving to remind Parisians who they are and how their beautiful city came to be.
*Thomas Jefferson Quote*
“A walk about Paris will provide lessons in history, beauty, and in the point of Life.”
*The Seine*
The magnificent river Seine rises north of Dijon in western France, curves broadly through Paris, around its two central islands, the Ile St-Louis and Ile de la Cité. Upon exiting it heads north again, emptying into the English Channel at Le Havre.
For centuries the river has determined the character of Paris. The Right Bank, to the north of the river—which in medieval times was conducive to the unloading of ships and merchandise—has since then been identified as the commercial and financial focus of the city. Aristocrats lived close to the Palais du Louvre, and services for them flourished nearby. The more relaxed Left Bank was known for its intellectuals and artists; the first University of Paris, known as La Sorbonne, was founded in 1257, and the Collège de France in 1530.
Today these historic distinctions remain in the lore of Parisians, but times have changed. Parisians live in every inch of space they can afford, and former commercial neighborhoods on the Right Bank may show window boxes with geraniums above the banks and other enterprises. Areas that were shuttered at night have been revitalized, becoming trendy for Parisians and tourists alike. But across any of Paris’ thirty-seven bridges over the Seine, the Left Bank still remains the romantic heart of the capital. Here are the lively Latin Quarter and the upscale St-Germain, the famous cafés and jazz clubs, art galleries, and of course both the Sorbonne (now Université de Paris V) and the Collège de France, still going strong.
4: Chez Findlay and Alice
In what passes for approaching spring, the warming but still soggy days of Paris are brightened by big news. Findlay has been invited to speak at the Embassy next month on “Paris After World War II.” I am waiting at the bus shelter for the No. 87 one late morning when Alice calls me on my mobile to inform me that I am coming to dinner tonight at 7:30 to celebrate. This is just so Paris. I love it. Spontaneous, inclusive. Just come. A decade ago, when I was starting to write my first book about Paris, I could only imagine being a “regular” at the home of Americans who had lived here, well, forever and who were “known.” It took some time after my friend Jean-Pierre—that ritzy French publisher who was then married to Sandy—introduced us for the Lovells to invite me to dine. In that way, they have taken on some of the attributes of the French. Guard your privacy. Hold a little back. Don’t volunteer. Keep the Yanks guessing. Not like me, whose son used to advise before I traveled anywhere new, “Please, just don’t tell everyone everything.” But petit à petit, I have become that “regular,” and it’s just as I imagined that decade ago.
Alice tells me that Caroline is coming, too, as if I didn’t know. So, on the bus heading for Paris’ newest museum on Quai Branly, I call her to suggest walking over together later, beating her to the punch. Actually, it makes sense since we live close to each other, but we both also know it’s better to climb the ninety-five steps to the Lovells’ fifth-floor apartment with someone to distract you—starting at the third level—from the pain in the calves and the shortness of breath. So, in the early evening and with our umbrellas open under a soft enveloping mist, we meet.
We’ve only spoken once today, so we have a lot to chew over. First, we discuss why Ida might be coming to dinner, which is what Alice told Caroline but not me. I mention that I have drafted some introductory pages about my own saga and daily life in general for Americans, and I ask her to take a look. She says to email her the pages tomorrow. I tell her about the long line at the stunning new Musée du Quai Branly, and how after checking it out, I walked over to the Sancerre and ate a huge omelet for lunch. Caroline then starts to talk about William Short, the American in charge here between Jefferson and “the Gouv.” But suddenly I interrupt, because when we are passing the restaurant of the adorable spring wonder (who is not near enough to the window to see me pretending not to look), I am reminded to tell Caroline that I have had an email from San Francisco John, saying how delighted he was to see me and that he had told his wife, Rose, all about me. And all this takes us as far as the door to the Lovells’ building in rue Guisarde. “I wonder how much of that ‘all’ he really told her,” Caroline says with a wink as we stop at the door, and we laugh.
After we’ve entered the digicode onto the keypad at the outside door, we enter and announce ourselves on the interphone. When the inner door unlatches, we press one of the minuteries to turn on the stairwell lights, and we start our climb.
“You know, you seem pretty frisky, these days,” Caroline says, as we are midway up the narrow, winding staircase. “You’re usually complaining about the climb by now.”
“Yes…I guess…I’m in a pretty…good mood,” I answer (trying not to show that I am beginning to pant). I attempt to go on. “Life…these…days…is…picking…” and then I quit, for by now my breath is truly short and I need it for the climb. Besides, there’s something I’m not telling Caroline, and I am consumed by guilt.
Caroline can’t press me for more, I’m glad to say, for having reached the last flights up to the Lovells’ apartment, even she is mute. Findlay, who might well have pushed eighty, and Alice, maybe a bit younger, are the oldest of the gang. Yet, they still navigate these steps at least once a day, to their favorite marché, perhaps to the doctor or to a bookshop, to an exhibit that has just opened, or just for what Alice calls “our Jeffersonian outing” to take in the spirit of the quartier. There’s often a little surprise (with Alice calling everyone right after, and Findlay’s voice correcting from afar). Later they may dine at le Mâchon d’Henri, their favorite bistro in “the Guisarde”—as Alice calls it—although, basically, she prefers to cook. And as we all do, they look for the latest American movies—in version originale with French subtitles—at the cinemas nearby at Odéon.
It’s true that everyone in Paris expects to climb some stairs, if not five flights—no matter your age. Many of the hôtels particuliers that have been converted into apartments, one to a floor, have broad curving staircases and shallow steps. Some less elegant buildings—like the Lovells’—may have narrow stairwells and rickety risers. But many old buildings in the centre ville have installed tiny elevators with just room enough for a couple of people and a mutt.
After Sandy’s divorce, she used the settlement she received from J-P to buy the first-floor apartment in a centuries-old building over on boulevard Raspail. Or so we think, for Sandy seems to have learned at least something from being married to J-P and doesn’t mention money. (For the French, talking about sex is in, but money is out.) Once, having climbed together the purple-carpeted marble stairs to her apartment, I asked why we couldn’t have just taken the lift, which was clearly in sight. “Oh, the owner before me refused to pay his portion of the elevator’s installation,” she said blithely. “So the ascenseur does not stop on my floor.” Although she could certainly chip in, she hasn’t, probably because she only has one flight to climb. But not all buildings have lifts (mine doesn’t), and some of these ancient buildings are the most charming. The Lovells’ is not among them. But I love their apartment once I’m inside.
Whenever I am in anyone else’s flat, I wonder if I would want to live there. How would I find life in that place? It isn’t that I don’t love my rental apartment in rue Servandoni, for I do. Strategically placed between the imposing church at Place St-Sulpice and the Luxembourg Gardens, narrow, medieval rue Servandoni is one of the most nostalgia-producing streets I’ve ever seen. Dogs are often splashing around in the fountain on the square well into the autumn—before the water is turned off for the winter—as I cut across toward my cobblestone street, and I’m sure it puzzles Parisians to see some weird woman schlepping her grocery bags and laughing out loud all by herself.
In my building, I climb two flights, just thirty-four steps. Pas mal. Not bad, at all. My apartment is what is known as deux pièces—two large rooms, plus a commodious entryway, a decent kitchen, and bath. I’ve got ample room for my desk and bookcases in the light-filled entryway, and in the séjour, the dining table that sits just under one of the three tall windows, a large hutch, and a sofa-bed for when one visitor stays. The easy chair is comfortable enough for a nap. And the TV swivels, so I can catch the (mistaken) weather reports from anyplace in the room. The bedroom, which is also spacious and fits another chair to nap in, plus a footstool, looks over a flowery court. In the States I, no doubt, would have complained, but in Paris, at least, size really doesn’t count.
Agences immobilières post in their windows notices of available apartments, but pay no attention. The good apartments have all been rented before you’ve seen the ad. What you have to do is hound the agencies daily, wheedling and generally humiliating yourself, until they crack. That’s what I did. I still can’t slink past the agency window without turning my head away in shame.
