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Chapter 1
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“I’ll give him the message, sir.” Anjali dropped the receiver into its slot with a clatter of black plastic.

That had beean Monsieur Chaigne, rich as Croesus, her boss John had said. She must let him know about this call. But first she’d check the post. What was this official-looking envelope? Internal Revenue Service? What was that? Part of the United States Department of Treasury. Okay, trés importante—she knew that much rudimentary French. Her eyes ran over the document. She’d better tell her boss fast.

As she stood, her stomach rumbled. It would be lunchtime soon. After a month in Paris, she had begun to crave Indian food. She had been so disappointed in the Indian restaurants she’d visited so far in her new city. Aasha had told her that they dialed back on the spices for French tastes, but that there was a great place at Metro La Chapelle, on the north side of the Tenth arrondissement, in the heart of Little India. They’d go there this weekend, and she couldn’t wait for authentic flavors from home. Home...her mother’s homemade curry...

She jumped guiltily from her rêverie when the intercom blared.

“Anjali, come in with my calendar, please.”

Anjali fluffed up her fringe of bangs and grabbed the calendar, covered in high-grade leather and trimmed with brass. She left her desk, in a room with no window, with gray carpeting on the floor. The first time she’d seen it, it had seemed quite luxurious. Until she’d seen her boss’s office.

She entered John Germaine’s corner office in the Montparnasse Tower, with its view north and west of the city spread below. The Tour Eiffel, the Arc de Triomphe, the Seine, and Basilique de Sacré Cœur, all gleamed in the summer sun. She felt her feet sink into the deep pile of the beige carpet, and then she tripped over the edge of the red and blue Persian rug lain over it. As she approached his vast mahogany desk, she blinked at the light pouring in the windows. The view thrilled her—the first part of her dream had come true, she was in Paris.

In one hand, she held the calendar. With her free hand, she tugged the edge of her cotton blouse. New job, new country, new culture, new life—it was nervewracking. She’d lucked into a good position, but this man was impossible. Nice, but a bit loony.

She watched as John Germaine sat back, the leather of his huge chair creaking. He pulled at the white French cuffs of his French blue shirt. He wasn’t going to like her news.

“Sir, the Internal Revenue—”

“What’s on the calendar for tomorrow night?” John asked blithely.

Things had to be done in his order of events, she was learning.

Anjali checked the page for the second week of July. He refused to do this by computer. Worse, he refused to work with shared documents online. Version control between his five offices was Anjali’s constant nightmare.

“You’re taking your daughter to dinner, sir.”

“Oh, too bad.” John thought a minute. “Call Emily and tell her I can’t make it. Emily won’t mind. She can go out with her mother. Then book me at the Jules Verne. It’s up in the Eiffel Tower, you knew that, right? Potential client.”

He added, “Gotta keep my kid in private school, you know.” Then he winked.

“Okay, Mr. Germaine,” Anjali said reluctantly. She thought he should go out with his teen daughter. Anjali’s father had done that for her.

“I know you’re new, but please call me John.”

“Okay, thank you.”

“How’s life treating you? Big change from Mumbai, isn’t it?”

“I’m settling in, sir.” She knew he didn’t want details about her condescending aristocrat landlady, and how dire the Indian food situation was in Paris. Dire!

“Very good. By the way, how was your new writing group last night?

Anjali wondered why he was asking, but she smiled anyway. “Fun. All kinds of writers. We may never be published, but—”

“—Oh, I can do that. My Ph.D. dissertation in economics at Yale was published, you know. Maybe next time I’ll go with you.”

She sincerely hoped he would not. She had a character in one of her screenplays based on John. What if he spotted it? Nah, he was too self-absorbed. But what if he wasn’t?

“I’ve been tossing around a few ideas—want to run them by people,” John continued with his total self-confidence. “Novels—my buddy told me he’s writing one. Can’t let him one-up me.” John considered himself a Renaissance man, good at everything. Besides, how hard could it be? “Well, anything else?”

“Here’s a message from Mr. Chaigne.” She handed him the slip. “And the IRS sent a letter.” Anjali said. “I tried to tell you—”

“What do they want?”

Anjali watched warily as John leaned even further back. It seemed there was something about being successful that made men want to lean way back in chairs. If he toppled over and became a paraplegic, she’d have to find a new job—not easy in Paris. She might have to go back to Mumbai without the second part of her dream fulfilled. To be so close and yet not see it happen would kill her.

John poised his chair on the edge of destruction and ran his thumbs up and down under the discrete paisley suspenders that strapped his broad shoulders.

“Sir, they want to talk about the company’s U.S. books.”

“No time. Just tell them we haven’t had a chance to do our tax return yet. They’ll understand.”

“But—”

“—They’ll understand.” John waved his hand, unconcerned.

“Okay, sir, I’ll tell them what you said.”

Anjali turned from his desk, then rolled her eyes. 

––––––––
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Chapter 2
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On the north side of Paris, in a former warehouse converted into a soundstage, in the depths of a conference room, Carol, a Brit, sat in a brainstorming meeting. Her brain was not storming. She’d been dry of ideas lately, except for the thought that she would be sacked if she didn’t speak up soon. Everyone else on the Trapèze creative staff was confidently shooting off characters, settings, and plots for films. But she had nothing.

