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Introduction

Marianne hung up the phone and then called
Christa. After they chatted for a few minutes, Marianne said,
“Sweetheart, I have a huge favor to ask of you. I know you're busy,
but this is extremely important. Is there any way you could tear
yourself away tomorrow to come for a brief visit. I have something
very important to tell you and I don't want to do it on the phone.
I know it's a lot of driving, but could you come tomorrow?”

“Are you sick?”

“No. I am absolutely fine. I have a story to
tell you that I should have shared with you a long time ago. I need
to tell it to you in person.”

“How long do you want me to stay?”

“Only for the day. I have to go to the
airport in Atlanta the next day. Perhaps you could spend the night
and drop me at the airport on your way home.”

Christa sighed and said, “I'll come tomorrow
and I'll spend the night. I'll take you to the airport on Thursday
and see you off; I will not just drop you off on the sidewalk, for
Pete's sake. Where are you going? What on earth is up with you,
Mom?”

“Thank you. I really appreciate your
willingness to humor an old lady. As for where I am going: I am
going to LA. Maybe I can see Madeleine while I am there.”

“What possessed you to take off for Los
Angeles of all places on such short notice?”

“That is what I want to tell you about. In
person.”

“How long will you be gone?”

“Somewhere between four days and
forever.”

“Mom, are you sure you're okay?”

“I'm fine. I'll see you tomorrow. Call me
when you get close and I'll have lunch ready.”

Christa arrived around noon the following
day. Marianne was sitting in the living room with a box wrapped in
a quilted cover lying on the ottoman in front of her. They went
into the kitchen for a quick lunch of tea, tuna salad sandwiches
and deviled eggs. Christa watched her mother suspiciously. Marianne
seemed perfectly calm and within her faculties.

After lunch, Marianne led Christa into the
living room and sat down on the couch, patting the cushion beside
her in a silent invitation. She put the box on the couch between
them and laid her hand on it, as if drawing courage from it.

“I should have told you this story long time
ago, but, frankly, it's not a story a woman like me would
ordinarily tell her daughter.

“I know that most people around here think of
me as prim and proper Mary Corbett, the dutiful wife, pitiful
widow, community volunteer, cook and damned-fine canasta player.
All of that is true, and I've been very happy in my life here. For
some reason, maybe because I'm getting old, it has seemed important
to me to reconnect with my past, and now it is also important that
you understand there is more to me than I have let anybody see.

“Given that I have never previously talked
about such personal things with anyone, I am pretty sure that the
next few hours are going to be very difficult for both of us. I can
tell you now that we are both going to be embarrassed by parts of
this story, but I want you to hear all of it. It is important to me
for you to know about my past in order for you to understand the
reason behind what I plan to do next.”


Part 1

I have to give you quite a bit of background
in order for any of this to make sense to you – that is, if it
makes sense at all. Some of this you may remember, but I want to
remind you, in order to set the context.

My mother was from the south of France. She
met my father when he was serving in the Navy in the Mediterranean
before WWII. I don't know all the details, but I think she was a
waitress in a restaurant in Marseilles. Anyway, they met. Love
ensued. Somehow Papa managed to scrape together the money to get
her out of France and to America during the Depression. My father
deposited my mother with his own mother at the family home in
Charleston, and then promptly returned to his ship. I was born two
years later, approximately nine months after Daddy came home on on
a brief leave.

Maw Maw was good to us, but following the
Depression and, with her husband dead and her only son far away in
the Navy, her fortunes were dwindling. To make matters worse, Papa
was killed in 1943 in Sicily. While the War was still going on,
Maman got a job as a cook in a restaurant owned by a Greek family.
Maw Maw took care of me while Maman was at work.

When Maman first went to work there, the
restaurant was about to go bankrupt because the Greek owners didn't
know how to cook to suit the locals. Maman solved the problem by
sitting down with Maw Maw's cook, who was an old black lady, and
virtually every other black cook in our neighborhood. She learned
all their recipes and cooking secrets. Maman combined what she
learned from the Gullah women of Charleston with the cooking
techniques she learned from her mother and aunts in Provence, and
before long Maman was turning out the best Low Country food in the
area, bar none. In a way Maman was doing what they now call fusion
cooking decades before that was a concept, much less a word.

Maman's complete mastery of Low Country
cooking coincided with the end of the War. The soldiers came home.
People had money again, and everybody wanted to enjoy life after
the hard years of Depression and War. With Maman's food and the
festive atmosphere created by the Delios family, the fortunes of
the Olympia Restaurant turned around, and it became a local
landmark for years. It was 'the' place north of the Cooper River
Bridge to celebrate birthdays, anniversaries and other special
occasions. It was a happy place, always filled with the smell of
wonderful food and the sounds of people having a good time.

Not long after the War ended, Maw Maw died,
and left her estate, which consisted mostly of her house, to me.
Maman was by then the head cook at the Olympia. While I was really
little, I hung out in the kitchen with Maman and all her assistant
cooks, who were mostly the black women who had cooked for the old
ladies in our neighborhood in Charleston. When Maw Maw died, Maman
got Mr. Delios to hire Bertie, our cook, and then Bertie got some
of her friends to come work for us.

When I was old enough, I bussed tables and
then I worked my way up to waiting tables by myself. I was earning
excellent wages and amazing tips by the time I was fourteen or
so.

Kris Delios was the oldest son of the owner
of the restaurant. He had worked in the restaurant since he was a
child, too. Neither of us ever had time to date anybody else, so we
sort of fell in love with each other by default.

It wasn't hard to fall in love with Kris
Delios. He was dark, handsome, fun and... um... sexy....

Anyway, Kris and I got married right out of
high school. Maman was the cook in the restaurant. Kris's mother
was the hostess. His father was the manager and tended bar. All of
their kids worked there in some capacity. Kris and I waited tables.
Soon Kris became sort of his dad's assistant manager. Most days it
was like the tower of Babel in the restaurant. The Delios family
all spoke Greek among themselves. Maman and I spoke French to each
other (she insisted I learn to speak French and refused to converse
with me in English unless social politeness required it). The
Delios family picked up a little French. We picked up a little
Greek. We even picked up a few Gullah words from the kitchen
workers. It ended up that we all communicated in a sort of patois
that nobody could understand but us. One old Gullah lady who worked
for Maman in the kitchen said she thought we spoke a language that
was harder to understand than regular Gullah. We called it
Gullah-pean, and thought we were just the cleverest and funniest
bunch of folks on earth. Those were good years filled with happy
times and so much love I could sit right here and cry just thinking
about it.

Maman died in 1952. She had always spoken
with longing about her home in Provence and insisted she intended
to return to France someday. After she died, I contacted the French
embassy in Washington. They helped me contact relatives in her home
town to arrange to have her buried there.

Maman had always said she wanted to be
cremated and I honored her wish. That caused problems with the
burial. After it was already too late, I learned that Catholics
aren't supposed to be cremated. The parish priest in her home town
refused to bury her in the church cemetery. Ultimately, her family
buried her in a place outside the church walls, but in what they
promised would be a beautiful spot nevertheless.

I missed Maman terribly, but the Delios
family closed in around me and made me feel loved and safe. Maman
had taught me all her recipes and cooking techniques, so I moved
from waiting tables to being the head cook. Kris and I were young
and in love. I was doing work I adored in a place where I felt safe
and loved.

You were born in 1954. That was magical
period in my life. I loved being a mother. I never hired a
babysitter or put you in day care of any sort. I brought you to the
restaurant with me where you were loved and cared for by all of the
Delios women, the kitchen helpers, and, when you got old enough to
venture out into the dining room, you were universally spoiled
rotten by our many regular customers.

By the early 1960's Kris' parents had made
enough money to retire. They decided to go back to Greece, partly
because their money would go further there and partly because they
had always missed their home town. They turned the business over to
Kris, who was the oldest and the most business-savvy of their
children, and returned to Santorini. We missed them, but our lives
went on very much as they had before. Kris and his sisters worked
the front of the restaurant. I oversaw the kitchen staff. You had
the run of the entire place. When you got older, your favorite
pass-time was helping in the kitchen. Kris and I would sometimes
allow ourselves to dream of turning the business over to you one
day.

After you started to school, I always worked
the day shift, and Kris closed up in the evenings. One day when you
were about ten, Kris came home from work early, with a bottle of
wine and a stack of papers. He invited me to sit down at the
kitchen table with him. He poured us some wine and we chatted for a
little while. Then he dropped a bomb.

He told me that he had sold the restaurant to
some kind of developer. He said he wanted to move to Alaska. He had
heard stories about a huge building craze up there. Things were
booming and he thought he could make a killing opening a bar, or a
chain of them. He told me he was tired of Charleston, tired of
running the restaurant that was his father's dream. Listening to
his excited chatter, I felt a surge of anticipation about the
prospect of heading off on some kind of a grand adventure. It all
sounded very exciting to someone who had never been outside of
Charleston County.

In his next breath, however, he destroyed my
world when he told me he was also tired of being a husband and
father. He wanted his own life, and he meant to have it, far away
from Charleston, and from you and me.