Talk of apartments features strongly in the conversation of all my friends—just as do new restaurants and the semi-annual sales. No matter how you like your apartment, no matter that you’ve just eaten a splendid meal, no matter if your closet is full. One week, at the height (or depths) of the news about Iraq—and although the French talk about politics the way Americans talk about sports—Paris talked mostly about the thousands of empty apartments around town that the municipality had been keeping off the market and was now being forced to sell. Could these apartments be had cheap? Even Jean-Pierre, who is forever cutting out articles from newspapers and having his secretary fax them to me, said I should buy one right away, but it wasn’t in the cards—especially since the dollar was by then already heading into the tank. Many people rent, including the Lovells, who have been living in this same apartment for forty years.
Once Bostonians, the Lovells have been in Paris since Findlay came to work for the Economic Cooperation Administration, otherwise known as the Marshall Plan. His job was to coordinate the more than 150 vessels that were crossing the Atlantic on any given day. Most ECA men were bachelors, thrilled to be in Gay Paree. But Findlay brought his wife and two infant boys. “And after just one visit to the marché,” Alice once told me, “I knew Findlay would never leave.”
First the family lived in the 8th, in an airy flat by the Park Monceau. The area was just as exclusive then as it is now. In those days, when the dollar was high and the franc was rock bottom, life was easy for Americans paid in Yankee bucks. The French, with nothing to buy and no money to buy it, however, called it “the second occupation of France.” (And now that it’s the other way around, with the dollar so low and American bucks in peril, don’t they ask where those American tourists have gone?)
Findlay, it turns out, will speak in the embassy building that houses the American Consulate in rue St-Florentin, just off Place de la Concorde. It was here that Findlay worked and hung out, so it is especially poignant that he will return to the upper floors that he knew so well, but where the public—even he—can no longer get in. In the Fifties, everyone around was American, and as Findlay says somewhat wistfully, “I knew them all.”
Some years later, with the Marshall plan winding down and the kids out of the house, Alice moved them here, to what is now the totally trendy, restaurant-filled rue Guisarde. Findlay, in one of his frequent reminiscences, told me once about how when they found this apartment, there was no heat other than a coal-burning fireplace in the main room. Warmth did not make it up to their mezzanine. Tenants went into the hall to a cold-water pipe for their water and to a communal toilet discreetly tucked into an alcove on the stairs. And this was in the mid-Sixties, mind you, not 1925. The Lovells’ was the first apartment with hot water, a flush toilet, and radiators. The other apartments have also finally become, in Findlay’s terms, “gentrified.” I love this point of view. How this shabby building with its tricky, paint-peeling stairs qualifies as gentrification is beyond me.
Still, forty years in a rent-controlled apartment! Some people do have luck. In addition, the young propriétaire looks kindly upon these geezers who tell stories of when his grandparents were in charge. And he does little favors when he can. Here the Lovells have created an American-style home—with an eat-in kitchen and a refrigerator-freezer, a bookcase-lined living room with deep couches and easy chairs, bright windows shaded by venetian blinds, and that old fireplace that still sometimes smokes. Two bedrooms are on the mezzanine. Off the kitchen is Findlay’s “nerve center”—a curtained alcove holding his computer stuff, stacks of musty papers, and faded clippings taped to the walls. This is where, after the Marshall Plan was over, he wrote several popular books about the aftermath of World War II in France. Alice calls it the “Strange-Lovell Room” and stays out. At her own desk under the window, she edits all his work. And then the American subsidiary of Jean-Pierre’s publishing house puts it out.
“Don’t you get nosebleeds up here?” I once gasped to Alice as she greeted me at the door. It was the first time I had been invited, and I hadn’t yet learned to camouflage the panting.
Alice just laughed and waited for me to catch my breath. “No nosebleeds and no extra pounds, either. Just think of the glorious ride we’ve had. We may have saved the world, but we never saved a sou. And give up a rent-controlled apartment that we’ve had for forty years? I’ll keep climbing these stairs until they lead me up to the Pearly Gates.”
Of course, I was not here—actually, still a kid in Chicago—in those particular “old days” when, according to Findlay, rue Guisarde and other streets nearby were the domain of transvestites, prostitutes, and drug dealers. There was even a topless hairdresser, where the staff, half nude, gave good haircuts cheap. That was the real neighborhood, Findlay grumbles. The real Paris is gone. Totally spoiled—pourri. Although I love Findlay’s stories and Caroline and I continually dissect times past, we don’t grasp how every generation in Paris seems to regret something they have known and think they have lost. Especially when it doesn’t sound so good to us.
Take Georges Haussmann (please). Even after 160 years, some still carry on about him as an “Alsatian Attila,” while others—who also seem to think it was yesterday—contend he saved Paris, fulfilling the wish of Napoleon III for the beauty of Paris to rival ancient Rome. So, the Attilas claim Haussmann razed traditional neighborhoods, displacing the poor to eastern slums, and he slashed wide boulevards through old quartiers, just so the military could suppress uprisings of the masses. And didn’t individualism suffer? Actually, no one says that any of this isn’t true.
The other camp, however, reminds these “sentimental antiquarians” that before Haussmann, Paris was a mess (and I am not one for mess). Some twenty thousand people had died of cholera in 1848. TB was rampant. Streets were running sewers and the city stank. Fresh water was rare. The central city was a labyrinth of dark, filthy streets with a fetid tenement directly in front of the Louvre.
Clearly, I am with the genius bloc. I mean, just how did the city end up? Those slashed-through grands boulevards were lovely to stroll. Hospitals and schools were built. Five thousand acres of parks showed Parisians the sun. More apartment buildings were constructed than torn down. Aqueducts provided clean water, and four hundred miles of sewers kept streets clean. Gas mains fueled fifteen thousand street lamps. And despite the carping of the Attilas, about half of the buildings in the centre ville still date back at least to Louis XVI.
The Embassy invitation to Findlay, I suddenly realize as I walk into the living room, has come from Ida, who has ensconced herself in the most comfortable chair. So, this is why she’s here. A rather dour, fortytish beanpole who is spending her life in the Foreign Service, Ida is assigned to the Embassy here, where she coordinates public events. I think her oldest sister went to school with Alice’s youngest brother or something like that. Alice and Ida have become close. Don’t ask me why. In my view, Ida, never married, always looks as though her life were somebody else’s fault. Yet, sometimes, she gets us invitations to Embassy events. Tonight she has invitations for Caroline and me, and she thrusts at us a stack for other people we know.
Ida tends to talk in pronouncements, which sometimes makes me crazed, regardless of what she says. Last fall, for example, at another of these dinners chez Findlay and Alice, she said to no one in particular (not even directly to me), “Fran should get a dog.”
“A dog!” I exclaimed, appalled. Everyone laughed, except me. I can’t think of anything I’d want less, except maybe a turtle. “Why on earth would I want a dog?”
“Yes, Fran should get a dog,” she said again and finally looked at me. “You don’t have a man. So, a dog would make you feel more settled.”
“I feel settled enough,” I said (snapped, actually). “Thank you very much.” I mean, the boys taking me in hand is one thing, but Ida is another. What is it about me, anyway? And is this when my silver-haired project came to mind?
“So, sweetie, what’s going on with you and Ida?” Caroline asked that night on the way home.
“And just what right does she have to try and figure out my life? I have enough trouble without her.”
“What is it that Klaus says?” Caroline asked. “Something about life being the only fulltime job?” After this, we let the subject drop. Caroline has not brought it up again, and neither have I.