“A Parisienne—scarf tied just so, stiletto heels, mini-skirt, tights—who wants, who’d die for, her next lover to appear tonight.”

That was Amandine, Parisienne, who sat relaxed yet commanding, very décolletée, wearing a mini-skirt with thighs bursting forth in sheer black hose, and stilletos on her feet.

Carol looked at all the flesh that Amandine had on display, and she heard her mother quoting Coco Chanel: “Modesty—what elegance!”

Carol herself was wearing a cream silk Armani suit with a deeper cream silk blouse. Skirt fashionably short, but not cut up to her crotch. To be able to afford clothes like these ever again, she just had to come up with ideas. Ones that worked.

“A Louis Jordan type.”

That was Frédéric, with bulging blue eyes and adam’s apple. He was always eyeing the women.

“He’s debonair,” Frédéric said, “wants to keep his péniche afloat on the Seine. He’s desperate for money—the boat is a black hole. He cheats at cards, on his income tax, he beguiles rich women and tries to dupe them for money. It all backfires. In the end, in a storm, he watches the péniche sink into the Seine.”

Frédéric looked like a Bretagne boater himself in a horizontal blue-and-white-striped, long-sleeved tee shirt.

Carol coached herself, desperate to contribute. Come on, old girl, you just have to come up with something.

She felt her phone vibrate in the pocket of her silk jacket. She checked it as discretely as she could. It was her six-year-old texting her. “Mummy, when will you be home?”

Oh, my baby! Now she really couldn’t think.

“Carol, what do you think?”

That was Gregoire, the production company’s executive director. His character could be summed up in two words: tight suits.

Carol’s underarms itched against the silk. She crossed and recrossed her legs and tugged her skirt down, aware of Frédéric’s gaze. She knew she shouldn’t, and that if she did she would feel like an escargot, a garden-variety snail, but she couldn’t help herself—she looked at Amandine. As Carol could expect of an attractive Parisienne, Amandine was staring at her triumphantly, like a diner seated before an array of escargots roasted in their own shells with garlic and beurre doux.

Damn! She shouldn’t have looked. Why was she so bonkers as to do that to herself?

Gregoire crossed his arms. The room was silent. And Carol had a thought! It felt weak, it would be booed, but it was all she could think of.

“How about robbing the classics? Chaucer’s Alewife, and the sleek, elegant Wife of Bath, and the Knight, all updated?” Then she remembered, there was no Alewife in Canterbury Tales. Hopefully no one had read it. “They’re on a pilgrimage of some sort—in the Sahara desert!—to a remote shrine nearly covered in windblown sand?” Her imagination failed her at that point. She despised herself for ending her sentence in a question, like an American.  

Again, the room was silent. People were looking at her. Carol felt so vulnerable that she couldn’t help it, she looked at Amandine. Carol understood the message she saw in those eyes. Escargot!

Within a heartbeat of sending Carol her Parisienne deathray, Amandine was sending Gregoire an admiring look full of Bourgogne wine and roses.

“How about an older woman, Catherine Deneuve in her 40s,” Amandine said, and the brainstorming swept on.

They didn’t like my idea, Carol said to herself. I’m so sick of my ideas not being on target, out of step, ridiculous. They’re going to sack me if I don’t produce. What am I going to do?

When Gregoire decided he liked the idea of Louis Jordan on a péniche, with a Catherine Deneuve type for a love interest, the meeting ended, to be resumed in a week.

Carol felt as though she were staggering as she fled to her office—could anybody, especially Amandine, tell? She just had to learn not to look at that Parisienne, just like all the rest—with entirely too much self-esteem. Otherwise known as arrogance. She had to learn not to look at half the women in Paris, who cultivated a superior attitude and sent it like a deathray into other women’s hearts. She packed up her handbag, texted her daughter that she was leaving, and left.

On the Metro, she thought, France is only the size of Texas, yet its people have brought great beauty into the world, in art, literature, music, film, architecture. The French who weren’t born in Paris were quite lovely. It was the Parisians....

She dragged herself back to her apartment in Le Marais, the trendiest neighborhood, in the Fourth arrondissement. Every footstep ached with self-condemnation. You’re not present for your daughter, you’re not good enough at your job, your ideas have dried up, and they’ll fire you soon. But I’m working so hard to provide for Louise, she countered weakly. Her inner critic said, “Humph!”

She punched in the door code and opened the massive, old wooden door to the courtyard. The palms standing in the corners in their huge stone pots looked relaxed, the red geraniums in first floor window boxes looked perky. Not at all how she felt. The scene was pretty, very French. This will all disappear if you can’t come up with ideas, Carol’s inner critic reminded her with satisfaction.

When she walked into the apartment, she heard Jeffrey’s voice speaking quietly. They’d lived together for two years. Jeffrey was a Brit expat, too, who repaired people’s computers in the offices of Orange, the telecom. And he minded Louise for hours at a time. She trusted him with Louise implicitly. She wished she could be with her little girl more herself.