He opened an envelope and took out a check.
He said he had kept only enough of the money he got for the
restaurant to get to Alaska. He would fend for himself once he got
there. He gave the rest to me for us to live on until I could get
on my feet. He handed me the check, and then he handed me divorce
papers to sign.

I took the money and signed the papers
without reading them.

He left for Alaska the next day. As you will
recall for two years, he sent a letter to you once a month,
religiously. Every letter was dated on the 11th of the month, which
was the day on which you were born. After two years the letters
suddenly stopped.

Marianne stopped and cleared her throat. She
took a few sips of tea and looked up toward the ceiling, blinking.
Christa went into the kitchen and brought back a box of tissues.
She handed her mother one and wiped her eyes with another. They
held hands for a few minutes until Marianne pulled herself together
enough to continue.

I sold Maw Maw's family home in Charleston's
historic district and bought a small cottage in Goose Creek to save
money on taxes. I learned that the buyers of the restaurant
intended to turn it into a nightclub. They did not plan to serve
meals. For the first time in my life, I had to look for a job.

Kris's sisters moved on to other restaurants.
His parents wrote to us regularly from Greece. They were angry with
him and their letters hurled all kinds of venom until he stopped
communicating with any of us. After that, they worried about what
had happened to him. To their credit they never hinted that they
blamed me in any way. They also insisted that they wanted to
maintain a relationship with you, which they did until they died.
God, I loved those wonderful people.

The money Kris left us was not enough to
support us and also to send you to college. Remember how we made it
our mission to save enough money for you to go to college? You
wanted to be a music teacher and I was determined to make that
happen no matter what sacrifices we both might have to make. You
babysat and did odd jobs. I found work running that lunch counter
at Woolworth's. I also did catering on the side, mostly for some of
the old, regular customers from the Olympia. We scrimped and saved.
Do you recall how proud we were each month when we balanced our
check book and reviewed our accounts watching the numbers grow as
we slowly but surely accumulated a small reserve for your
education.

In all those years I spent money on me as was
humanly possible. I guess I was living completely through you in a
rather unhealthy way.

You probably have figured out by now that the
story I have to tell you is about the vacation I took when you went
away to college. I don't think I've ever told you how grateful I
was and still am that you chose to share the gift that your
grandparents sent you from Greece to pay for your education. We had
saved enough money to send you to school but we would have to
continue to live very frugally. That $25,000 gave us a cushion that
made me breathe a lot easier.

I will never forget the combined feelings of
love and pride when you came home late from school with a satchel
full of papers, sat me down at the table, and pulled a bunch of
travel brochures from your satchel. You had arranged for me to go
on a trip to France. You pushed all the papers across the table and
said, kind of impatiently, “I've done all the rest. You have to
fill this out, and you'd better derned well have a copy of your
birth certificate somewhere so you can get a passport.”

I completed the application, attached all the
proper documentation and took it to the post office the next day.
Later that week we visited the travel agent together, where I paid
for the airfare, a Eurorail pass, a carnet of bus tickets, a
deposit on the hotel in Provence and another one for a couple of
nights in a hostel near the Bois de Bologne in Paris.

You and the travel agent tried to talk me
into adding a leg to my journey to visit Kris's family in
Santorini, but I was afraid to try to go to Greece. Besides
English, I spoke only French. After my mother's death, I had
regularly attended Alliance Francaise meetings at the local college
to keep in practice. I feared I might have some difficulty
understanding rapid-fire, native French, but I was confident I
would be able communicate at least in a rudimentary way. I only
spoke a few words of 'real' Greek and I was afraid to venture into
a country where I didn't speak the language. I guess I was a
coward. I preferred to think of it as understanding the limits of
my tolerance for risk.

It is one of my greatest regrets that I was
too afraid to visit Kris's parents after the wonderful way they
treated you and me, but I was afraid, and, besides, I wanted to
spend every possible moment in Provence, the magical place my
mother had told me stories about since I was a tiny child. I did
not want to waste one moment of my once-in-a-lifetime trip
venturing anywhere else.

We planned for my trip to take place the week
after I dropped you off for her first term at the University of
South Carolina. You were not fooling anyone by timing the trip the
way you did. I know you worried for a long time about what I would
do when you were no longer living at home. We had been together
every day of our lives since you were born. I was as afraid as you
were about how I would cope with an Empty Nest.

Planning a once-in-a-lifetime dream trip to
Europe gave me something to do over the summer besides fret about
your departure for college. I would drop you off in Columbia on
Saturday and then fly to Europe on Monday. It would not put off my
mourning your departure forever, but it would give me something to
look forward to, and it would postpone any meltdown over my newly
empty nest at least for a little while. I also thought traveling
alone would give me the opportunity to do some serious thinking
about what I wanted to do with the rest of my life.

You packed and re-packed her boxes for
college all summer.

I packed and re-packed my suitcase.

By Labor Day, we were both nervous wrecks and
so excited neither of us could speak a coherent sentence, in French
or in English.

I delivered you to you dormitory the
following Saturday and returned home, where I found myself alone
for the first time in my entire life. I didn't like it, but I had
my trip to look forward to, so I didn't freak out – at least not
until the next day.

On Sunday, I stayed in bed and cried all day.
Mostly I cried because I was bereft at the loss of my precious
daughter. But, some of my tears arose out of fear about my upcoming
trip. I had never traveled farther than Pawley's Island. I had
never been in a plane. I had never gone anywhere alone. I was so
scared, I could not get out of bed. I knew I had to go through with
the trip, however, because it was all paid for and because you
intended for me to have the trip as your gift to me. I could not
back out without hurting your feelings, which I could not bring
myself to do, no matter how terrified I felt.

On Monday, Kris's sister took me to the
airport in Charleston. It was the first time I had traveled by
plane. Come to think of it, I haven't been on a plane again since
then. I took only one suitcase, but I had a second bag packed
inside of it in the event I bought things 'over there.' As the
plane taxied to the end of the runway in Charleston, I thought my
chest would explode. I am still not sure which was the more
predominate feeling: excitement or abject terror.

I flew into Laguardia and took a bus to
Kennedy. I arrived late in the morning and waited in the
uncomfortable departure lounge for hours until they called my
afternoon, overseas flight. I think I was the only person over 25
years of age on the Icelandic flight to Luxembourg. It was 1973.
Every kid in America seemed to be headed off to go backpacking
around Europe.

All those kids on the plane made me feel
positively ancient. I was a grown woman, with an adult child. I
planned to celebrate my 40th birthday in France. On the up side,
the enthusiasm and fearlessness of all those kids made me less
afraid. Their anticipation of their travel adventures rubbed off
just enough to prevent me from chickening out.

1 - Arrival in Europe

The plane landed in Luxembourg in the wee
hours of the morning. I waited with virtually all of the rest of
the passengers on the sidewalk outside the airport until the first
bus of the day came to take us to the train station. I rather
envied the kids who carried bedrolls; they stretched out on the
sidewalk and snoozed. The rest of the kids sort of sat around on
the concrete. Given my advanced age bordering on decrepitude, at
least compared with most of my traveling companions, I sat on one
of the few benches.

Once I got to the train station, I did not
have long to wait. My train was scheduled to arrive in Paris at
midday. I was never sure when we left Luxembourg and entered
France. The train rolled through countryside of Normandy with its
quaint farms and fat cows and then, closer to Paris, the land
became flatter. I remember there were some vineyards – the first I
had ever seen. I was surprised at how little suburban sprawl there
was. It seemed that one minute we were in the countryside, and the
next we were in the city. The northeastern “suburb” of the city was
not the most beautiful part of Paris; it appeared crowded and
rather grimy. Nevertheless, I could barely contain my excitement at
the prospect of just being in Paris.

My train journey ended at the Gare de L'Est.
I was not so silly as to say anything out loud, but I stood on the
sidewalk outside the station and thought, 'Oh my God, I'm in Paris,
France!! I can't believe it!' The very words sounded enchanted to
my inner ears. I am sure I must have looked like hundreds of other
bleary-eyed American travelers stumbling out of trains from all
over Europe, bound for cheap hotels in various corners of Paris. I
had written down the directions to the pension hotel on the right
bank just in case I was so nervous or tired I couldn't remember the
words. When I got in the taxi and gave the driver the directions, I
had a moment of panic.

I rattled off the address and directions in
what I thought sounded like pretty decent French. The driver just
stared at me with a completely baffled look on his face. For a
second I panicked, thinking my French was not as good as I thought
and, therefore, incomprehensible to him. I couldn't imagine what I
would do if that were the case. All of my travel arrangements were
premised on the expectation I could communicate with the
locals.

I asked him what was wrong. He told me he'd
never heard an American speak such perfect French, and with a
distinctly Provençal accent. I was amused that he didn't seem
pleased by that. I sighed and muttered something about being
half-French. I was so relieved I had a hard time breathing. I
really could speak good French! I had never actually known for
sure. My confidence started to build just the tiniest bit.