This evening, however, Ida seems to be under control. Alice goes into the kitchen while Findlay fusses out the glasses and pours us all some wine. It is always the same, a Brouilly in an unlabeled bottle. Because it is served slightly chilled, some people think of Brouilly as a summer wine, but because he likes it and gets a bargain price, Findlay buys it by the case all year round from a grizzled commerçant whom he has cultivated for decades. This burly man shoulders the cases up the ninety-five steps, as he says, as a favor to Monsieur Loh-velle, who no longer can do it himself. (Although he does when he has to. God help us if Findlay runs out of wine.)
Findlay passes around a plate of foie gras and little pieces of toast. “Have some,” he instructs. “It’s from old Hubert at the marché in rue Cler. This, dear ladies,” he says, brandishing a piece of toast he has spread high with the creamy, rich foie gras, “is why I came to Paris almost sixty years ago.” He laughs. “And why I hope death takes me before Hubert. Dig in, mes belles, dig in.” Thinking only briefly of the cholesterol-loaded lunch I ate at the Sancerre, I help myself. I am sitting by one of the large bookcases, and I cast an eye over the books nearby. They are about the history of Paris, as, of course, they would be. And they are arranged chronologically. This has to be the work of Alice, I know.
Findlay wipes his mouth and starts right in. “People today only remember De Gaulle,” he says. “But it was the Communist Party after the war that controlled the workers, and it almost took over. In 1948 they crippled the city with strikes. Think of it! The gas and electric workers went out, no water supply, and the trains didn’t go. No métro, bus conductors, garbage collectors, or street cleaners. Unbelievable! We almost froze!”
“Tiens, tiens,” exclaims Caroline. “What happened?”
Findlay is clearly pleased to have the floor. “It wasn’t pretty, I’ll say that. The minister of the interior, Moch—jailed by Petain and then big in the Resistance—accused the workers of being dupes of the Soviets, which they were, of course, and he called out the troops. When the Commies...”
“Don’t call them Commies,” Alice calls from the kitchen. “And dinner is on. Come to table!”
“Right,” says Findlay, as we all stand up. We take our glasses with us.
As we stand to walk into the warm, steamy kitchen, I venture a question that’s been on my mind. “By the way, Findlay, did you ever meet Gertrude Stein when you were young?”
“That old windbag? No. Why would I have wanted to?”
“Oh, I don’t know,” I say, for I’m not really sure why I asked. “Listen, could I borrow a couple of your Paris history books? Ones you’re not using for your speech?”
Findlay only nods, points me to a chair, and goes on with his thought. “So,” he says, “recovery was underway, and the Communists couldn’t keep the masses in line. Even their propaganda—straight from Russia—fell apart. But for a while, they had the people in their grasp. By Jove, they almost won!”
“The Communists had a point,” pronounces Ida in her way. She sits down across from Caroline and me. Findlay and Alice sit at the ends. “What about that bombing of McDonald’s down in Millau, years ago, and all the complaints about globalization?’
“Nineteen forty-nine all over again!” Findlay brandishes a new bottle of Brouilly he is about to open. “The wine industry went berserk about Coca-Cola expanding their exports into France. The Communists kept talking about the coca-colonization of France!” He uncorks the bottle and begins to pour. “But the wine keeps flowing, at least chez Lovell. Voilà.”
“Well, perhaps they were right,” says Caroline, nudging me under the table. I happen to like Coca Light. Findlay just snorts and downs his wine. He stands to serve the dinner. He walks around the table to place Alice’s plate in front of her, and he bends down to kiss her hair. I notice that his face is flushed, perhaps from the wine, perhaps from the heat in the kitchen.
“Have some of this bread,” Findlay says, passing a basket around. “It’s from the boulangerie that won the Prix de la Baguette this year.” (Of course, it is. Would M. Loh-Velle serve anything less?) I take a chunky piece. In the French manner, I put the bread on the tablecloth, next to my plate.
Alice, whose specialty is one-dish meals, has made a navarin d’agneau, a springtime dish all around France. Tonight the baby lamb is in a casserole with peas, tiny turnips, onions, carrots, and those little new potatoes that could make me cry for joy. It is April, after all (the month of my birthday), and Alice has bought what’s in season at her favorite marché in rue Mabillon. In the fall, obliging marchands save the best wild mushrooms for her, and she prepares fricassée de champignons sauvages and different kinds of game, including a stew of wild rabbit (that seems to me mostly bones), which, while working on my plate, I can usually hide some under the rice. Nonetheless, neither Caroline nor I spend much time cooking, so we are pleased when Alice asks us to come, especially when it’s cold and she has had a big meat pot simmering all day on the stove.
“I’ve got a new recipe that may not be worth a woof,” she might say, using an expression she says was popular in the Sixties. “But come over and give it a try.”
Fortunately, even tourists can watch what they eat in Paris (not that they do) and still eat well. Indeed, in any restaurant you may inquire politely how a dish is prepared before you choose. If you ask for something to be prepared without an ingredient that gives you hives, however, the serveur may agree, but he might also suggest you order something else, as the integrity of the dish could be compromised. Pay attention. Order something else.
Alice, for a while, stopped serving beef, what with all the “hoo-ha” (as she called it) over la vache folle (mad cow disease). Many français swore off beef for a while, but others didn’t, and frankly, I couldn’t make up my mind. I put off deciding until the scare was off of the news.
“I don’t think anyone wants to hear about politics,” Alice says. “I think they want to hear about the American bachelors heading for the bordellos, about the Folies Bergères, about the party atmosphere after the years under the Nazis, about the gay time we had then.”
“You tell them, then,” Findlay growls. “That doesn’t interest me.”
“It certainly interested you then,” Alice laughs. She looks at Ida, who is attempting a smile. “Lunchtime it was martinis with the journalists at the Hotel Crillon, and after work the cocktail hour at the Ritz. I always knew where to find him.”
Of course, life changes. And not just for Findlay. As to the Haussmann debate, for me cholera would not have been the good old days. Could there be a more beautiful city than Paris? And would widower Richard love the Île de la Cité if there were a single rat in sight?
But about fifty years ago, Paris needed to tidy up those eastern slums, and doing so, left the Baron in the dust. And didn’t the French complain? Mais oui. Massive projects—under both right-wing President Georges Pompidou and then Socialist François Mitterand—revived the city, but gave both sides reason to gripe. It goes without saying that the denizens of the affected quartiers complained about the loss of the old neighborhood atmosphere. Whatever that was. If, as Paul has reminded me from time to time, you don’t accept that the French resist change with all their might, you’ll never understand la France.
For Parisians, life would be unthinkable without daily contact with the past, no matter how comfortable their modern life. And is globalization so bad, aside from being inevitable? I may only use les toilettes at McDo, but Jean-Pierre’s son Victor drags him there for lunch occasionally (Henriette—thin as a teenage rail—refuses to go), and J-P claims he likes the fries.
Caroline shakes her head to Findlay’s offer of wine. She pours herself some Perrier and turns to Findlay. “Did you ever hear of that American guy in the 1920s?” She rummages in the tote bag that seemingly never leaves her side and produces the famous notebook. “His rich wife got mad at him and went to the Ritz restaurant to cut off her husband’s tab. Oh, here it is. Listen to what the maître-d’hôtel said: ‘Monsieur will continue to be…welcome at the Ritz, where I shall be honored, in the future, if he would consider himself my guest.’” Caroline shakes her head. “Fancy anyone at the Ritz saying that, these days.”
“Ah, the Ritz!” Findlay says, wiping his mouth and eyeing the cheese on the sideboard. No doubt he took the No. 4 métro this morning down to his favorite fromager (Boursault) in the 14th. Findlay will go to the end of the line if he has to for good cheese. I eye the platter myself, but know that when offered, I will say I’m just too full for both cheese and dessert. This is only partly true. Actually, I’m now feeling guilty about that omelet (filled with ham and cheese and potatoes) I wolfed down at lunch. And I do know enough not to skip Alice’s homemade dessert.