Carol eased down the hall. Jeffrey and the child were sitting on the bed, leaning against the headboard, pillows and stuffed animals bolstering them, reading a picture book.

“That word is ‘c-a-t,’” Louise said to Jeffrey. They looked so ideal and cozy together.

“Very good, you got it, you clever girl!” Jeffrey ruffled her hair, and they both looked up and saw Carol. Jeffrey’s face darkened.

Louise scrambled off the bed, her strawberry blonde curls bouncing.

“Mummy, Jeffrey and I are reading books! A fairy tells a princess, who has a cat, and, and—you’re home!”

Carol swept her into her arms and kissed her warm, sticky neck. Then she lifted her face to accept a peck on the lips from Jeffrey.

“Where’ve you been? She’s been anxious for you,” Jeffrey said.

“It’s seven, not that late.”

“Well, are you making dinner or am I?”

“Let’s order in.”

“No surprise, what you always say.”

His disparagement, a long-term feature of their relationship, upset her.

“Why can’t you be pleasant to me? You were home since five, you cook something.”

“Your daughter kept me busy.”

“Then order something in.”

“Mummy, come see my book.”

“Jeffrey, would you order?”

“Yeah, the usual, sure,” he grumbled and pulled out his cell phone.

Later, after Louise was asleep, Carol went online and Googled “writing group in English Paris” in hopes that being with a creative group, far away from her colleagues, would get her brain storming again. She wrote down the address and the time, closed her computer, stood with a sigh, stretched her back in her Armani suit, and went to bed. 
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Chapter 3
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The day was winding down. John Germaine made calls to all his investment buddies until seven, when most of them went home and prepared to go out to dinner. The exchange traded funds, or ETFs, that he’d invested in and encouraged his buddies to invest in had been going up steadily for months. He was replete with his success.

John descended from the 52nd floor of Montparnasse Tower to the street. He had dined at Fouquet’s, Maxime’s, and La Tour D’Argent many times, but tonight he decided to assume Cassandra was busy so he could feel free to buy his favorite dinner—ham and cheese rolled up in a crêpe, Paris street food. He ate it standing, watching people mill around the foot of the tower, figuring out what to do next. He had another crêpe with Nutella inside it for dessert, relishing the gooey chocolate and hazelnut spread.

He sighed. It was time to check in with Cassandra.

“I’m at Dior.” Cassandra sounded bored, didn’t even say hello when she answered his call.

“Is Emily with you?” John could imagine her reluctance to be in her mother’s shopaholic tow.

“We won’t be back until late.”

“Okay, see you later, hon.” He clicked off. His wife spent too much, it was just a bit frightening. Well, he’d kept up with her bills so far. As soon as he landed a new client, he’d be in good shape. Until her next shopping foray. 

To forget his troubles, tonight he’d take another improvisational acting class. Acting out his loony side would be fun. And he’d have a chance to prove once again that he did well at everything he put his hand to. Except reining in Cassandra’s spending.

His long legs ate up the distance through the interconnecting tunnels of the Montparnasse Bienvenüe Metro station as he put his plan into motion. He passed a guitarist and singer emoting on Janis Joplin’s “Me and Bobby McGee.” John felt proud when he heard American rock played in the Paris Metro. American rock stars wailed, singing from deep in their guts. There was something so raw, so authentic about it. And the French—the whole world—knew it.

He passed through the Gare Montparnasse tunnels humming “Bobby McGee.” Not many men of his stature did such things, he thought, humming in tunnels, but so what? He’d earned the right to be eccentric. 

He noticed that a timeline of World War I had been painted on the walls of one of the tunnels. The French were commemorating the one hundredth anniversary of the start of that war this summer. And the seventieth anniversary of the liberation of Paris in August 1944 during World War II.

John thought, you have to take into account the cost of these wars when you try to understand the French psyche. People had to survive brutal shortages, ugly occupations, and the decimation of their families.

When he thought of how Germany had been the aggressor in three major wars against France since 1870, he had to wonder: how has the modern-day European Union survived as long as it has? France and Germany were the leaders of the EU, Germany even more so, and they were countries that had repeatedly and until rather recently been deadly enemies. It was hard to understand the change of allegiances.

John shook off gloomy thoughts of war. He would take line 13 to line 1 to line 7. Fantastic system, the Paris Metro. The school was in the Tenth arrondissement, near Metro stop Poissonière. Who but the French would name a Metro stop “Fishmonger’s Wife”? Who but the French had a language that made “fishmonger’s wife” sound elegant?

Walking to the artists’ space on Rue de Paradis, he passed a man lying unconscious on the pavement along the base of a building. Dogs must have peed there many times over the centuries, John thought. That guy was going to wake up stiff and sore and smelly, if he hadn’t passed out that way. With all my assets, I’ll never get like that, he thought.

At 40 Rue de Paradis, he dialed in the five letters of the door code he’d been given and pushed the scarred, ancient wooden street door open. He walked down a long archway—high and wide enough that a horse-drawn carriage could drive over its cobbles—and into the central courtyard.