The cabbie started the car and, soon
afterwards, deposited me at the door of my hotel. I tried to tip
him but he waved me off. It was my first lesson in tipping,
European style, as in: don't do it. He asked if this was my first
trip to France. I told him it was. He shook my hand and then patted
my cheek saying gently, 'Enjoy, Cherie.' No one in my whole life
had ever called me that besides my mother. I had to stop on the
sidewalk and compose myself before I checked into the hotel.

That afternoon I explored the neighborhood
around the hotel. After all those hours cooped up in planes and
trains, I needed to walk around. I soon discovered it was a total
thrill to walk into shops and have conversations with others in
French. My mother was a native speaker and we spoke French at home.
After she died my only practice was once a month or so at the
Alliance Francaise meetings. Even then, I was mostly talking to
Americans, many of whom were students who were just learning
French. Talking to native speakers of the language was such fun I
couldn't stop myself. I stopped in every public establishment in
the neighborhood of my hotel and struck up conversations everywhere
I went.

It was kind of amusing watching the
merchants' reactions to me. When I first walked into a store, the
merchant would look up, realize I was an American and then get very
busy in an effort to ignore me. Recall that in 1973 relations
between France and America were not particularly good on account of
the war in Vietnam. There had been anti-American demonstrations in
Paris over the summer. Once I opened my mouth, the merchants were
as surprised as the cabbie had been. They still looked down on me
for my Provençal accent and American looks, and they were rude
because that's the way Parisians treat everybody. I didn't take it
personally. Frankly, I thought it was funny. I spent the afternoon
popping in and out of shops. I bought stationary in one store. I
tasted Perrier water for the first time in another. How nasty can
you get? I also tasted real French pastries. That made up for
Perrier. I was in Paris! I was glad I had not chickened out of the
trip!

That night I was so exhausted, I slept the
sleep of the dead despite the really awful accommodations. The
pension hotel was geared for young people who were traveling on a
shoe-string, and the accommodations were ... I shall be generous
and use the word 'basic'.

Despite the thin, uncomfortable mattress, I
got a great night's sleep and I woke early the next morning ready
for my next adventure. I was to spend the day with a relative, whom
I referred to as a 'cousin' since neither of us could figure out
exactly what actual familial relationship we had, if any.

My mother had been a relative or friend to
another girl who had had left St. Saturnin-les-Apts at about the
same time Maman did. Maman went to Marseilles. Her cousin/friend
went to Paris where she married and had a slew of kids. She and
Maman stayed in touch by letter a few times a year. Corresponding
with me became 'English lessons' for her kids and corresponding
with them was a part of my own 'French lessons'. They wrote to me
in English. I wrote to them in French. Our parents made us write to
each other a few times a year, often over our protests. Through all
the intervening years, some of us had continued to exchange
Christmas cards. By the time of my trip, both my mother and her
friend had passed away and most of the French 'children' had
married and moved on, but the youngest daughter still lived in
Paris. I wrote to her after I made my travel plans. She offered to
spend a day showing me around.

Her name was Delphine, which is my middle
name. She told me she thought we were both named after some common
great aunt. She had two tiny children. We pushed those kids all
over Paris in their strollers. I think she took me to every major
tourist attraction in the city before noon. Most of the historical
buildings and museums and all that old architecture with all the
fancy decorative work did not appeal to me very much. I am
embarrassed to admit I was a little bored with it.

We ate our lunch from street vendors instead
of taking time or spending the money to eat in a restaurant. I took
dozens of pictures in the tourist places partly because I thought
Delphine expected me to, and partly because I knew for sure that
Christa wanted me to come home with a lot of photos. Pretty soon
Delphine figured out that I wasn't really interested in the tourist
sights. We ended up sitting on a bench near Mont Martre,
overlooking the city where we talked for hours. She was as curious
about America as I was about France. She was a young mother; my
daughter was effectively grown. We shared stories and
cross-cultural girl-talk all afternoon.

At the end of the day, she invited me to her
home for dinner. It was a simple affair with her husband and two
babies. We drank wine and talked for a few more hours. She and I
still keep in touch. We wrote letters at Christmas and birthdays
for years. Now we send emails a few times a month. We have even
learned to share pictures of our grandchildren over the Internet.
How cool is that?

Frankly all the glamor and glitz of Paris
didn't impress me as much as Delphine's kindness and the
opportunity to connect with distant family in a tiny apartment on
the Right Bank.

2 - Paris – Versailles – Avignon – Gordes

After talking all day and most of the evening
in Paris, I was literally hoarse the next day.

That was just as well. My second day in
France was a 'solo' day. Early in the morning, I took the train to
Versailles because you insisted I could not go to France without
seeing Versailles, and I had orders from her to take lots of
pictures. A little of the palace went a long way with me. I was
just not into dead kings and queens and all that fanciness. Oh, my
God, I was frankly kind of appalled by the palace, and I kind of
understood why the peasants revolted. Anyway, I took a few pictures
to make you happy and then I wandered into the town.

I spent most of the day wandering around the
village, engaging in conversations with anyone I could get to talk
to me. As I recall, I drank a whole lot of coffee because I quickly
learned the best place to strike up conversations with French
people was in the cafés.

The morning passed quickly, and early in the
afternoon I took the train to Aix-en-Provence.

The owner of the inn where I was booked in
Gordes had promised to meet me at the train station. He was amazed
I'd only brought one bag. Provence had always been a haven for
starving artists. At that time it was a becoming vacation
destination for rich foreigners, including artists and movie stars.
They evidently tended to bring a lot of luggage. My single suitcase
caused a bit of a puzzlement. We all laughed it off when I said I
planned to buy a bunch of new French clothes. I, of course, had no
such intentions.

I abandoned my original plan to use the inn
as a base for day-trips into the surrounding area the minute I laid
eyes on the inn and the town around it. I still intended to make it
a point to visit my mother's grave, but beyond that, from the
second I saw the place, I had no intention of leaving the village
of Gordes. It was without a doubt the loveliest place I have ever
seen. Within five minutes of my arrival, I decided to forgo the
tourist sites of Avignon and the Cote d'Azur and to spend all my
time getting to know the village of Gordes as intimately as was
possible in the four days I had left of my vacation.

Marianne paused and regarded the melted
ice in her glass. She grinned and raised her eyebrows. “Things
really get interesting from this point forward. I suggest we refill
of our tea now because I don't think I'm going to want to stop
again any time soon.” The ladies took their glasses into the
kitchen, refilled them with ice, sweet tea and lots of mint. They
did not waste time on chit-chat. Marianne returned to her chair and
closed her eyes. Her face softened into a half-smile of delicious
anticipation. She might have been an old lady sitting in a formal
living room in Aiken, South Carolina, but in her mind she was a
much younger woman about to embark on the most incredible few days
of her life. Christa watched the story play out on her mother's
face.

I arrived in Gordes on Thursday evening, an
hour or so before dusk. After I tossed my suitcase on the bed in my
room, I took a walk around the neighborhood until it got too dark
to see. Returning to the inn, I was delighted to be invited into
the kitchen to watch and learn Madame's cooking techniques. I guess
when you made the reservations, you had let the owners know that I
was a cook (I was never prepared to go so far as to claim that what
I did at the Woolworth's lunch counter constituted actual 'cooking'
but you hadn't told them where I worked, not that they would have
understood what a Woolworth's lunch counter was even if you had
tried).

That evening the owners even let me eat
dinner in the kitchen with them. They told me about the history of
the town and the quirkiness of some of the residents. They talked
at length about the food, the wines and the architecture of some of
the local points of interest. Uncharacteristically for French
people, they even opened up a little about themselves. For my part,
I am sure I was the quintessential rude and disgusting Ugly
American, asking a million questions that were none of my business.
I couldn't help myself. I wanted to know everything there was to
know about that lovely village and the people who lived there. They
were very patient with me, and answered all but the most
objectionably personal questions.

When I started yawning more than talking,
Madame poured an amber drink into a snifter; she told me was
cognac. She walked me up to my room and handed me the glass,
bidding me good night and pleasant dreams. She added that she was
sorry to inform me that beginning at breakfast the following day
she would have to move me into the dining room because there was to
be another guest taking meals in the inn. She explained that the
other person would not be staying at the inn, but would take most
of his meals there. She told me he owned a villa nearby. She said
that when he came to visit for any length of time he brought
household staff with him. When he only visited for a few days, he
took his meals at the inn.

That struck me as odd because I knew that
part of Provence was primarily a winter residence for artists and
other foreigners. I was a little curious to know why this person
was visiting his villa sort of 'off season.' I felt as though I had
already been nosy enough, so I did not ask any questions about
Madame's other guest, besides I was exhausted and not thinking
clearly. Maybe that was the cause of everything that happened after
that.

Frankly, I had reservations about dining with
a stranger. I knew that is the way they do things in Europe. You
know how backward I can be. I rather dreaded the prospect of having
to spend my mealtimes with a strange man, and I even spent a little
time before I fell asleep trying to figure out if my budget would
stretch far enough to allow me to eat in town. I did not have the
money to pay for meals in town when we had pre-paid for my meals at
the inn. I would have to either go hungry or dine with Madame's
other patron.