“I think it was around 1956,” Findlay remembers, “when Hemingway turned up sometimes at cocktail hour, which was still going strong. Well, the porter comes into the bar one evening, takes ‘Monsieur Em-in-veh’ aside and asks him to remove the trunks he had stored there back in 1927. Lucky for him, he did. He found all the notes from when he had lived in Paris in the Twenties, and they became A Moveable Feast.”
“We don’t have a real cocktail hour anymore at the Embassy,” says Ida, in her declarative way. I can’t figure out whether she thinks that’s good or bad. She passes her plate to Alice to clear. She hasn’t finished what she had been served, something Parisians find rude. Take small servings and ask for seconds, if you like, but leave nothing on your plate. Luckily, we’re Americans here, and we understand each other. I wink at Alice and then spear a small slice of lamb from Ida’s plate as it goes by. Findlay doesn’t notice, but Alice beams with pleasure, and Caroline just rolls her eyes.
Findlay stands, and in an unusual show of domesticity, he takes the dinner plates from Alice, coming back with the cheese plateau and a bowl of fresh fruit. After he has distributed little plates to us all, he points to each cheese and describes it lovingly as he asks everyone which they want. There is a Mont d’Or, which is a winter cheese and sometimes heated and spooned onto a round of baguette (which I would not have passed up in a million years). There’s a chèvre wrapped in a chestnut leaf, an aromatic Livarot, a blue-holed Roquefort, and an aged, crumbly Gouda, which comes from the Netherlands, but so what? Too bad I’m being noble, tonight. (I do love Livarot, though, despite Klaus saying that its smell—I’m sure he meant “aroma”—reminded him of his old ballet shoes.) But I do help myself to the pear that Findlay recommends and a few grapes, and later to a respectable slice of a deliciously homemade tarte tatin (an upside-down apple cake kind of thing). Not being a coffee drinker, I also pass on the expresso that Findlay makes himself. I just sip my wine, wishing Alice wouldn’t smoke; yet, it is her house, so what can you do?
By now it is getting late, and just as I am thinking of leaving, Caroline kicks me under the table. We both stand. Ida announces her intention to help clear up, so Caroline and I thank Alice and Findlay profusely, and also Ida for the invitations (at least Caroline does). I pick out two books from Findlay’s library, and then, having put on our coats, we head down the stairs, ready to rehash the evening as we go.
We walk down slowly, for going down is harder on Caroline’s knee than going up. Suddenly, I remember something I recently noted on a scouting tour, and I ask whether, despite the late hour, she would be willing to take a detour on the way home. “I want to show you something I’ve discovered in rue du Four.”
“Bien sûr,” Caroline agrees, for of course she is always up for one of Paris’ petites surprises. Ready to exit the building, we push the porte button to unlatch the door, and we go out into rue Guisarde. The air has that pleasing after-rain damp. We have started our gab, disposing quickly of my piggishness with the lamb, Findlay’s drinking, Ida (whom I refuse to admit was almost friendly tonight), and that last flight of stairs on the way up. Just before we reach the corner of rue des Canettes, I take a sidelong peek and lo! Himself is at the door of his restaurant, showing two customers out. I smile and give a little (intimate and suggestive) wave of the fingers. He blows me a kiss. Caroline and I walk on.
“He blew you a kiss!” Caroline says with some astonishment.
“Yes, I know,” I say modestly.
“Is there something you haven’t told me?” she asks suspiciously.
“When there’s something I’m not telling you, I’ll let you know.”
Although we both laugh at this and Caroline doesn’t press me further, I am not being exactly honest. But I am not ready to come clean, not even with her. The truth is that my spring project is making my blood stir again, and I’m sure this is why Caroline thinks I am in such a good humor.
During the winter, I managed to pass often through rue Guisarde, hoping it looked like sort of a normal thing to do. Sometimes monsieur was not in sight, sometimes we just smiled and nodded while I walked on—if I was laden with groceries—but sometimes I stopped for a moment to chat. This is where real progress was made, and I don’t think I’m imagining this. Himself moved from saying Bonjour, madame to Bonjour, chère madame to (by mid-March, I think it was) Bonjour, ma chère. Myself kept up with this, of course, escalating my own greetings from monsieur to cher monsieur to cher ami. Hello, dear friend. Believe me, in France, this is hot stuff. But I still didn’t know his name.
So, last week as I entered “the Guisarde,” I saw M. Cassoulet affixing his new spring menu to the front window glass. Calling on all my American brazenness, this time I barely even said hello. (Could I really be so nervous at my age?) I moved right in for the kill.
“Bonjour,” I called out and smiled one of my sweetest smiles. “Do you realize that I’ve known you for two years, cher ami, and I don’t even know your name?”
“Joël,” he smiled back, not having let go of my hand from the handshake that the French so like. He pronounced his name, of course, not like the American Joel, but like the French Zho-elle.
“Moi, je suis Fran-ces,” I said clearly, so he’d get it. I even explained, so he wouldn’t forget. “C’est comme la France avec une s.”
“Frahn-zess,” he said. And then we (he having relinquished my hand) stood and talked a while, about the dearth of Americans in Paris with the dollar sinking evermore, about the new little oyster café near Mabillon, and something about the city’s produce market in the suburb at Rungis that I barely heard, since my mind had wandered toward other possibilities with him. So, now we not only know each other’s first names, we’re having real conversations, and better yet, we are on blowing-kisses terms. Next on my agenda is his marital status. Luckily, my apartment has a six-year lease.
So, with Caroline this late evening, I guiltily change the subject to one I’d been meaning to bring up, anyway. “I saw that woman who came with Mitzi to your lunch,” I say. “I wanted to say hello, but I would have been too embarrassed to tell her I couldn’t remember her name.”
“Anna. Anna something-or-other,” laughs Caroline. “I ran into Mitzi on rue des Ecoles a few days ago, and she says that Anna is making all the usual American mistakes. Listen to this. She went to the caisse at the supermarket, and she hadn’t weighed her bananas on the scale, so there was no price sticker to scan. The cashier mumbled something that Anna, who is studying French, couldn’t understand. The line behind her was getting longer, and she didn’t know what to do!”
“Oh, là là,” I say. “Didn’t anyone there tell her to run back and weigh the bananas?”
“Anna thought the cashier was pointing out a brown spot on one banana, so she dashed to get a different bunch, but she didn’t weigh that, either! Eventually, Mitzi says, the cashier got up herself and went to weigh the fruit and came back and showed Anna how to put the sticker on.”
“Lord, she must have been mortified,” I commiserate, remembering some embarrassing mistakes of my own. “Why don’t you ask her to come to the cinema with us late one afternoon?” I say, knowing that Caroline might actually get around to doing that, whereas we both know I never would.
We cross over rue du Four and walk a few steps toward rue de Rennes, when I grab Caroline’s arm, saying, “Voilà!” I point out to Caroline a beautiful old iron gate that is latched across the recessed entrance to a store, one we’ve no doubt passed by hundreds of times. The design of the entire gate is an intricate lacework of cogs and wheels and needles and scissors and other implements for sewing, and words at the top spell out “Singer Manufacturing Company.”
“Lovely!” exclaims Caroline. “And to think I never noticed it.” We stand, just looking, pleased with ourselves. Then Caroline says, “The Singers lived in Paris, of course. I’ve seen their daughter Winaretta’s mansion on avenue Georges-Mandel. So, this probably was a sewing machine store once upon a time.”
I nod, for that’s what I had thought, too. “Yes, and no Parisian would destroy such a lovely gate. Isn’t that just so typical?” Caroline nods, and so I go on. “And Winaretta,” I say with some envy (no matter that she’s dead), “wasn’t she the one who had that mariage de convenance with the gay Prince de Polignac?”
Caroline nods and says, “Yes, so she was also a princess.” We both sigh.
“Okay, let’s go home,” I say. “I should know better than to keep up with Findlay and the wine.” So, we turn back up rue Bonaparte and walk quietly, each with our own thoughts. Everything about Paris seems so interesting to me. I hope it keeps up.