The building rose up on four sides around him—the Paris-requesite white stone building, six stories, which was why his black glass, fifty-nine-story office tower was such an eyesore. Here in the courtyard, the noise of city traffic was muffled. People’s windows were open, and he could smell onions sautéing in butter. The sound of subdued conversations in French—the French always kept their voices down, unlike raucous Americans—reached John as he mounted the steps on the far side of the courtyard.

Through the window to the right, he could see a drama class in progress. A woman in a sleeveless, formfitting red dress and red heels held a script in one hand and emoted with the other, making large gestures. She faced a nervous young man with a dark beard and glasses.

“Bon chance,” John muttered. He was here to make up his own lines, not work that hard memorizing someone else’s.

John continued up the steps, thinking to himself: open the door of the artistic space, nod hello to the glum young Parisian sitting at the reception desk—why were so many of them glum? Run lightly down the stairs, pass the dilapidated couch, and voilà, as the French would say. Here was his classroom.

Georges was teaching tonight. Good! He was the silliest of the bunch and awoke the most playfulness in John.

John knew it was improbable that a man with his connections, who operated at the level of society he was privy to, would be not just interested in watching improv, but in acting in it.

But it was true. The risk-taker in him, that dealt with millions of dollars in volatile investments, also liked to take risks in front of his improv class. It was a bit loony, but there it was.

Georges was directing a warm-up. The six class members listened.

“I want you to work your faces as well as your torsos, arms, and legs to sculpt yourself into a new character,” Georges said. “Line up against this wall and walk yourself into a new character by the time you reach the opposite wall. Got it? Go!”

With only a moment’s reflection and hesitation, John threw himself into the fun. He buckled his knees and twisted his torso to the right as far as he could. Keeping his torso there, he reached to the left with both arms, and began to walk to the opposite wall. 

“Work your faces!” Georges called.

John smiled, then twisted it into too wide a smile, with teeth clenched. He didn’t mind being silly, ridiculous, among these folks. He felt about four years old, but in a good way.

“Okay, that’s good, now change!” Georges called.

John noticed Babette, such a big smile, teeth encased in shiny braces and yet such a better smile than Cassandra’s frosty look. Babette’s black hair hung down to her shoulders in tiny braids. She was laughing, walking on tiptoe, swinging her arms wide from side to side with each footstep. The whole class was acting nuts.

Then Georges joined in. John laughed out loud as Georges scooted across the floor like a Hunchback of Notre Dame rugby player protecting the ball.

“Okay, good work,” Georges said. John sidled next to Babette. She smiled up at him. It felt like a privilege to be a human being around that smile.

“Now we get into some improv,” Georges called into the hubbub. The actors stood still, their faces flushed with exertion and fun, as he explained the exercise. John wanted very much to excel at this, to impress people with his improv as much as he did with his investment savvy.

“John, you and I start,” Georges said. “You go on stage with a walk, as a character of some sort, just as we did earlier, and you mime an activity—chop vegetables, talk on the phone, whatever. Then, when you’ve established your character and your activity, I’ll come on with a walk, in character, and join you in the activity, and we’ll see what happens. Ready? And go!”

The rest of the class seated themselves along the wall. John couldn’t wait to try it, but at the same time, he was nervous. 

John pondered his character for a second, then walked in front of the group pretty much as the man he was—he had to admit it—confidence was a good thing. He pretended to open a piano and to sit on its bench. He began playing Tchaikovsky’s Concerto in B Minor, as he had when he was a piano student in high school. In his mind, he heard it playing as the popularized version, “Tonight We Love.” 

He banged out the chords, letting his hands go dramatically high as a concert pianist might. He crossed hands—right hand playing bass notes—even though he knew perfectly well that Tchaikovsky’s score didn’t call for that. He was getting anxious for Georges to come on, with Babette’s and five other pairs of eyes watching him intently. 

Georges approached, dragging one leg. John laughed out loud at Georges’ character and wished that he would stop laughing on stage, it seemed so unprofessional.

“Sounds wonderful, Your Royal Highness,” Georges said, like a demented serf. John laughed again, it was so unexpected.

“It’s Tchaikovsky, he’s a great composer,” John said, still banging out chords.

“I’m jealous, Your Highness. You know, I’m so jealous, I want to kill him.”

“Oh, don’t do that. It wouldn’t be nice.”

“I have a knife.”

“Don’t do anything rash,” John said. Where was this going? He was scared and excited.

“Yes. I kill him, I feel better.”

“That’s sick. I’m taking you to the doctor,” and John led Georges to Babette. “The doctor will fix you.” Where were these lines coming from? He didn’t know and didn’t care. Everything was happening fast.

Babette mimed giving Georges a shot.

“That’s better. Let’s go have something to eat, your Highness,” Georges said.

John led him back to the piano, which was now a table.

“But I still want to kill Tchaikovsky!”

“Look,” John said, feeling and sounding demented himself, “here’s a loaf of bread on the table. Its name is Tchaikovsky. Stab it!” 