3 - Gordes

The next morning I awoke before dawn. My
second-floor bedroom had a private balcony. I wrapped myself in a
sheet and went outside to watch the sunrise. The building was
oriented generally to the southwest. Looking to my left I saw the
looming, blackness of mountains in the distance. To the right, the
land fell off toward the coast; I knew the Mediterranean Sea was
just beyond the horizon, but I could not see it, although I
sometimes imagined that I could see something that looked like
water. Directly in front of me was one of the famous and fabulous
lavender fields of Provence, in full and glorious bloom. Beyond
that were ancient olive groves. Walking paths wound through the
entire area. I made up my mind to walk every foot of every one of
those paths before it was time for me to go home.

I couldn't see the sunrise from my balcony
because it was behind me. What I could see was the play of light
and color on the landscape in front of me. No one who has ever seen
a sunrise in Provence would wonder why painters flock there. The
beauty of the landscape made me cry. I could suddenly understand
why my mother rhapsodized about the beauty Provence even many years
after she left it.

As soon as it was light enough for me to
venture out alone, I tied on my sneakers and headed out for the
path that passed directly behind the inn. It was approximately 6:00
AM when I left the inn.

I walked for miles through olive groves and
along trails that bordered the lilac fields. People talk a lot
about the visual beauty of Provence. The thing that struck me
almost as much on that trip were the smells. The lavender was
intoxicating. The air was fresh and clean.

Soon I noticed that people were beginning to
cook. I could smell all kinds of wonderful scents wafting from
kitchens all over town. The French don't eat big breakfasts, but
the soup pot containing lunch goes on the stove early in the
morning!

By 9:30 AM or so, I was hot, tired, thirsty
and my legs were shaking from the effort of climbing up and down
hills. I was used to walking a lot, but we didn't have hills like
that in Charleston! I returned to the inn, dying for a drink of
water and hungry for breakfast. I had totally forgotten there was
to be another guest.

I burst into the front hall like a typical
American. I was so hot and thirsty, all I could think of was making
a bee-line to the chilled bottled water I knew would be waiting on
the sideboard. Just before I charged through the door to the dining
room, I heard Madame's soft voice talking to someone, and I managed
to recover what little manners I had, pausing in the doorway
instead of barging in on the conversation. I was very sweaty and
probably starting to smell a little 'ripe.' I hesitated, wondering
if it would be better for me to go to my room and clean up first.
Madame was talking in French to a man. His voice sounded like
sandpaper rubbing together, and his French was so perfect I took
him for a native.

When she heard me behind her, Madame turned
and invited me to sit down. I declined, making some reference to
smelling like 'cochon.' The man at the table, whom I could not see
because Madame was standing directly between us, said in perfect
American English, “Then you are in good company. Women have been
calling me a pig for years. Please join me.”

I could not place the voice, but I knew I had
heard it before. Madame scurried into the kitchen. The man turned
to me with a huge grin and said, “Your French is perfect, but the
rest of you is 100% pure American. Please sit down.”

For a moment I thought I might
hyper-ventilate. The man sitting at the table smiling at me and
joking about being considered a 'pig' was none other than the movie
star, Luke Payne.

Try to recall where his career was in 1973.
He was in the early stages of what has turned out to be a
spectacular career. At that point, he had already won one Oscar for
best supporting actor. He was churning out a couple of movies a
year, each one more amazing than the last, but he had not yet
broken through to the top rank of movie stardom. That came
later.

I had never been much of a movie buff, but
even I knew who he was. And even I was susceptible to his amazing
charm.

She paused for a long time, staring off into
space, reliving the moment of that meeting. Her daughter watched
the encounter play out on her mother's face as if it were happening
for the very first time.

I backed away and said, “Oh, no. I couldn't
intrude on your breakfast in my current state.” As I sit here today
I don't know whether I said it in English or French.

He answered in English, “Oh, for God's sake,
sit down. You look like you're about to collapse from heat
exhaustion. Drink some water and some juice before you pass out.
Marie-Claire will be back in a minute with a proper breakfast. And
I don't mean one of those pansy French breakfasts of croissants and
jelly. We're having a real American breakfast of eggs and meat and
bread.”

What was I to do? I sat. I drank my water and
juice. I waited for Madame to bring me eggs, meat and bread. I ate
what she put in front of me. I didn't even miss the grits.

Luke had that kind of effect on people. He
told me to sit; I sat. He told me to eat; I ate. I still don't
understand it, but it happened just that way.

How can I describe him? You know what he
looks like. You know the rakish grin that denies its own
rakishness. Even today he comes across as the
Bad-Boy-who-really-isn't-all-that-bad. Now, it's kind of a joke
because he's an elderly man and he probably couldn't be all that
'bad' any more. In 1973, it was a sort of a joke, too, but I was
not 100% sure which side of the line the truth lay on, so I wasn't
sure whether the joke was on him or on me.

He was very handsome, but he had a sort of
dangerous demeanor that indicated you might want to watch your step
around him. He also had an animal magnetism that worked on women
like a Klingon Tractor Beam. He was irresistible ... and he knew
it. He capitalized on that, and he never apologized for it. I was
glad I had been sweaty when I sat down, because I got a whole lot
more lathered up sitting there with him staring at me over the rim
of his coffee cup.

The most embarrassing part was that I could
tell he knew exactly what I was thinking, and I could tell he
thought it was hilarious. I wanted to be mad at him for laughing at
me. Instead, I found myself laughing, too. The situation was so
utterly ridiculous, there was nothing to do but laugh. Besides, who
was I to resist his charms, when so many women who were far more
experienced than I had fallen prey to them?

Presently, Madame brought brought our plates.
For a French cook, she did an awesome job creating a traditional
American breakfast. She apparently learned because that was what
Luke wanted when he visited, and Luke Payne pretty much got
whatever he wanted, when he wanted it, wherever he went. We ate and
talked and ate some more. By the time we pushed back our plates and
poured the last of the coffee, I was having such a great time, I
almost forgot he was a movie star and I was a short order cook who
was very sweaty and growing nastier by the minute.

Eventually, I realized I was starting to
smell really bad. I pushed back my chair and excused myself. He
stood too and followed me out into the hall. He said, “You know if
you're going to spend the week here, you'll need to be introduced
around town. If you have no plans, come into town with me. I'll
introduce you to the folks you need to know, like the owner of the
café, the lady who owns the patisserie and the post-master. I have
to go buy supplies, anyway.”

I didn't know what to say. I was eager to get
away from him because he intimidated me so. But, at the same time I
was not immune to his charm. Besides, I knew enough about French
culture to know that he was right about my needing an introduction
in the village. Despite the voice in the back of my head telling me
that the sensible thing for me to do would be to politely decline,
and ask Madame to introduce me around, I said, “What time do you
plan to leave? I'd like to clean up a bit.”

He grinned and leaned against the door jamb,
“I'll be ready whenever you are. My house is next door. The back
yard has a gate that opens onto the walking path. I'll wait for you
on the veranda. Come over whenever you're ready.”

I smiled back at him and winked, “You'll be
amazed at how soon that will be.”

Less than a half hour later, I walked through
the back gate to his veranda and pool deck. I paused on the top
step. The house itself was probably at least two hundred years old.
The pool deck and veranda had been recently added, but the
contractors had used old stone and wood and had done something to
the concrete to make the new addition blend in and match the older
part of the structure building. I was pretty sure just looking at
the outside that the inside had been redone in an equally amazing
way to look old but to actually be modern.

Luke was sitting on a chaise by the pool,
reading from an unbound document of some sort. He looked up and
smiled. I raised my eyebrows and he responded to my unspoken
question, “Reading scripts.”

“I don't want to interrupt.”

“I invited you, didn't I?”

He smiled at me with an expression that told
me I was being an idiot.

I smiled back, acknowledging his look and
feeling like an idiot. I pointed at the stack of manuscripts piled
next to his chair, and asked, “Are you looking for anything in
particular?”

He replied, “As a matter of fact, I am. I'm
looking for a comedy.”

I made a face, “Isn't that a little out of
the ordinary for you?”

“It is very out of the ordinary for me. I've
been playing psycho killers for years. If I don't break out of that
mold soon, I'll be type cast forever. Besides, the picture I just
finished was so intense it almost did me in. I need to move in a
different direction both for the sake of my career and my sanity. I
don't usually have to ask this, but are you by chance a fan?”

“I am not sure exactly how to answer that. I
have seen a couple of your movies, and I've really loved your
performances even though – I have to be honest – I didn't
necessarily like the movies.” I paused and added, “You know, I
think I'd love to see you in a romantic comedy. Something kind of
Cary Grant-esque.”

He tossed the script onto a pile, stood up
and took my hand, “That's exactly what I'm looking for.”

We walked through the house which was, as I
expected, modern but ancient, or vice versa. Even my untrained eye
recognized that the paintings on the wall were masterpieces. His
house was like an art museum. I would love to have lingered and
looked more closely at them, but Luke was ready to go. As he led me
out to the driveway, he asked, “What kinds of movies do you like to
go to?”

I answered truthfully, “I tend to wait until
movies come on TV. My budget doesn't often allow for entertainment
money. When I do have extra cash, most of the time I choose to go
to a musical concert or, maybe, a live play.”