“Speaking of marriages,” Caroline finally starts as we get to Place St-Sulpice where she will peel off, “did you know that it might not have been Hemingway who named the book A Moveable Feast?” She doesn’t wait for my answer, and frankly, I had none, anyway. “I read somewhere that he had killed himself before the book was published, so his widow chose the title.” She smiles a little and shakes her head. “I wish I could remember where.”
“It’ll be in your notebook somewhere, “I say. “But why didn’t you say something at dinner about that? Findlay might have known.”
“And interrupt his grand moment?” Caroline asks, with surprise. “I’d never do that.” I shouldn’t even have asked. “Now,” she goes on, “what about your moment? Your birthday is in ten days, n’est-ce pas?”
Relieved that I don’t have to maneuver the conversation around to this myself, I say, “Exactement. And yours is the week after. So, what do you want to do this year?”
“How about going to Claude Sainlouis, just the two of us?”
“Only if I can order dessert,” I say, already tasting their mousse au chocolat, which I think is the best I’ve tasted (so far). On the other hand, if I’m going to get into real fighting shape for this perhaps totally imaginary relationship with Joël, I better start a régime.
“Done,” Caroline says agreeably. “If it’s you, it’s bound to be the mousse. Well, another pound or two won’t hurt.”
Our birthdays settled, Caroline says “Bonne nuit, sweetie,” as I turn toward rue Servandoni, and she heads over to rue de Tournon. “A très bientôt.”
I waggle my fingers at her, much as I had done just minutes before, and I walk the few more steps into my quiet street, thinking about the evening in general and the Paris talk, someone’s marital status, and finally about skipping the entrée (first course) at Claude Sainlouis, so I’ll still have room for dessert. That will be the start of my diet, big time.
As I walk down the street, I look around in an ordinary gesture of caution, and again just before I enter my building. But I feel secure that even this late there will be no problem, unlike my worries when walking down empty streets in New York. Paris is generally safe in these upscale quartiers.
“Mais, Frahn,” J-P once cautioned me, when I had been telling him of an accordion concert Edie had dragged me to in the Latin Quarter near where she lives, and how I had walked home alone. “Faites attention. La France is changing, too fast for some, too slowly for others. Many young unemployed people are angry, and the government doesn’t know what to do about it. Non, chérie, the quartiers in the centre ville may be safe, as you’ve written, but France has a problem it must deal with. And although it pains me to say, this mondialisation, what you call globalization, doesn’t help.”
Safely in my apartment, though, I immediately run a bath. My philosophy of life (the part that doesn’t have to do with the merits of Super Glue) is that most things will unfold, although sometimes you have to help them along. As to the rest, you should think about them in a hot bath. So, once immersed in the hot water, I go over the evening again in my mind, including—several times—the possible meaning of that blown kiss (real kiss but imaginary relationship or real kiss and real relationship, or what?), but finally wear the subject out. Well, I think as I finally crawl into bed, Findlay and Alice may have stayed here for the foie gras and the wine, and I can certainly understand that. But for me, all told and with the ninety-five steps conquered, tonight chez eux was one of those evenings of my middle-aged dreams. §
*The Stick of Life*
France consumes more than 30 million baguettes each day, meaning that 10 billion of these long crunchy loaves are baked annually. A Parisian knows which baker in the quartier makes the best baguettes and at which hours they come out of the oven. If you’ve never broken off the top of a baguette still warm from the oven and munched on it on the way home from the boulangerie, then you’ve got a treat in store.
Surprisingly, there is a lot of difference in a product that may—by law—be called a baguette if it is made only with flour, yeast, water, and salt. So much, in fact, that in 1993 Le Grand Prix de la Baguette was created to judge annually the best baguette in the city. No prepared mixes or machines may be used, and baking must be on the premises. In fact, an establishment may be called a boulangerie only if those criteria are met.
A good baguette should have a golden hard crust, that when biting into it will have a flaky crunch. The cream-colored, fluffy inside should be dotted with irregular, fairly large air holes. Overall, the baguette should feel crisp and slightly chewy and have a definite flavor that some people describe as “nutty.”
The baguette starts its day as a tartine, sliced lengthwise and spread with butter or confiture. At lunch, a shorter or half baguette may be split lengthwise for a sandwich. And at dinner (bought after the afternoon’s baking) it is in a bread basket, cut horizontally into rounds. Baguettes don’t last long; if you can’t eat a whole one in one day, ask the baker for a demi baguette, and you’ll get half.
*The King of Cheese*
The delights of Roquefort may first have been remarked on by the Roman Pliny the Elder in 79 AD. But for the French it is more important that by the eighth century, it was noted as the Emperor Charlemagne’s favorite cheese. The subject of Roquefort has entranced the French ever since, and official laws have ensured that the refining processes that guarantee the precious flavor and enchanting texture will never be lost.
In general, a cheese may be called Roquefort only if it is made from the raw milk of red Lacaune ewes, and indeed, a true Roquefort always has a red sheep on the package label. The milk may be produced only in seven departements, and the ripening (at least four months) must take place in the caves of Mont Combalou at Roquefort-sur-Soulzon (Department of Aveyron). The monopoly for this ripening was first awarded to Roquefort in 1411, and it is in force today. The Penicillium roqueforti mold—made from hard bread—must be prepared from chemical-free sources from these natural caves. And last, the conditioning and packaging of the three million cheeses produced annually also must take place in the Roquefort commune.
What is so special about Roquefort? This is a question to be asked only if you haven’t tasted it. It may well be the greatest blue cheese in the world (the English Stilton and the Italian Gorgonzola are both made from cow’s milk). Although the color and texture may vary a bit according to the producer, basically Roquefort is a soft, damp, crumbly cheese with an ivory or slightly creamy color. Its flavor is rich and spicy, and it melts in the mouth, leaving an aftertaste of salt and of the prized blue mold seen in the holes. People generally eat Roquefort after a strong, flavorful main course, often accompanied by a muscat or sweet sauterne.
5: Moi in May
Tonight is Findlay’s speech. And I know already that this is going to be one of those Paris kind of days that had begun to elude me back in the States. I have it all well in hand, despite the fact that I am jumpy as a flea. I will write (or try to) until just before lunchtime, I will dress carefully and get myself ready, and then I will head over to rue Guisarde, where Joël has invited me to join him for an early lunch. Yes, we are finally at a new stage. And it was his idea—and not something I maneuvered—one day when I was passing by, when he mentioned that his chef was creating some dishes for summer and perhaps I would like to come one afternoon and try them with him. “Volontiers,” I said, playing it sort of cool. (I hope.) And voilà, here we are. Yet, when I can drag myself away from fantasies, I am also looking forward to the rest of the afternoon, for on the way to the American Embassy I will make what is a fairly regular bookstore prowl. So, to take my mind off the lunch, I will think about books, especially mine.
It isn’t that I think of myself as a member of the neatness police. It’s just that the English-language bookshops usually carry my Culture Shock! guides, and when I happen to be near any of them, I go in to check out the stock. My books should be clearly visible on the shelf. If they aren’t, voilà, I make it so. If there are several copies, they should be together. If they aren’t, I make it so. They should be in the middle of the shelf, not at the end. If possible, they should be displayed front cover showing, not spine. And seeing no copies at all, of course, I ask at the desk if the books are on order. By now the clerks recognize me, and I them. So, if they are thinking “Ce que’elle est maniaque,” all they say to me is, “But of course, madame. Bien sûr.”
In rue de l’Odéon, just a few blocks over toward St-Germain, was once the most famous English-language bookshop of all. (Like Findlay, I am becoming good at waxing nostalgic about things I myself have never known.) In 1919 Sylvia Beach the American “vestal virgin,” as she was sometimes called, opened Shakespeare and Company in the heart of the quartier de l’Odéon. Everyone helped, including poet Ezra Pound, who hammered up the shelves.