Georges mimed stabbing the poor baguette.

“Stab it more!”

Georges’s serf did as instructed.

“Good, good!” John said. “You’ve killed Tchaikovsky!” He allowed a pause in the action. Then, in a normal voice, he said, “Now give me the knife.”

Georges paused, considered, then called, “End of scene! Great!”

At the end of class, John felt once again that, yes, he was a Renaissance man, capable of doing well at whatever he put his hand to. And a little loony, which he deemed good. Before leaving, he turned up at Babette’s elbow again and relished that smile one more time. 
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Chapter 4
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On Saturday, Anjali climbed with Aasha up a steep Montmartre hill. Basilique de Sacré Cœur loomed at the top. Anjali was feeling a bit ragged. All the men that they had stood near on the Metro, all the guys they passed in the street, all were staring at Aasha, who was shaking out her long black hair and striding as though she knew she looked great. Her hard heels rapped assurance on the cobbled street. The sound rang between the stone buildings, so close to each other in the narrow rue.

With each rap, Anjali felt worse. She had a big nose with a strange bump on it when viewing her in profile. Her face looked better with short hair around it, so Anjali had had it chopped off in feathered layers. She felt envious of Aasha’s looks—and the confidence she enjoyed because of them. Anjali fought to let go of it.  If she loved Aasha, she would be happy for her. She decided to at least be willing to be happy for her. 

Just then a tall young Frenchman, with a balding head and exquisitely trimmed dark beard and mustache, approached them as he descended the hill.

“You look like an angel,” he said to Aasha in passing, admiring her. 

Anjali would never have anybody say that about her. She thought, I’m willing to try to be willing to be happy for Aasha. Her shoulders drooped. As usual, she was fading next to this luminous flower of the East, as a colonizing, patronizing Brit in the days of the Raj might have said.

The two young women ascended the last incline.

“Almost there,” Aasha gasped.

And finally they reached the place at the top of the hill, with the steps to the basilique leading even further upward. They paused to look over the city.

“What’s that ugly black skyscraper in the middle of the city’s low, white buildings?” Aasha asked.

“That’s the Montparnasse Tower, silly, where I work!” Anjali poked her in the ribs. 

“It’s an eyesore,” Aasha said. 

Anjali was silent, feeling like one herself. A group of young men near them were looking right past Anjali at Aasha.

“I love the view from this spot. You can see that Paris is a small city,” Aasha said. “You can cross it by Metro in less than an hour, even though it makes eighteen stops within city limits. Nothing like Mumbai.”

“It’s a pearl of a city,” Anjali said.

Aasha’s and Anjali’s parents were friends. Aasha had forged the way to Paris as a young single Indian woman, and Anjali was grateful because she didn’t think her parents would have agreed if Aasha’s hadn’t. Aasha had preceded Anjali to Paris by one week. It was enough to put Aasha forever in the role of expert.

They lingered over the view, and then agreed without speaking that it was time to tour the basilique. They climbed the steps and went in the door on the left.

Signs posted around called for silence and no photography. They took a circuit around the edge of the basilique, stopping to look at each chapel. Then they took seats in the front half of the church. 

The mosaic of Jesus above the altar captured Anjali’s eyes. He was portrayed by the artist as the most important figure, with much smaller figures facing him. The folds of his robe, the fingers of his hands, the expression on his face, were portrayed by tiny pieces of colored tile. Anjali thought, the artist wrought a miracle, using hard bits to give Jesus a kingly yet compassionate face.  

She pondered the mosaic and felt her spirits lift as she identified with the huge effort that had gone into making it. The artist had painstakingly chosen one piece after another until millions of pieces made a picture, telling a story that moved human hearts. As a writer, she did the same thing, choosing word after word, nearly one hundred thousand words for a novel, considerably less for a screenplay, but with the same goal—touching hearts. 

The girls stood and walked to the exit. Outside, in the sun, with the city spread at their feet, they stood and gazed.

“I love this city,” Anjali said.

“You’ll never be the same for coming here,” Aasha said. “You should be proud of yourself.”

“We both should be.” 

“I can only stay three months,” Aasha said. “Not that I want to stay longer. Lucky for you, you were born in Pondicherry. You could stay forever if you wanted to.” Pondicherry was a former French colony, and its citizens automatically had French passports.

“Being born of parents from traditional, restrictive old Pondicherry ought to have some upside to it,” Anjali said.

“Thank God they moved to Mumbai, don’t you think? So much more progressive.”

Not that Aasha was all that progressive, Anjali thought.

“But growing up in Mumbai, we were caught between two worlds,” Anjali said. “Our parents let us ‘hang out’ with friends, but only until the sacred curfew. Remember lying that we had to go meet our study group, so we could leave and go home without looking uncool?”

“Yeah.”

Aasha doesn’t seem to feel the constraints the way I do, Anjali thought.

Just then a couple went by chatting in French, the girl wearing a short flippy skirt and deeply scooped blouse. There must have been a push-up bra under the blouse.

”Look at how Parisian women dress: everything so short, so much cleavage. It’s so different from India,” Anjali said.