I hesitated, not knowing what to say in
response to the actual question about what kind of movies I liked.
I laughed when I noticed the Aston Martin parked in the driveway.
He looked at me and raised his eyebrows. I slid into the
passenger's seat and waited until he got behind the wheel. I
continued, “But, I make an exception for James Bond movies.”

“What?!”

“You heard me. I know it is crazy, but I love
Bond movies.”

He leaned his head back against the head rest
and laughed out loud for a long time, “If you only knew how much
money and effort I spent trying to get the Bond role.'

I said, “But you're American. Could you do
the accent?”

He nodded and replied, with a perfectly
clipped upper crust British accent, “Absolutely, I could. I worked
with voice coaches for months in order to learn the accent. They
passed me over for that damnable Welshman.”

I looked out the window and tried, totally
without success, to stifle a giggle.

“Go ahead and say it.”

“You mean go ahead and tell you that I'm a
huge fan of Sean Connery? Yes. I am. Some women will tell you they
don't like the Bond movies because they are sexist. I suppose they
are, but I love the exotic locations and the gorgeous women who
make the perfect backdrop for the Welshman, as you call him. Bond
shows up in a white dinner jacket and two things happen. First, all
heck breaks loose and there is stuff blowing up and all kinds of
amazing action and unbelievably cool special effects, all of which
is too much fun for words. Then, when that is all over, Bond beds
down with a beautiful woman against some kind of scenic backdrop.
It's totally escapist and fun. What's not to love about that?”

I paused and added, lamely, “But then again,
maybe I just don't get out enough.”

He backed out of the driveway and muttered,
“I may not have got the role, but I've got the car. What do you
think?”

I giggled and said, “You're not going to like
it.”

“Tell me anyway.”

“It's a gorgeous car, but it's damned
uncomfortable.”

He laughed again with his head back and his
mouth open. I started sweating again. The man was so unbelievably
... um .... I think the current word is 'hot'.

We arrived in town in only a few moments. He
parked in front of the boulangerie. We went inside and he
introduced me to the baker and his staff. I was surprised that this
American movie star knew everyone in the tiny shop by name. He
asked after spouses and children by name as well.

We moved on to the wine shop. He ordered
several bottles of fine wine and a selection of beers. Again, he
introduced me to each of the employees, by name. Next we moved on
to the post office where he introduced me to the post-master. He
picked up some mail, and we went to the pattisserie where we
stopped for coffee and pastries. I took one bite of the almond
tarte and tears sprang to my eyes. They were exactly like my mother
made them. I told the owner as much. Tears came to her eyes as well
and she pressed another bite-sized tarte on me. I didn't say
no.

When we had finished with the shops in town,
we headed for Luke's car. I noticed he was empty-handed. I asked
him what happened to all the things he purchased. He shrugged and
said the various merchants would deliver the stuff he ordered. We
got into the car and he backed out of the parking space. Instead of
heading down the hill towards his villa, he turned in the other
direction. In response to my sort of curious look, he made a face
that said, “Just you wait.”

We soon arrived at what was obviously an
ancient ruin. Luke told me it was Roman. I had no reason to
disbelieve him although it could have been anything from
prehistoric to medieval for all I knew about history and
architecture.

We wandered around what appeared to be some
kind of fortress. He gave me a running commentary about the history
of the area, the architecture of the fortress and even a little
about the geography of southern France. Frankly, I didn't care very
much about the history of the place, being much to distracted by
the unspeakable beauty of it. I tried to pretend to listen politely
because the lecture he was giving me obviously meant a lot to him.
I was struck by the contrast between the image of Luke Payne, the
movie bad guy/Hollywood playboy, and the man I was with, a man who
was clearly very well versed in French history and culture, at
least as far as this little corner of France was concerned. He also
spoke flawlessly colloquial French. I asked him about that.

He sat down on a bench that overlooked the
village below and the hills and fields of Provence beyond, and
pulled me down beside him. Once I was seated, he let go of my hand.
It was all I could do not to reach out and grab his hand again. I
restrained myself and we sat, rather primly, next to each other
while he explained, “My parents grew up in this community. I was
actually born here. My dad sold our family home when we moved to
America, but it was still here until it burned down a few years
ago. I am so glad I wasn't here when that happened ....” He trailed
off and was quiet for a little while.

Then he continued, “My dad was a mechanic in
the movie business. He could fix or build about anything, whether
it be a busted camera or some kind of technical prop needed for
special effects. He moved to America in 1938 to work on the movie
version of Gone With The Wind. My mother was a wardrobe
mistress on that movie. I was actually present the day they shot
the scene in the railroad yard. My dad sneaked me onto the set and
told me to keep my mouth shut and watch movie history in the
making. I watched, and knew that he was right.

“I think that was the day I decided to work
in the movie business.

“I was about ten when we moved to America. I
became an American kid almost immediately. My parents spoke only
French at home, at first because they spoke only French, period.
After we all learned English they refused to speak to me in English
at home, nor would they answer me or even acknowledge that I was
speaking to them if I did not speak in French. They lectured me
endlessly about the culture, beauty and history of Provence, and
Gordes in particular. I used to get irritated with them because of
that, but some of it percolated through my thick skull and my
American ways, I guess. They may have moved to America to make
their living, but their hearts remained in France.

“About five years ago I came to the Cannes
Film Festival for the first time because a film I had worked on was
a nominee. While I was there, I met a woman who owned a villa in
Gordes and I sort of manipulated her into inviting me to her house.
I never told her that I was from here or that my parents were
ordinary working people, because she was some sort of minor
European aristocrat and I was afraid her blue-blooded snobbery
would cause her to rescind her invitation. Having maneuvered her
into offering it, I accepted the invitation. I think she thought we
would have an affair. To be honest, that was exactly what I think
we both had in mind when we left Cannes. At least that was what I
had in mind until I saw the house and the town.

“Within a couple of hours of our arrival, I
asked her what she wanted for the villa. We haggled most of the
day. She was much older than me and she had lung cancer, although
she did not share that fact with me at the time. We agreed on a
price for the house and we also agreed that she could stay in it
free whenever I was not using it for the rest of her life. Her life
turned out to last only another four years. We never got around to
having an affair exactly. We skipped right over that and became
good friends.

“The thing we shared most was a love of this
town and that fabulous villa. At the time, the house needed a whole
lot of work, which she didn't have the money to undertake. I had
plenty of money, so I financed the project and she made it happen.
I ended up with the amazing home you saw this morning, in the town
where my family lived for generations. It is my special retreat
from the world. I never bring anyone with me when I come here
except, occasionally, if I am going to be here for a while, I bring
my housekeeper. She's a local girl, too. Chantal was the
housekeeper for the woman from whom I bought the villa. When Helene
died, I hired Chantal. She is now my housekeeper and sort of, um,
my personal babysitter.

“I love it here. I try to visit several times
a year, even if only for a week or so. The beauty of the place
feeds my spirit. I feel close to my parents here. I have made
friends with the locals, many of whom are distant relatives. Right
now I'm paying for college educations for several kids from the
town.”

I grinned at him and said, “Mr. Payne, your
secret is safe with me, but I have to tell you that you give every
appearance of being a really nice man.”

He put his finger in front of his lips and
said, “Shh.”

We resumed our tour around the perimeter of
the fortress. When we got back to where we started, he said, “Well,
I don't know about you, but I could go for a swim and a beer. It's
hot up here.” He motioned toward the car.

I hated the thought of leaving that lovely
spot. I asked how far it was back to the inn. He made a face and
asked, “Are you one of those cussed individuals who insists upon
exploring every inch of new places on foot?”

I shrugged and raised my arms, palms out, “I
don't know. This is the first time I've ever been on a real
vacation or explored any new places. Based on my response to Paris,
which derned near wore out my best walking shoes, I think I may
be.”

He took my arm and led me to the opposite
side of the hilltop fortress. A well-traveled path led down toward
the village. He pointed down the hill and said, “That path should
be easy to follow. It leads from here to the village, meandering
just a bit around the edges. The inn is beyond Gordes. It's
probably a four mile walk. You sure you're up for it after your
trek this morning?”

I laughed, “It appears to me that practically
that entire four miles is down hill.”

He nodded, “Except for a few little bumps
here and there.”

I looked around at the impossibly blue sky,
the whitish pink of the stone buildings and the gray-blue of the
rocks in the fields. Wildflowers and fields of lavender splashed
color here and there. I felt like Mary Poppins standing inside one
of those sidewalk paintings. For a minute I truly forgot Luke was
even there, but when I sort of came to I gushed, “Oh, yeah, I'm up
for it. I don't think I ever want to go inside again.”

He said, “Okay, then. Behave like a goofy
tourist if you must. As for me, I am driving home, where I will
lounge by the pool, reading scripts and drinking beer. The path
goes by my place before it gets to the inn. Stop by to cool off
before you go back to the hotel to get ready for dinner.

“Oh, and, speaking of dinner, since the
weather is so fabulous and you and I are the only patrons today, I
propose to request Marie-Claire to serve us dinner on the veranda
of the inn. How does that sound?”