Beach started a lending library for people who couldn’t afford to buy books, and she loaned money to people who could afford nothing at all. Hemingway even had his mail sent there. And in 1920 Beach courageously published Ulysses, when it was banned both in England and the US of A. Mr. Joyce, as Beach called him, was indebted to her for that—until he left her for another publisher. Yet, in those days, Shakespeare and Company in the village of “Odéonia” was America’s Parisian home. “Stratford-on-Odéon” lasted until World War II, when the Nazis shut it down.
Gert herself and the mustachioed Alice were friends of Sylvia Beach, at least until she published Ulysses and Miss Snit went into a jealous huff, resigning from the lending library’s rolls. “Joyce is a third-rate Irish politician,” she said. “The greatest living writer of the age is Gertrude Stein.”
Since that stands by itself and I do not have to comment, I will only add that La Stein also didn’t much like Ezra Pound. “A village explainer,” she called him, adding “excellent if you were a village, but if you were not, not.”
But was it not Hemingway himself who, in August of 1944, came on his jeep into rue de l’Odéon, roaring out, “Sylvia! Sylvia?” After the embrace and—as legend would have it—disposing of snipers on the roof, Hemingway zoomed off, as he said, “to liberate the cellar of the Ritz.” Beach never reopened the shop. Instead, she gave the name to a bookshop in rue de la Bûcherie which, even after fifty years, still is going strong. It’s run now by the aged proprietor’s daughter Sylvia (of course), who, as Klaus would say, “understands.”
Today is one of those deliciously sunny days that are turning up regularly now. Given that I hope my lunch will last well into the afternoon (ever the optimist), I won’t have time to go to the Red Wheelbarrow over in the Marais. So, I’ll just take the No. 95 past the Louvre and start at Brentano’s on avenue de l’Opéra. Then I’ll stroll down the arcade on the rue du Rivoli, passing the tourist shops and currency exchanges, dropping in at Galignani, the oldest shop on the continent to carry books in English. Last, I’ll make a foray to W.H. Smith, the Paris outpost of the ubiquitous British chain. In my own quartier there’s the Village Voice, of course, where I may twitch through readings but can go into a trance when browsing the books. Today, though, it’s not on my route.
Some Americans here have cars, especially if they have children to schlep around. Sandy has an old Renault, but when she’s not with kids, she uses the métro or bus, for which I’m glad, because I’m sick of hearing about how there’s never any place to park, true or not. I take the métro, too, of course, when I want to save time, but when I’m not in a hurry, I prefer the bus. I love being able to check everything out on the bus route (while sitting down, for a change), as the bus chugs along. Its pace suits me, although sometimes you get a driver who’s a cow-boy and then you really have to hold on. You can see a bus coming, and even if you aren’t planted exactly at the stop, the driver invariably opens the door. “Merci, monsieur. C’est très gentil,” I say, something else I’ve learned from Paul.
And then the cabs. I rarely take a cab when I’m alone. Sometimes, Caroline and I share one if we are heading someplace far, if it’s too hot (or cold), if it’s raining, if we’re feeling lazy, or if there’s a manif, and signs at the bus stop say the bus we want is not running. What am I saying? You can’t get a taxi when it rains. You can wait on line with the others at a taxi stand and get drenched, or just take the métro and be done with it.
Parisians boast of their transport system, except, of course, for their own métro or bus line, which is without doubt the worst: the least frequent and the most crowded. And I, having waited for buses in some other cities I could name (and have), love the public transport here, except for the bus that passes close to my own corner, which is the least frequent and most crowded in town.
Now, it is mid-morning, and I have tried, as I do each day—with varying degrees of success—to write Hemingway’s “one true sentence” at my command post: my spacious desk with the computer, printer, file folders, and the Plan of Attack taped above the desk, actually with a few items checked off. And there’s a large mug of Earl Grey tea (no Oreos, these days) all at reach. But for now, I wonder how sincere a sentence in a guidebook has to be? So, I give up and call Caroline. We agree to meet at the Embassy, as I will first go alone on my bookstore trek. “Let’s come home together afterward,” I suggest. “There’s a lot to catch up on.” Although this is clearly rubbish, I have decided to come clean.
Just after I hang up with Caroline, the phone rings. I’m glad it’s Jean-Pierre, but he’s speaking in French, and so I shift the language part of my brain. I could ask him to speak in English, but I’m too stubborn.
“Bonjour, Frahn, c’est Jhee-Pay,” says J-P. He suggests going over to the Embassy together. J-P, newly appointed PDG (président directeur général) of an old family publishing house—anyone would recognize his last name—has been publishing Findlay for years, so of course, he will attend. He could have his driver swing by around 5:30 p.m., although J-P says dix-sept heures trente. You have to get used to the twenty-four-hour clock. Otherwise, how would you know when a film begins—at 16, 18, ou 20h?
I have known J-P since I was in publishing in New York, where our paths often crossed. So, I knew him first, not Sandy. It’s good that in the divorce I didn’t have to choose. I tend to like Sandy, except when I think she’s being unfair to J-P, or when she lets her dog, Julien, do his stuff on the sidewalk. It’s just that I could never have given up J-P. In any case, for this afternoon I decline J-P’s kind offer, but, slightly embarrassed, I mention neither my lunch in rue Guisarde nor my bookstore prowl.
Frankly, it’s easier to get used to the way the time is displayed than the date. I tell Americans that they shouldn’t be surprised to see a date written as 18/09/08, meaning September 18, 2008. The day comes first, then the month, and then the year. It might have been different had Ezra Pound had his way, however, for all records would have started again after the appearance of Ulysses. Thus, 1psU—post scriptum Ulysses—would have replaced the year 1921.
Just before I close up shop for the day, I check the méteo on the Internet one last time, although I have already decided what to wear. Since the forecast calls for sun and I will be walking a fair distance, I wear thigh-high sheer stockings with adorable lacy tops, a short black skirt, and matching silk shirt, with my favorite pale blue cashmere jacket, one that brings out the blue in my eyes. (I’m pulling out all the stops today.) Everything fits just fine, now that I have actually lost a few kilos. My flat shoes look casual but smart (I think). My streaked hair isn’t frizzy, owing to a miraculous lack of humidity, and my makeup, for once, is doing for me what it should. And, even the new pink sunglasses I bought in a reckless fit have been wiped clean. I close the door behind me, walk down my thirty-four steps, and I am on my way. I will be about five minutes late, just right.
Late or not, when I get to the restaurant, having checked the entire look in a store window at the corner of rue des Canettes, the place seems closed up tight. In an instant, my heart sinks. But then, through the glass door, I see commotion toward the back, and so I knock on the door. Loudly, firmly, but in a sweet feminine manner. Almost immediately, Joël is at the door, welcoming me in. I can see that all the tables are set for lunch, and there is one table at the back that has fresh flowers on it, a bottle of Chateldon (classier even than San Pellegrino), and a bottle of red wine, already opened. This is getting good.
Here is what I learn at lunch (somewhat in this order), telling myself I must remember every minute, despite drinking two glasses of a lunchy kind of red wine Joël says is a Chinon from the Loire. Cold asparagus wrapped in marinated salmon topped by sprigs of dill, plus thin wedges of melon to the side, will be a good summer appetizer. Joël is separated from his wife. (I will believe this until I have evidence to the contrary.) Salade de poulet with bits of walnuts, avocado, and a slightly spicy teriyaki-type dressing should be a refreshing cold course, as is a hearty salad with cold haricots verts (green beans) topped with sliced foie gras and tossed with a balsamicky vinaigrette. We devour both. He doesn’t have much chance to read but has a collection of cookbooks from all over the world, for he does like reading about exotic cuisines. A hot main course (which we share, for I am unused to all this culinary excitement) is saumon à l’unilateral, pan-poached lightly from the bottom up, with warm potato salad and caramelized endive. He has two children, now grown and with families of their own, living in Montbeliard, his own hometown. He does not see them as often as he would like. Oeufs à la neige for a summer dessert—with its fluffy meringue and crème anglaise—happens already to be on my A-list. He doesn’t have a favorite bookstore (one point off), but he loves to explore Paris, especially around the boat basin near the Bastille (point regained). Neither of us drinks coffee, and he says, “Nous sommes faits pour nous entendre,” which I must look up, but which I hope means that we’re fated to understand each other. And, oh yes, he thinks I have lovely eyes.