“Don’t you think they ought not to reveal so much, to keep a little mystique?”

“But it’s so free!” Anjali had been eyeing a blouse in a boutique window that would reveal a little cleavage. If she bought it, her parents, if they visited, must never see it amongst her things, must never see it by accident on social media. What if Aasha posted a photo of her in it? No, she wouldn’t buy it.

They began to stroll back down the hill to Les Abbesses Metro station. 

“So tell me,” Aasha, said, “what’s your first impression of the French?”

“They seem reserved. And they wear so much black.” It had been a shock after riotously colorful India. “How about you?”

“I think these are crazy people,” Aasha said. “They are only thinking about themselves, all into themselves, thinking of nobody else. I don’t know how they ever had an empire.”

“Aasha!”

“I’m glad to have three months here, but I’ll be glad to get back and get married.” Aasha was engaged, and the wedding was scheduled. “And what about you?” she teased.

“I want the full year in Paris that my parents and Ravi’s parents agreed to.”

“They must be proud of their future daughter-in-law spending a year in Paris. It makes them look so progressive.”

“Yes, but they’re also worried that I’ll get ideas and won’t end up a good wife and mother.”

“Whatever you do in Paris, don’t lose your ‘marriageability’!” Aasha teased.

“Don’t go out drinking!”

“Don’t go out with strange men, Anjali!”

“Stay out of clubs!”

Just then Anjali caught sight of a wonderful Montmartre staircase, lined with a black wrought-iron handrail punctuated by tall wrought-iron gas lamps, just like in the movies.

Pleased with her new home, Anjali spread her arms wide, relishing the ambience of Paris. 

“I love this place!” 
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Chapter 5
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Philippe stood up in his small office. He’d been praying. Actually, it was more like he lived in a permanent mindset of beseeching God for mercy. He stretched his back, and sighed. 

He’d love to go home and have dinner with his lovely French wife, Elodie. Philippe had met many Americans who stumbled over the pronunciation of her name when he introduced her. “It’s Melodie without the M,” he would say. Their look of relief at understanding both the pronunciation and spelling of her name always tickled him.

Elodie would cook up something French and delicious, and at the end of the meal serve a basket of baguette slices with an assortment of beautiful cheeses arrayed on her mother’s French country platter with roses on the border. They would converse in French and English, switching languages to whichever one had just the right word, le mot juste. They had developed their own private language, a Franglais all their own.

But it was writers’ group tonight. He was writing short stories and needed help, he knew it. The story he had written this week in his spare time didn’t meet his expectations. He’d hoped for something epic-feeling like Victor Hugo; what he’d gotten was pure Philippe. 

The door buzzer rang. He flicked the switch to the intercom.

“Daddy, it’s me,” came Meredith’s voice.

“Just a sec, honey, I’ll be down.” Philippe and Elodie had spoken both French and English to their children, ensuring they became bi-lingual. Philippe and Meredith, his youngest daughter, tended to speak to each other in English, for some reason.

Philippe stretched, reaching for the ceiling, and then made sure that four copies of the short story were in his crumbling leather briefcase. He locked his office door and ran down the ancient wooden staircase. His shoulder bumped the wall as he descended the steps, each perched at a slightly different angle in this 500-year-old building.

Out on Rue Lanneau, he blinked in the light, still intense in Paris at six on a summer’s night. Meredith stood just across the narrow rue. 

“Hi, how’s my darling girl?”

His voice echoed against the ancient stone buildings pressing toward them. 

“Okay, I guess.” Meredith was dressed in jeans torn strategically across the fullest part of her thighs, and a T-shirt with a deep V-neck. She had a summer cold, with pink nose and upper lip. She wasn’t eating right, Philippe thought. 

“What did you have for dinner last night?”

“Don’t start!” 

Yes, it had been a ploy to find out where she’d been. He knew the answer to his next question, and his gut tensed.

“What can I help you with?”

“Well, I need a little money.”

Now his gut clenched. The support group had said not to enable.

“You’re twenty-two, you need to get a job.”

“Bye, Dad.” She turned away.  

He watched her march off, his gut getting tighter with her every footstep towards a bar. When she turned the corner onto Rue Valette, his powerlessness over her alcoholism and its cascading effects overwhelmed him. He sagged against the carved wooden door. Don’t seek a confrontation, and don’t avoid it when it’s necessary, they had said. 

He found an ounce of strength to make sure the street door had shut and locked behind him. Next to the door, in an art gallery’s window, the woman who ran the gallery had put three easels, each of them displaying a painting of a nude woman, legs splayed. It’s difficult not to look, he thought. I can’t look in patisseries or in wine store windows either, with this stupid sugar addiction. Where can I look?

He headed toward the Seine. He crossed it on Pont au Double, exchanging narrow, dark Rue Lanneau for the expansive view along the river. The pointy towers of Le Conciergerie caught his eye. It was the first royal palace built in Paris, converted into a prison during the French Revolution. These days it sported a mock-up of the rooms in which Marie Antoinette had awaited the guillotine. At least she had a view. In the space and light and air on the bridge, his mood lifted. 

