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      Nights he would find himself in the Metro, just before closing. The wide tunnels emptied around 11:30 p.m. Most locals did not use the Metro late, avoided the buses that some ridiculous city planner believed could replace the trains in the wee hours, and generally, found their own ways home. Sometimes, he imagined that savvy Parisians simply stayed wherever they ended up, in some ongoing party to which he would never ever be invited.

      Alex was 100% American. Nothing reminded him of that as much as Paris, which looked familiar, but always, always had an air of impenetrable mystery. Perhaps to the French, it was simply their grand city, like New York was to him—marvelous, yes, but not mysterious at all.

      He shoved his hands in his coat pockets—a heavy wool great coat he’d found in some thrift shop, not that thrift shops here were anything like the thrift shops at home. Here, they smelled not of mothballs and sadness, but of cigarettes and perfume, forgotten traces of someone else’s life.

      He loved the coat. It warmed him and made him feel like a local, only because he dressed like one. Only because the coat had history. He did not.

      His first Christmas in Paris left him flat-footed and unprepared. No one had warned him that the city shut down over the holiday. Even some of the ATMs stopped working.

      Before he left America, his friends spoke enviously of his assignment—Imagine Christmas in Paris, they’d say. Imagine the City of Lights. The City of Lights was beautiful—holiday markets, decorations everywhere, elaborate baked goods that he couldn’t imagine seeing at his last job in Chicago.

      He’d come here to work, and his job, ostensibly in tech, was so high-up, he had trouble finding anyone at work who wasn’t a subordinate, and therefore off-limits.

      He had friends in the city now, but they didn’t ask him to their Christmas celebrations. He never mentioned the holiday, but one-by-one, his French friends pulled him aside to tell him why they couldn’t ask him to join them. As one woman told him, The holiday, she is for family, no?

      Only he had none. That was why the company had chosen to send him to France. That, and the fact that he spoke fluent French, although he soon learned that what he actually spoke was fluent American-flavored prissy and dated French, the kind that actually made the French wince and ask if they could practice their English instead. It was the polite French way of telling him that they didn’t want to hear him mangle the language.

      He mangled anyway, and tried to imitate the accents he heard. Hard for him, since he grew up in Austin, then escaped to Chicago for high school. His personal accent was a jumble of the two cities, with Chicago taking precedence when he was awake, Austin when he was exhausted. Apparently, his French was mostly Texas-flavored, which his co-workers found hysterical. Once they relaxed around him, they’d mimic him in front of him, and rather than be offended, he learned what to say, when to say it, and how it should sound.

      He had arrived in April; by September, he felt as accepted as a man like him could be, and by December, he’d been a bit surprised that he received no invitations.

      And that was when he learned: Christmas, she is for families, c’est ne pas?

      It shouldn’t have bothered him. He had been alone for Christmas for ten years. He was eighteen when his parents died in a terrible plane crash. He had been old enough to live alone, but too young to figure out how to do it right. A girlfriend in college (which he could afford with insurance money) had taken him to her family for every major holiday in the three years they dated.

      When they broke up, he felt it not as the loss of a love, but like the loss of his parents all over again. A man without family, and this year, a man without country, away from the familiar rhythms of the commercial holiday season that he had grown up with.

      His late-night walks around the city had started in August, another time when the French seemed to abandon work and their lives en masse to go somewhere else. He noted the closed businesses, the confused tourists, the occasional angry employee, left to guard the restaurant, the bar or the shop.

      He got to know the sound of his own footsteps, echoing along the Seine in the Ile de la Cite, and he liked that sense of anonymity, which used to frighten him back in the States.

      Back there, he used to think: What if I died here? No one would find me for days, weeks, even. No one would care.

      Somehow Paris taught him a different attitude, a sense that nothing died, not really, and at the same time, that no one cared except in a way that interfered with their daily lives.

      Maybe, someday, Alex would find someone who loved him as much as the couples who kissed on Pont des Arts bridge seemed to love each other. But not yet, and maybe not ever.

      When he realized he would be alone on Christmas (Noël est pour les familles, non?), he checked his favorite restaurants in the area to see if they would be open. Of course, they were not. (It is, one kind chef told him, the only time we escape.)

      Alex could, he was told, eat at some brasseries (except Christmas Eve, when almost everything was closed) or a few tourist spots, or in one of the train stations. Or, as in America, in any of the Chinese restaurants.

      Alex decided to decide on Christmas Day. He walked everywhere, after all. He could walk then, even if it rained. He didn’t mind the rain; it was so much better than the Chicago cold.

      He bought some food in case he felt like staying in, and thought it done.

      But he was not prepared for the silence in a city usually filled with traffic, honking horns, music in the streets, arguing couples, and the occasional singing drunk. The closed shops, the empty streets, the shuttered restaurants, brought the city home to him in a way he had never seen before.

      It was as if he had gotten closer to her, only to find her abandoned by the ones who loved her the most.
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      The Metro stations remained open—some people had to go to work, after all—but they all ran Sunday hours, and Sunday hours meant some stations were, for all intents and purposes, closed, trains running on a whim, it seemed, rather than on a schedule.

      Early in December, he went to the Galleries Lafayette, because a friend had told him he had to see the entire store festooned in light. He did, and instead of taking his usual train home, he went to the Left Bank, and stopped in the Cluny-La Sorbonne.
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