Best of all, I learn that not only is he sweetly silver-haired, he is genuinely nice. Why had I been nervous? It isn’t, after all, as though we had just met. Had I not made sure I was in rue Guisarde all those months?
Our pleasant, flirty lunch is interrupted several times by customers wanting to chat and by one crisis in the kitchen that only the patron could solve. So, we don’t wind up until around 14h, when, well fed, wined, and complimented, I know I must push on. As I stand up, enthusiastically saying, “Merci mille fois” for the lunch, I am wondering how to move on to the next step (whatever it might be). But Himself does it first. “Frahn-zess,” he says. “Next week I will be getting a shipment of new wines, including an interesting Menetou-Salon. Perhaps you would like to taste it with me?”
Suddenly, I have one of my million-dollar ideas. “Volontiers,” I respond (since it worked so well the first time). “But generally, I don’t drink wine at lunch. Today was an exception, since I’m not working this afternoon. So, why don’t you come over to my place when you’re finished here one evening, and we can taste it there?” I do, of course, remember having been told when researching my first guide to Paris that if a single woman invites a man to her home, her intentions are clear. I wait for his answer.
There is only the smallest of pauses, and then a broad smile. “Quelle bonne idée,” he says. And it’s done. After that, we take our leave, and he shuts the glass door behind me. I am once again standing in rue Guisarde. Well, well, well.
I stand for a moment to clear my head, and then I turn to start the walk over to rue de Rennes to catch the No. 95, which will let me off across the street from Brentano’s. I begin, of course, the first mental replay of the entire lunch. Then, despite my mind being totally elsewhere, I hear a voice behind me call, “Fran!” I turn. It’s John, the one from San Francisco, and he has in his hands two large bags from Mulot, the same traiteur Caroline uses for her luncheons.
“Oh, so you’re finally back,” I say. Perhaps it’s just my excellent frame of mind, but I realize that I am pleased to see him. Even if this is the wine speaking, I am also gratified, once again, that it is a blue blazer day. We fall into step and walk together to Place St-Sulpice, then toward rue de Rennes.
“Yeah, it took longer than we thought to sell the house and to divvy a lot of furniture among the kids. But we got it done. And to treat ourselves we went spring skiing in Aspen for a couple of weeks. But now we’re back. We’re going to eat dinner on these goodies from Mulot.
“Listen, John,” I say, as we are reaching rue de Rennes where I peel off. “Would you and Rose like to come over for a glass of champagne next week or the week after?”
“I’ll ask her,” he says. “And we’ll call you.” He walks on toward rue de Grenelle while I make a beeline for the bus stop, as I see the No. 95 coming up the street.
It turns out on inspection that all three shops have my Paris book correctly aligned on their shelves. At Smith’s, the last stop, I buy a couple of books. Since I’m too early to show up at the Embassy, I window shop back along rue de Rivioli, deciding there’s nothing to take notes about, and finally wind up at Angelina’s stylish salon de thé. I can leaf through my new books—a biography of Napoleon’s son, another of Mary McCarthy, who long lived in Paris (although she didn’t always like it so very much), and the new Zagat’s guide to Paris restaurants, in English.
Angelina’s may be known for its chocolat chaud, but today all I want is a cup of tea. Looking around, I wonder whether those women sitting with their own pots of tea feel as smug as I do. Not a chance. I muse a bit about Zho-elle and our upcoming rendez-vous. (I must be prepared. I will make a list.) But I also wonder who will be at the speech tonight, perhaps someone else new to meet? Yes, as Caroline said, I am feeling pretty frisky, after all.
As I near the Embassy later on, I see my widower friend, Richard, rounding the corner. With him is his friend Max Freifeld, whom I know slightly and who never qualified as “someone new,” even when he was. (Richard has always called the guy Freifeld, so the rest of us do, too.) Their hair is damp, so they must be coming directly from the Ritz pool. I first met Freifeld at a party at Richard’s shortly after he moved here. They went to the same California college forty years ago, and they love to rehash the old days, when they were part of the radical left. “Solidarity!” they greet each other now, which makes me crazed. At the party, Richard, who is a capitalist par excellence and who could buy and sell any of us in our little group, bellowed along with Freifeld, “You Can’t Scare Me, I’m Stickin’ to the Union” along with other left-wing songs. This, from someone who never misses a Rotary luncheon at La Coupole in Montparnasse?
Freifeld, an aging hippie who has lived in Paris for some thirty years, is married to a French radio personage (a classical music announcer, or so I’m told) who works in the evenings. I’ve never met her. In any case, Freifeld always seems to me rather glum. Tonight, though, he smiles and says he is pleased to see me again. I hope they behave themselves when Findlay lets loose about the Red Scare.
We show our passports and invitations, go through the metal detector, and walk up the ornate staircase to the second floor. A young Embassy employee guides us through what can only be called an antechamber, an enormous pastel-colored room with an extremely high ceiling. Painted cherubs smile down at us, and mirrors reflect their images, and us. It is slightly intimidating in its brilliance, I have to say. (Perhaps I should have come with J-P the PDG, after all.) As we enter the main salle, I see that chairs have been set up in rows, a small dais and micro rigged in front, and a table with refreshments—covered and closed for the moment—over against the wall. Our young American shepherd seems slightly condescending in a way no young French person would be (unless he had found an embassy job, perhaps). He would learn a thing or two if he stayed to hear Findlay speak.
The first person I see is Sandra, seated at a gleaming Steinway tucked into a corner, a concert grand, and she is playing softly some old familiar American tunes. Petite as she is, she looks stunning in the graceful black gown we bought together on sale on that late-January shopping excursion, and she also looks relaxed, for a change. What with her kids and trips out of town, I haven’t seen her in a while. I walk over to the piano. I wave and she smiles. A man I don’t know is standing by her side, young, tall, and blond, and it is clear he is there for her, not the music. (I hope today’s lack of envy keeps up.)
But Klaus and Paul are also there, and they are listening with sweet far-away expressions on their faces as Sandy plays. I remember when my mother used to play old phonograph records of the songs of Bing Crosby, Perry Como, and even the Andrew Sisters, who entertained troops during World War II. So, even though Sandy generally plays classical French music, I know from what she told me that the songs she’ll play tonight are appropriate to the evening. Now, she is playing “Darling, je vous aime beaucoup. Je ne sais pas what to do,” a song, I think, from the 1930s. I go over to the piano and quietly kiss the cheeks of my friends. “I wish we could sing,” Klaus whispers to me. “I know all these songs.”
Our group stakes off one side. With Klaus and Paul behind me, I head over to where Richard and Freifeld have settled themselves next to Caroline. The Lovells’ young landlord is here, which is strange, for I’ve never heard him say a word of l’anglais. Ida is dithering by an inner set of doors, ushering dignitaries, shaking hands. J-P hasn’t yet arrived. I wonder what he’ll think when he sees Sandy. (I did not tell him she’d be here. Nor did I tell Sandy about J-P. Stupid, I am not.)
Edie, who works late, won’t be coming. (I must tell her about the caramelized endive.) And nor will the sculptor Margot, who said she had to go to her bronzer. For me, that would have meant a tanning salon, but for Margot it had to do with some big commission she has received. Too bad, for I only glimpsed her once in the winter, at a crowded vernissage (gallery opening) that I went to with the boys, and although we waved, we didn’t have a chance to talk, she being surrounded by people who looked like they’d fit in those artist-in-a-garret films. And who else? Jack and Jennifer won’t arrive in Paris for another month or more. So, I think that’s all. Odile Hellier, the owner of the Village Voice bookshop, comes to join our crew. I hope she’s doing better financially than did Sylvia Beach. With the dollar so low and books being sold on the Internet, suddenly I’m concerned, but, of course, I’d never ask. The French never pry.