He thought it strange that Meredith had asked him for money. She knew he never carried more than five euros and no credit cards. Early in his marriage to Elodie, he had gone out to buy a parsley plant for their tiny herb garden. He’d come back with three cypress trees. They were planted at the foot of the garden at their house. Another time he went out for a baguette and came home with a scooter. Elodie handled the money after that. 

Philippe leaned his elbows on the parapet of the upriver side and stared into the Seine, coiling and recoiling around the pillars of the bridge. I have my health, he thought, and I’m thankful, but there is a glaring need: Meredith needs to stop drinking. And another one: we sure could use more money. I need to write a book of great short stories, and then a novel, unique, sweet, and petite, that hits the bestseller list and never leaves. 

And that has a message, the message of...no, forget messages, just a story. Or must it have a message to make it meaningful, worthwhile? Doesn’t every novel have a message, even if the message is, “Messages are meaningless?” That sort of story seemed to be the fashion, what the editors in New York City chose. Why would an author bother with the struggle to write if he felt that life was meaningless? 

He straightened up and crossed the tiny island on which Notre Dame stood, Île de la Cité. He crossed the Seine again into Le Marais, his favorite neighborhood. 

A small woman passed in a low-cut navy dress, bust pushed up, flaunting a big, stiff red bow at the waist. She had on navy blue high heels with white polka-dotted bows on each toe. With all these bows, she was dressed like a gift for a man to unwrap, he thought. And those are sexy shoes.

Not long later, he passed a man in a black T-shirt with big white letters:

Great

Shoes

Let’s

Fuck

It’s so raw, but it’s so funny, Philippe thought. I understand completely. 
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Chapter 6
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The Tour Saint-Jacques loomed above Philippe at this point. The tower had four impossibly long gargoyles at the top, leaping out from each corner, defying gravity as if the laws of nature didn’t apply in Paris. Which they very well might not. He turned to walk toward Le Café Livre. 

At this point in his life, he was more at home in Paris than America. He was descended from Huguenots, Protestants who fled persecution in Catholic France. His family had settled in New Jersey and passed down the French spelling and pronunciation of his first name—accent on the last syllable—to the amusement of his vicious childhood enemies. After twenty years in Paris, Philippe thought and dreamed in French more often than he did in English.

He noticed outside the café that, when a motorcycle went by, it was so loud it would drown out what people in the café were saying. In spite of it, he wanted the writers’ circle to meet outside. He had been in his office all day and wanted the fresh air, or air as fresh as it ever was in Paris. The city was located in a geographic bowl. The air didn’t get blown away and refreshed. Sometimes the Tour Eiffel was grayed out by pollution, much of it from all the diesel cars the French drove, and the mayor would declare that the Metro was free so people would walk less and breathe less.

The café’s woven wicker chairs stood in neat rows, inviting customers to sit and disarrange them. The black asphalt beneath the chairs was dimpled with circles where the chairs’ feet, under the weight of diners, had pressed into the softer pavement on a hot day.

He opened the door, from which hung a sign, “climatisée,” but he knew the air conditioning would be inadequate, as it was everywhere in Paris. He went in to talk to the bartender and could feel, in the warm, humid air, that he was correct about the French acceptance of dreadful air conditioning.

Inside, thousands of books stood neatly on hundreds of white shelves, on every wall of the café. Their creative presence sparked Philippe’s interest. Maybe there was a take-one, leave-one policy here.

“I called earlier, for a table for four,” he said in French to the man behind the bar, who had white hair and mustache and was a little slow on his feet. 

“Outside or inside, monsieur,” the bartender asked. He exuded bonhomie and welcome, and Philippe knew that at least this one human was in the right job. So many people came to him and complained about their work.

“I think on the street.”

“As you wish,” and the bartender gestured graciously toward the door.

Philippe chose a table for four under the awning, against the wall of the café. The plastic barriers that came down when it rained or got cold had been rolled up tight, so the air moved out here. Of course, that meant smokers would sit out here, too. Philippe, a reformed smoker, regretted that the best spots in Paris cafés—outdoors—were smokers’ territory.

A waiter appeared in the doorway. 

“Bonsoir, monsieur,” he said.

“Bonsoir. I’ll just put two tables together, if you don’t mind.” The waiter stepped in to help him.

“Combien?” the waiter asked.

“Quatre. Just four. We’ll order dinner.”

“Oui, monsieur.” The waiter hurried to whisk the used wine glasses off a nearby table, just vacated by a couple holding hands.

The long evening, full of light, that blessed Paris in summer because of its location so far north in the world, not that far from the Arctic Circle, was just getting started. More people arrived and took seats and tables. Philippe looked at his watch, then twitched his shoulders, trying to relax. He read the first page of his story, got out his pen, and made a change on all four copies.

“Hi, are you Philippe? I’m Carol,” said a woman with a British accent. She was wearing a sleek, expensive dress. 

“Bonsoir, Carol.” He gave her the bisous, a kiss on both cheeks. It was the traditional French greeting between both men and women. Sometimes he didn’t want to greet strange men that way, but then again, it certainly did break the ice. “We’ll have another new member coming tonight.”