I was eager to be off, so I simply murmured,
“That sounds lovely,” and I headed down the path. I don't think I
even said good-bye to him. My eagerness go was partly due to my
desire to soak up every possible experience of the land and the
town. In all honesty, it was also partly due to the fact that I had
noticed how I reacted to Luke's touch. He took my hand when he
pulled me down on the bench, and he took my arm when he showed me
to the trail head. It was, for him, a natural gesture, I'm sure. It
had been years since a man had touched me, and I reacted in ways
that made me very uncomfortable. I needed to step back and catch my
breath.

The village was a little more than half way
between the fortress and the inn. By the time I got there, I was
hot and thirsty, so I detoured from the path and stopped by the
café for a bottle of water and a snack. I chatted with the owner
and the waiter while I ate. When I asked for the check, the owner
waved his fingers in the air and made that French poofing noise
that can mean a lot of things, but usually includes a negative
response to whatever question was asked. I was puzzled by that, but
I thanked him kindly and moved on.

I stopped frequently to take pictures and to
drink in the clean air and silence of the place, so it was late in
the afternoon by the time I reached Luke's house.

When I reached his gate, I hesitated. He was
sitting in the shade, engrossed in his reading. At first glance, he
appeared to be the picture of relaxation, but, looking more
closely, I could tell that he was concentrating like a student
studying for a final exam. He was totally focused on the story he
was reading, and his whole body was reacting. I almost laughed. I
read books like that. Story lovers don't read stories, they inhabit
them. I started to back away and go directly to the inn so as not
to disturb him.

“He didn't look up but said, 'Are you going
to stand out there in the sun and get heat-stroke or are you going
to come up here in the shade and have some iced tea?”

That got my attention. “You have iced
tea?!”

He laughed and said with a nearly perfect Low
Country drawl, “Well, ma'am, I have spent a little time in the
South occasionally shooting movies. I wouldn't call myself an
expert on Southern ways, but I pretty much know that Southerners
don't go too long between doses of that disgustingly sweet iced
tea. You know enough about French culture to know not to ask for it
in restaurants. I don't know if we did it right, but Marie-Claire
and I collaborated on something we hope will be a reasonable
facsimile. You can give us pointers after you've tasted it.”

I walked up on the porch and it was all I
could do not to either cry or give him a hug, both of which are, of
course, my natural inclination when someone does something nice for
me. I somehow knew that neither of those reactions would have been
appropriate at that particular moment. Instead, I poured myself a
glass from the pitcher that sat at an umbrella table by the pool.
The tea was a tad too sweet for me, and I would have liked lemon or
mint in it, but I was thirsty and so grateful for the kindness I
didn't complain.

He asked me if I wanted to take a swim, and I
told him I didn't have a bathing suit. He raised his eyebrows and
said, “You came to the south of France and didn't bring your
bathing suit?”

“That isn't what I said. I said I don't have
a bathing suit. As in: I don't own one.”

He grinned and made what was supposed to be a
leering face but looked more like a little boy trying
unsuccessfully to be bad and said softly, 'This is France,
sweetheart. Bathing suits are totally optional.”

I leaned back on the chaise and laughed until
I cried. He feigned irritation and said, “That wasn't supposed to
be funny.”

“I know. That's why it is so funny. If
you knew me....” I collapsed into another peal of laughter.

“Why don't you own a bathing suit? Last I
heard Charleston is very near some pretty fabulous beaches.”

I nodded. “Yes, it is, and I go to the beach
as often as I can. I don't know how to swim, so I never go near the
water. I walk for miles on the beach, but I don't need a bathing
suit to do that.”

He shrugged and said, “If you change your
mind, in the pool-house there's a bureau with a whole lot of
bathing suits of all sizes.”

I laughed, “Women come here and leave their
bathing suits behind?”

He said, a tad too quickly, “No, that happens
at my house in Malibu. Women leave all kinds of things behind
there, presumably on the hope that I will call them and invite them
to come back and collect their belongings. Actually, I keep an
assortment of suits here because about the only guests who ever
come here are usually impromptu visits from other movie people who
are passing through. Most of the time they don't come
prepared.”

I chuckled and said, “I don't follow
celebrity gossip but I'd think that a lot of the movie people would
go native... you know, clothing optional.”

He nodded and pushed his glasses up on his
forehead. “A lot of them do. Mostly the actors and virtually all
actresses. They say they don't want tan lines.” He made a face,
“I'm sure that is part of the reason.” He grinned and winked at me,
“I pretend to believe it, anyway. Actually, the ones who usually
take advantage of the bathing suits here are the movie executives
and their wives.” He looked at me and somehow I knew that he
understood more about me than I had guessed. “There are a few
French bikinis and whatnot, but most of the suits are fairly
conservative one-piece maillots.”

I nodded but didn't move from the chaise. I
sipped the tea.

He said, “I told Marie-Clarie it's too
sweet.”

“Just a tad, but once the ice melts a little
it will be fine.”

“How about a beer instead?”

I stretched out on the chaise and started to
say no, but I hesitated. It had been years since I had tasted beer.
Kris and I had often sat on the porch late in the evening and
sipped draft beer he brought home from the bar in a milk jug. I was
on vacation, so what the heck!? I grinned and said, “Yeah. That
sounds really good.”

He went inside and came back with two very
cold bottles of some German beer I had never heard of. It was a
little bitter and strong for my taste, but it grew on me very
quickly. Best of all, it was ice cold. Actually, it was divine. I
leaned back in the chair and felt the sun on my face and the first
sign of the sore butt muscles I was going to have after a four mile
downhill walk. I said, “Please don't let me interrupt your
work.”

“I'm ready for a break. How was your
walk?”

“It was fabulous! I am falling more in love
with this place every minute. Oh, I want to ask you. Do you have
accounts with the shops in town?” He nodded and I made a sheepish
face, “I think there may have been a misunderstanding when you were
introducing me around. This afternoon I stopped at the café for a
snack and the owner didn't charge me. I don't think a French
businessman would give away food to an American tourist. I'm afraid
he put it on your tab.”

He laughed. “Yeah, he probably did. I could
see how the merchants might have thought you were with me. Don't
worry about it. Call it my treat.”

“Will you spread the word that I'll pay for
my own stuff?”

He started to say something and then stopped
himself, “Sure. I'll take care of it.”

We sat quietly for a while. That was the
really odd thing. We had only just met, but we were very
comfortable being quiet together. I finished my beer, by which time
the ice had diluted the tea sufficiently, so I switched back to
tea. I asked him about the script he was reading when I walked up
and he launched into a long description of the story, sort of
semi-acting out some of the scenes. I could see how he was already
working on developing the character.

That particular character, by the way, turned
out to be the corporal in the movie When The Bombs Came
Down. Before that time he had done a lot of B-movies, playing
mostly bad guys and killers. He was a working actor who had made a
lot of money, but his reputation was more as a ladies man than as a
really serious actor. When The Bombs Came Down won him best
actor awards in virtually every film festival in the world.

He talked to me about the story and then he
spent a couple of hours explaining to me how movies are made. I've
never been a huge movie buff but that gave me a much greater
appreciation for the movies I have seen. I never saw When The
Bombs Came Down until a few years ago after you bought us a DVD
player for Christmas. I rented it one day when Henry was at work.
Luke's character turned out different from the way it started out
on the veranda that day, but I could see how he got from where he
started that afternoon to where he ended up in the film.....

But, I'm getting ahead of myself. Sorry.

Anyway, we spent what was left of the
afternoon talking and laughing. Eventually, he said, “Why don't you
go get ready for dinner. I have a few phone calls to make to
California. I'll meet you on the veranda at the inn at 7:30.”

I stood up and asked, “May I take my glass of
tea with me?”

He made a face, “Take the whole damned
pitcher. It came from Marie-Claire's kitchen anyway, and I'm sure
as hell not going to drink it!”

After I took my shower, I had a moment of
panic. I had brought comfortable traveling clothes that were
designed to be worn several times between washings without looking
like I had slept in them. There was nothing in my wardrobe that was
remotely suitable for what I knew would be a candlelight dinner
with a movie star on the terrace of the most beautiful inn
imaginable. I sighed and slipped into my black pants and a white
shell. I had bought a colorful scarf for you in Paris. I decided
you wouldn't mind if I 'borrowed' it, since my situation
constituted something of a fashion emergency. I wrapped it around
my neck to add a little color.

I had not intended to bring any makeup with
me because after Kris left I had rather got out of the habit of
wearing makeup, what with the greasy environment at the lunch
counter. I felt very grateful that you talked me into bringing a
make-up bag because it seemed to me that every woman in France was
flawlessly made up all the time. That evening, I applied a little
more makeup than I ordinarily would have worn, but I knew it would
be dark on the terrace.

The whole time I was getting ready there was
a raging argument going on inside my head. My 'sensible self' was
insisting that I was being crazy to think that Luke Payne was doing
anything other than killing time with me, in view of the fact that
I was the only person around other than the locals, who were all
too busy with their jobs and families to hang out drinking beer by
the pool with him. Another little voice kept saying, 'but what
if...' I decided the only way to make it stop was to go downstairs
and find out.