Alice, wearing a dress and high heels terrifically out of fashion, is sitting in front of the micro. From the side, I think she looks rather thin. I hope there’s nothing wrong. Findlay always takes center stage, and somehow we tend to let him. But it is Alice who is the mainstay, and we all know it. Findlay does, too, for although he doesn’t give her public credit, he is always attentive and affectionate, in his way.
Tonight, Alice is flanked by two almost-middle-aged men, sons Howard and Marc, who have come down from Brittany for the gala event. They are propriétaires of a spa directly on the English Channel, la Manche. They offer their clients thalassothérapie, a seawater cure that the French flock to in droves. I’m always telling Caroline that we should go (the sons having offered us a discount), saying it would be good for her tricky knee. But discount or not, it’s not cheap, that’s for sure. “The dollar will go back up,” she says to me when I suggest such a trip, “and then you just watch my steam.”
While waiting, we talk about where to go to dinner afterward and how many will come. It looks like we will be about seven. What’s inexpensive nearby? And where might we get in without having booked in advance? “There’s a new Japanese noodle bar in rue St-Anne, I’ve heard about,” I suggest, picturing those checkmarks that are beginning to accumulate on my Plan of Attack. Why not get it out of the way tonight? “Is that too far to walk?”
Klaus is immediately indignant. “Count us out!” he exclaims. It had totally slipped my mind that the boys will only eat French food. “I didn’t come to Paris to eat Tex-Mex,” Klaus goes on, as though he hadn’t said that exact phrase any time someone mentions Japanese or Chinese food.
Fortunately, Klaus is liberal in what he thinks of as French. Any island, isthmus, or tropical colony that belonged to France, even for the blink of an eye, counts. In addition to bistros truly French, we could also go Vietnamese, of course, which we often do. But I suspect we’ll take the métro up to Etoile and walk toward rue Poncelet to eat Algerian couscous, which they like better than Moroccan. Couscous is inexpensive and is often really good. If the English once could claim that the sun never set on their Empire, I think the French might have said that there was always a utensil heading toward the mouth of someone French.
Once, Friefeld (through Richard) asked me to a lecture about the decline of Yiddish, at some Jewish cultural center over near the Bastille. After the talk by the (distinctly unappealing) French linguist, he informed me coldly that he refused to speak English because it was the language of impérialisme. This from a citizen of a country that once owned great parts of America, had colonies around the world, and still has départements et territoires d’Outremer (overseas)—lumping them together by calling them les Dom-Tom? It seems to me that the problem with English for le professeur was that America won. Of course, the concern the French have with mondialisation is that America’s (inférieure) culture has truly implanted itself as insidiously as the French had feared. Yet, none of this is the fault of the English language, which—with its elasticity and rich use of idioms—I happen to like.
I do understand how much the French revere their beautiful language, and I hate myself for mangling it when I do. (Even more than the French pity me.) Perhaps more than any other people, the French truly love words. How many languages have one word for a city bus (autobus), another for a bus that runs into the country (car), and a third for those huge buses that takes foreign tourists around (autocar)? But let’s not get carried away with admiration, here. Who but the French would say “four-twenty-ten-nine,” just to say “ninety-nine”? Not their French-speaking neighbors, to be sure. The Belgians say “nonante neuf” and leave it at that.
The audience starts to hush, the doors are closed, and the ambassador comes to the micro to welcome us all. His well-dressed wife is standing next to him, smiling. Delighted to see so many old faces here. (Just what does he mean by that?) France and America after World War II. People like Mr. Lovell to document special relationship. Back to days when America was born. Silas Deane, just prior to Declaration of Independence. Negotiated secretly for arms. Cooperation of Louis XVI. “If he’s going so far back,” Caroline whispers to me, “shouldn’t he start with the Native Americans that French traders dragged here to put on display?” Ssh. Have a good time. Refreshments afterward. Do stay. Must go. Bye bye. Friendly wave. We all smile. We all clap. The dignitaries disappear. The young Embassy employee tags along behind. The talk begins.
Just as Findlay begins to speak, Jean-Pierre slips into the seat directly behind me and pats my shoulder in greeting. I had seen him approaching in one of the mirrors. Elegantissime! Perhaps in his mid-fifties by now, tall and thin, somehow his totally white hair makes him look younger. He has a rather large nose, but it only adds to his dramatic look of class. (I do not agree with Sandy that it is bulbous.) He is wearing the uniform of Paris executives, the dark suit with the little pin stripe, the light-colored shirt with faint stripes, the gleaming tie. His heavy gold cufflinks, however, a birthday cadeau from Grandpère, are not what everyone wears.
I’m crazy about J-P. I tell him so occasionally, and he smiles and says only, “Moi aussi.” It’s his reserved French way. He’s crazy about me, too. About fifteen years ago in New York—after having served on several publishing committees and panels together—we spent several evenings together, which I think now could have gone either way. But without saying anything explicit—at least I don’t remember anything—we drifted into being true friends. When I was miserable in my second marriage, I talked to him. When he was frantic in his first, he called me transatlantic, sometimes waking me up. That was okay with me, then.
Nothing serious could have been in the cards between J-P and me. He’s not much younger than I, but when I met him I was in my older-man stage. (This obviously has never happened to Sandy.) His family is part of the gratin—upper crust—and mine crept out of Prague in the nick of time. He stays out late to “pahr-tee,” and I won’t. (Once when I invited him on a Sunday morning outing to the organic market on boulevard Raspail, he sounded perplexed. “Le dimanche matin?” he asked. “Mais, chérie, there is no morning on Sundays.”) He smokes smelly Havanas, which he gets from La Civette, the shop that has been serving his family for centuries. Et voilà. Once, I asked him directly if he would please introduce me to one of his nifty publishing friends, but non, he shook his head. It was for my own benefit, of course, he said, for they were all arrivistes.” I should be concerned about whether someone is self-made or nouveau riche? Ne me fais pas rire. (I mean, isn’t riche the operative word here?) Well, in some ways, he’s just as dense as most of the other men I’ve known.
Findlay is in his glory, and rightly so. As he arranges his papers and begins to speak, he looks around, nodding to at least half the people in the room. Alice reports to me later that he had assumed most of them were dead. I prepare myself for the Commies but, as always, Findlay is a surprise.
“I suppose I should talk about the hardships in Paris in those years after the war,” he starts, “when food was rationed and when Soviet propaganda posed a real threat. But what is more interesting, at least to this reporter,” Findlay gives what passes for a snort of modesty, “is understanding that the Paris that came out of the war and the Paris of today are two different cities. Just as life before jets and computers was unlike our life now. And the fact that France has emerged as the fourth largest economy in the world is in great part owing to the generosity of the Marshall Plan.
“Before the war, 70 percent of the workforce was in agriculture. Less than half the population lived in towns. And the cities themselves, if not medieval, were still mired in the nineteenth century, with antiquated industries based on handwork and elbow grease. This included Paris, for little had been improved since those famous—or infamous—Haussmannian improvements.”
“Bastard,” an elderly man cries out, and everyone laughs. “Nice to see you, Milt,” Findlay says sharply. “So, you’re still with us, are you?” Everyone laughs again. Findlay continues.
“The terrible wartime destruction required France to overhaul its entire infrastructure. Factories were refitted and new ones constructed, and to make it all work, the bombed-out railroad system was rebuilt. There was a shortage of workers, and all available materials went toward industrialization, not to the people, who sacrificed in order to rebuild. Yet, what took place ultimately was no less than a revolution, although not the one the Communists envisioned.
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