Madame met me in the parlor and offered me a
glass of wine and she invited me to wait on the terrace until
dinner was ready. A very small round table was set for two at one
end of the terrace. Beside it was a side table with a wine cooler
containing a bottle of white wine. Next to the white wine, a bottle
of red sat open on the table. A basket of bread, wrapped in a
pristine white napkin, and a plate, that I guessed was butter
covered with a silver dome, sat nearby.

On the other end of the veranda there was a
sort of conversation area of comfortable chairs and tables. I
started to sit down but realized that I wouldn't be able to watch
the sunset from there. I remembered there was a bench beside the
walking trail facing west, so I wandered out that way and waited
for the sunset. The air was perfectly still. The only sound was the
whirring of insects and occasional bird-song. I couldn't remember a
time in my life when I felt so peaceful and relaxed.

I heard a deep chuckle from the shadows on my
right. Luke stepped into the glow of the dying sunlight and said,
“What I wouldn't give to know what you were thinking just now.”

I patted the seat next to me and said, “Trust
me, I am sure it was nowhere near as interesting as what you
imagined.”

He had a bottle of wine in one hand and an
empty glass in the other. He motioned to my glass with the bottle.
I shook my head. I had been so distracted by the scenery I had
barely tasted the wine. He touched the side of the glass. The wine
was warm. He took the glass from my hand and poured the contents
into the bushes, then he refilled it with cold wine from the bottle
and handed it back to me. I shook my head and laughed.

“What's so funny?”

“That was a terrible waste of a perfectly
good glass of very expensive wine. I am trying to pace myself. I
haven't had wine in years. Besides, I really prefer red wine.”

“Really? Typically non-drinkers lean towards
white wine.”

I laughed. “You see, my mother was French,
but she worked in a restaurant owned by Greeks. I married the
eldest son of that family. In our house, we drank red wine. You
know that strong purplish Greek wine.”

“The kind that sort of takes the skin right
off your tongue?”

“That would be the stuff. Kris's mom made her
own homemade wine, which was really, really good, at least to my
untrained taste-buds. I'm afraid my palate is too destroyed to
appreciate your delicate French white wine.”

He leaned close and whispered in my ear,
“Please don't say that in front of Marie-Claire. She's passionate
about wine and she really wants her guests to share that passion.”
I thought I would pass out. He smelled like soap and something
spicy. His breath was warm against my cheek.

I took a sip to cool off, and winked, “I'll
do my best. It's a good thing I'll only have to crawl up the
stairs.”

We watched the sun go down, chatting about
nothing. Madame soon called us for dinner, which was five courses
of the best food I had ever eaten up to that point, including my
mother's cooking. We laughed and talked about food and wine and
travel. Luke regaled me with gossipy Hollywood stories, most of
which were probably common knowledge but, since I didn't follow the
celebrity news, it was all very new and exciting to me. It didn't
hurt, I suppose, that I was hearing the stories narrated by Luke
Payne on a moonlit terrace in Provence.

While we were having desert, I asked Madame
where I could catch the bus to St. Saturnin-les-Apts. They both
looked at me with strange expressions. Madame recovered and
answered the question, “The bus stops by the post office at, I
believe, 8:30. Do you wish to eat breakfast before you go?”

“Just coffee, thank you.”

Luke was not as circumspect as Madame. He
blurted out the question I could see in her eyes, “Why do you want
to go there? I imagine it is an absolutely beautiful village, but
it's so remote. For that matter, how do you even know about
it?”

I pushed my cake around on my plate and
wished I had not said anything in front of him. Still, he was so
direct and open and honest, I discovered I couldn't be anything
less with him. “That is my mother's home town. I sent her remains
back there after she died. I want to go there to see the place she
came from. The place she always described as pure heaven. And I
want to ...” I choked up. “I want to visit her one last time.”

He put his hand over mine and said softly,
“You don't have to take the bus, I'll drive you.”

I started to protest, but he stopped me by
putting his finger over my lips. He said, “I've got nothing else to
do but hang around here until early evening when I have a
conference call with a producer in California, so don't argue with
me.” He told me he would like to leave about 9:30, which would
still give me plenty of time to wander around the village before
returning to Gordes for his call at 7:00 p. m.

I must have looked puzzled. He explained,
“Seven p. m. Local time is 10:00 a. m. in LA. I have a conference
call with my agent and a producer.”

He looked at Madame and said, “Perhaps
Marianne and I should plan a picnic lunch. Could you fix us up with
a box lunch?”

She blushed and grinned. I could tell she had
a huge crush on him even though she was happily married, and her
husband was in the kitchen. Or, maybe she was the quintessential
French business woman who loved the fact that he was rich and he
was spending lavishly on food and wine during what was typically a
very slow time in her business year. Whatever her reason, she was
prepared to do anything he asked. She went inside to make the
arrangements.

I stood up and stretched. “How is it that we
just ate an enormous meal that took three hours, and I don't want
to even think about how much wine we had, but, I don't feel stuffed
miserable, and I don't think I'm drunk, either.”

He leaned against the porch railing and said,
“That's because the portions for each course are very small. They
pace the meals so your system can digest some of the food before
you eat the next course. The wine was consumed over a long period
of time. It is what you might call civilized dining as opposed the
American way of eating which involves food that is too heavy,
served in too large portions and eaten too quickly.”

I stretched and said, “You know, I can't
believe it because I would never think of going to bed on a full
stomach at home, but I think I want to turn in before the wine
wears off. It's been a long day and I got a lot of exercise. I'm
pooped.”

He said, “I'll come over here about 9:15 for
coffee and we'll plan to leave by 9:30-ish.” He paused as if he
were going to say something else. Then he put his hand on my
shoulder and said in a voice that was only slightly above a
whisper, “Good-night, Cherie, sweet dreams.” He said it in French,
with exactly the same accent and inflection my mother had said it
every night of my life before she died. I turned away quickly in
the hope he would not see the tears in my eyes. I don't think I
quite made it.

4 - St-Saturnin-les-Apt

The next morning Luke appeared in the dining
room at exactly 9:15. He may have been French by birth, but his
punctuality was almost German. I was reading the newspaper and
finishing my second or third cup of coffee. I poured him café au
lait from the pots on the table while he helped himself to bread
and fruit from the sideboard.

I tried not to look directly at him. He was
wearing white pants and a very pale yellow shirt that was probably
silk and more than likely cost more than my entire wardrobe. He was
tan and looked very relaxed and at home. You remember those hideous
wide collars on men's shirts back then? By today's standards I
guess they were gross, but I thought he was the most glorious thing
I'd ever seen. I tried not to think about it, but his
attractiveness was difficult not to notice.

We chatted small-talk during breakfast. Luke
had brought a map which he spread out on the table. We mapped out a
route which took us directly to St. Saturnin-les-Apts. On the way
back he suggested we make a detour to a winery he liked for a late
lunch/early dinner. He looked up at Madame and said, “I will not be
here for dinner. I shall feed Marianne a very late lunch so she may
not need a full dinner tonight. Please make the necessary
adjustment to her bill and add an appropriate gratuity to
mine.”

Madame nodded. I blushed and started to
protest, but I saw Madame shake her head ever so slightly. I closed
my eyes instead of nodding my head. She smiled a sort of
half-smile. Luke looked from her to me and chuckled, “Whenever you
two are finished with that noisy conversation, we can go.”

Madame and I both blushed. She handed me a
large picnic basket which was heavy enough to contain either a half
case of wine or enough food to feed Luke and me for a week. Or
both. Probably both.

When I walked out to the driveway, I looked
around for the Aston Martin. Luke put his hand on the small of my
back and steered me towards a black Mercedes. I looked at him and
raised my eyebrows. He made a face, “You bitched about how
uncomfortable the Aston Martin was so I thought this would be
better for a long trip.”

“You have two luxury cars at a house you only
use occasionally?”

He made a face. “Of course not. I don't keep
a car here permanently. I rent cars while I'm here. I usually rent
a German car because the roads are so narrow and twisting. I don't
know what possessed me to get that Aston Martin. I guess I was
showing off or something. I think you will find this much more
comfortable. What do you drive at home?”

“Don't laugh.”

“I won't.”

“Yes you will.”

“I promise.”

I tried to glare at him, but I couldn't. He
was too beautiful. I said, “I drive an eight year old Rambler
American with 200,000 miles on it.”

He laughed so hard, he almost ran off the
road. “I didn't know there was an American car made that would go
200,000 miles.”

“This one has, and it better plan on going
another 200,000 miles because I sure as hell can't afford to
replace it!”

He asked me what I did for a living and I
told him the truth mainly because it didn't occur to me to lie
about it until after the words were already out. He asked me to
tell him about myself. I hesitated, but he seemed genuinely
interested, and I guess driving along the road to my mother's home
town seemed like a good time and place to think about my past. I
told him what I knew about her and her background, which wasn't
much. I said I always suspected that my mother's family was very
poor and that she had been working in that bar in Marseilles
looking for a ticket out of France. She found it in my dad.

I told him about my marriage and divorce and
about the wonderful Greek family who all but adopted me. He asked
me if I planned to visit them while I was in Europe, and I told him
that I was afraid to try to travel to a country where I didn't
speak the language.

He laughed and said, “People almost
everywhere speak English.”

“I know. I also know that people almost
everywhere loathe Americans for being so rude as to expect everyone
to accommodate us.”

“Spoken like a daughter of a
Frenchwoman.”

“You disagree?”

“Hell, no. Recall, I'm one hundred percent
pure Frog, myself. Born in France, even. I heard that line from
both my parents, all my life.”

“I've told you my story. I'd love to hear
yours.”

“You mean you don't already know everything
there is to know about me?”

“How would I know that?”

“Don't you read the gossip columns?”

“No, as a matter of fact, I don't. And even
if I did, I'm almost positive the person I would encounter in those
stories would bear almost no resemblance to the person I've spend
the last day and a half with.”

He was quiet for a long time. “You would
probably be right about that. You mean you really don't know my
story at all?”

“I know that you have a bit of a reputation
as a lady's man. A person would probably have to live in a
submarine not to know that. I know you have won some awards for
your acting. I remember a few years ago you did a movie in South
Carolina and there was a lot of fuss over that. I didn't pay
attention to the details. I think that was the year Kris stopped
communicating with us altogether and Christa and I were kind of a
mess at the time.

“I may be naïve, sheltered and not exactly up
on the celebrity gossip, but I'm not stupid. I assume that the
studios manufacture most of that gossip stuff. Whatever your public
story is, I'm pretty sure the real story is different. I'd love to
hear it, that is, if you're willing to share it with me.”

He nodded. “I rarely talk about myself,
largely for the reason you mentioned. I sort of lose track of
whatever the publicity department has me up to at any given time,
so I just keep my mouth shut, smile at the cameras and flirt with
every woman who looks at me.” He steered around some rocks on the
road. I could feel the power and responsiveness of the car even
from the passenger's side. For a moment I found myself wanting to
get behind the wheel. He changed the subject, “But, today is about
you. You will visit your mother's grave and wander around her home
town. You should focus on that. Later over dinner, we can talk
about me if you're still interested. How about that?”

I nodded, but could not speak because I
wanted to cry. First of all, I had momentarily forgotten I was
getting close to my mother's home town ... and her resting
place.

Secondly, I was somewhat sad to think how
divorced his public life was from his real person. I thought that
must be a very hard thing to live with. But then, I flipped burgers
at the Woolworth's for $3.50 an hour. He made millions. I guess I
could afford the luxury of a totally transparent life. Or, he was
compensated for not having one. Or something....

We pulled up in front of a café in St.
Saturnin-les-Apts a little before noon. Luke stopped the car and
turned to me. He didn't touch me physically, but it felt as though
he somehow wrapped me in some kind of psychic full body hug. He
said softly, “I am going to sit in that café and drink coffee until
you are ready. Take all the time you need. I have plenty to read,
and if I feel like talking to someone, I can kill time talking to
the owner. Maybe I'll find out some stuff about your family. Don't
even think about me. We don't have to leave here until perhaps 5:00
at the latest, although if you want to stop for an early supper we
should leave by 3:00.”

I put my hand on his chest (and immediately
wished I had not done so) and said, “Thank you so much. I want to
just walk around for a while. I have a general idea where Maman is
buried, but I'm not exactly sure.”

He looked at me oddly and asked, “Isn't she
buried in the church yard?”

I shook my head. “No. I had her cremated. I
didn't know Catholics weren't supposed to be cremated. The priest
wouldn't bury her in the grave yard. Supposedly somebody in her
family intervened and they buried her outside the cemetery. There's
supposed to be a spot under a tree, with a bench and a lilac bush.
I should be able to find it if I start at the church and work my
way out. If I can't find it, I'll ask someone. The cousin who
helped with the burial died a couple of years ago, but it's a small
village. Somebody will know.”

He patted my hand and reached across in front
of me to open the door. He said, “I'll be here if you need me.” He
smelled of soap and something spicy. I got out of the car quickly
before I gave in to the urge to fall into his arms and sob.

I could see the steeple of the church and I
wound my way through the narrow streets toward it. The locals eyed
me suspiciously. I was on a mission, so I didn't take time to make
nice with them. It was easy to find the church. Finding my mother's
grave was more difficult. The church was built in the middle of the
town. There were no fields or trees or lilac bushes around it. I
looked at my map. There was a castle above the village with a
windmill nearby. Perhaps her family found a place for her there.
Then again, maybe they buried her on their own land. I would be
trespassing if I tried to go there, and, besides, I didn't know
where that was anyway. I had a moment of panic.

About that time I saw an elderly lady coming
out of the church. I stopped her and asked if she knew anyone from
the Villeneuve family who might be able to help me find my mother's
grave. She looked up into my eyes and it was all I could do not to
collapse in hysterical tears. She looked at me with my mother's
eyes. Then she said softly in my mother's voice, “You are Marianne.
I am your aunt Marcelline I always knew someday you would
come.”

She took me by the arm and we walked through
the village. The locals seemed to know who I was now simply by
virtue of her response to me. Instead of suspicious glances, I was
greeted with smiles and cheery 'bon jours.' Aunt Marcelline was an
old lady, with a dowager's hump, but she was strong and in great
shape. She walked at a brisk pace, and told me the story of my
family while we walked. You've heard most of that already. She took
me to the edge of the village and beyond, stopping in front of an
ancient stone house with a dairy next door. A few cows stood in a
paddock beyond. It was an almost idyllic looking place, if you
didn't look too close. Up close the grinding poverty was
obvious.

Aunt Marcelline took me around the house, but
she didn't invite me inside. We made our way through the yard which
was filled with herbs and flowers. Beyond that she led me into the
paddock which was a small square of green surrounded by the white
rocky terrain that lead up to the Vaucluse plateau. She stopped and
pointed to the highest corner of the paddock where there was a
small stone bench and a large beautiful lilac bush. She put her
claw-like hand on my arm and whispered, “That was your mother's
favorite place to sit when she was a child. We put buried her there
when she came back to us.”

She turned back to the house. I made my way
across the paddock, stepping around cow pies and weeds. I sat down
on the bench and looked at the incredible view, which was already
familiar because my mother had described it to me so many times
when I was a child. It was exactly as she had described it. While
it was certainly beautiful and peaceful, it was also remote, and
very, very poor. For the first time, I had a flash of understanding
as to why Maman had to leave her home, despite her love for the
place, and why she never went back despite missing it so terribly
every day of her life.

My mother loved excitement and fun. She liked
to eat and drink. She loved men. As much as she loved her home, and
missed it every day when she was far away, she could never have
lived out her life there. It was a good place to be buried,
however, and I was glad I had sent her home to be buried in the
spot she loved so much.

In a little while, I composed myself and went
back to Aunt Marcelline's house. She had brought out some wine and
cheese and bread into the courtyard. Several cousins and other
shirt-tail relations had stopped by as well. I couldn't help but be
amused to think that this impromptu gathering of family with food
was exactly the way Southerners greet long-lost relatives. My
mother always told me that, despite its parochial ways, she thought
she was more at home in the South than she would have been anyplace
else in America. It occurred to me that day she might have been
right.

We had lunch and talked about our families. I
showed them pictures of you and of my mother when she lived in
Charleston. They showed me some photos of Maman before she left her
home. They also showed me photos of her parents and a bunch of
other relatives. Way too soon for me, it was obvious they had to go
back to work. It was up to me to break up the party, so I did. With
hugs and tears and some cheese to go, I made my way back to the
village.

When I walked into the café it was about
2:45. Luke was having coffee with the owner. He waved me to the
table. The owner asked me if I wanted coffee or wine, and he kissed
my hand. Luke grinned and said, “I think he's your cousin.”

I smiled back at him and whispered, “I think
they all are.”

Philippe brought me a glass of wine and Luke
a Perrier. We chatted for a little while. Philippe was Aunt
Marcelline's oldest son. I had told the family about my life, but I
had not mentioned Luke. I was concerned that, if they learned I had
arrived with Luke Payne, they might think I was lying or hiding
something. Philippe laughed and tossed his cigarette in the gutter.
“Cherie, there are probably few regular residents of this village
who have ever heard of M. Payne. Most of them think everyone in
America is rich, so it does not matter that you work in a bistro
and he is a movie star. Compared with most of them, you are both
rich.”

I leaned forward and said, “What about you?
What do you think?”

He shrugged in the manner only a true
Frenchman could accomplish and said, “Me? Most of my clients, at
least in the winter, are rich people from all over Europe and
America. I see their clothes and their jewelry. I hear their talk.
I have to stock expensive wine and liquor that only they can
afford. But I live here, so I live the way everyone else
lives.”

I smiled at him and winked, “You're my
mother's nephew. I'm betting that you have quite a nice nest egg
squirreled away. You may even have a home somewhere on the Cote
d'Azur or someplace. When your mother passes, you will leave this
place. I hope you will be as happy as my mother was.”
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