“That’s nice.” Carol took a sheaf of papers out of her leather Louis Vitton handbag, almost the size of an artist’s portfolio, and sat down opposite Philippe.

John strode under the awning, with a rolled up wad of his first draft in his hand. He looked around, saw Philippe’s and Carol’s papers on the table, and edged his way around people and chairs.

“Hello, is this the writers’ group? I’m John Germaine.”

His accent gave away his American origins.

Philippe nodded.

“I’m Philippe. This is Carol.” John leaned down to Carol to give her the bisous on both cheeks. Neither of them was French, but this was just the way it was done in France. He folded his tall frame into a black and white woven-wicker seat. 

Anjali stepped under the awning, saw them, and came over. As she edged around tables, knocking a chair accidentally with her knee, she was thinking how, in Mumbai, diners went to restaurants like cloisters—behind walls—with air conditioning and sealed windows, to escape the dust, the heat, the poor, and the noise and smells of the street. Here in Paris, everybody spilled out onto the sidewalk, so open. 

She saw that John had indeed availed himself of her critique group. Too bad, she thought. I have to watch myself.

“Hello, sir,” she said.

“Just call me John.”

“Okay.”

To Philippe, she said, “Hello, I’m Anjali. Just arrived from Mumbai.”

“Welcome, please, sit down,” Philippe said. “Let’s get the waiter and order our food.”

The group studied their menus, with occasional furtive glances at the others.

Philippe clutched his menu and thought, they seem like nice enough folks. But let’s see how this unfolds. I wonder if anyone gets mean in their critique, which happens so often. I formed this group. I’d hate to see it get nasty. I’m responsible, in a way, if anyone rips into other members, especially if they do it perceptively and demolish the person.

I want people to feel safe, he mused, running his hand up and down the edge of the menu, to feel safe to share the truth of their experience, so they can become better artists—better truthtellers. That’s what’s at stake here: nothing less than the truth. The honest expression of the ugliness and beauty of the human experience.

He heard cutlery clank on china—probably a noisy American dropping his fork on his plate. The French did everything quietly. 

He noticed that, like him, Anjali ordered the cheapest item, with tap water to drink. John ordered a steak with pommes frites and Carol ordered a salad with grilled chicken. They both asked for wine as soon as possible. The waiter left with their order.

There was a pause as people glanced at each other. Anjali was thinking, I came here for critique, but I’m terrified, too, of being slammed with criticism. I want encouragement to be a better writer, not to be guillotined.

John was thinking, I wonder how this writers’ critique thing works? Interesting to do something new. I hope they like me. Maybe I’ll get a new client.

Carol was thinking, that John is a hunk. A ring, unfortunately. You know what, I wish I were home with Louise. This group better be worth my time.

Philippe was thinking, well, here goes.

“All right,” he said, “let’s go around the table, do a proper introduction of ourselves, and say what we’re writing and what we hope to get from this group.

“I’ll start. I’m Philippe, and I love short stories. I read both the classics and the recently published ones, in English and in French. I’m writing short stories, but I can tell they lack a certain...je ne sais quoi. Maybe you’ll know. I’ve gotten rejections from literary magazines, and I want that to stop. I hope this group will help me see what I’m doing wrong, help me figure out what to do about it. That’s all! Not much to expect!” He laughed.

When John heard him say that, he thought that he himself would be published forthwith, unlike this guy in a cheap, ill-fitting suit.

When Carol heard him say he’d gotten rejections from magazines, she thought his honesty was commendable, especially among strangers, and among writers, who were a competitive lot. She wondered if he’d be of any use to her, however.

Anjali thought Philippe had a nice laugh. 

“Okay, you’re next,” Philippe said to Carol.

“Hi, I’m Carol, and I work for Trapèze, a film company in the north of Paris. I’m writing a screenplay—of course. I’d like people to give me feedback on my characters and their story arcs.”

What she didn’t say was that she wanted their ideas, not just their feedback on her ideas.

Anjali played with the knife by her plate and thought, maybe Carol can help me break into the movie business! I might be in the right place! 

The intros continued.

“Hi, I’m John Germaine, I own an investment company, and I’d like to try my hand at a novel.” Now it was time to follow up on an opportunity he had spotted. “Carol, when you sell that screenplay, let me invest the windfall for you. You’ll be in good hands.”

Anjali put a hand up to screen her face from John and rolled her eyes. Carol saw her, and her mouth twitched up a bit.

“I guess I’m next. I’m Anjali, I work for John. I just moved to Paris from Mumbai, and I’m wondering why Parisians look so glum.” Everyone laughed.

“It’s better now, when there’s sunlight. In winter, when they’re all Vitamin D-3 deprived and don’t know it, then watch out,” Philippe said. 

He continued as master of ceremonies. “What are you writing, Anjali?” 

“A screenplay. The Big Sleep, but set in Paris instead of LA.”

“Paris has its dark side,” Philippe said, “like any city—like any village out in the countryside, for that matter. Well, I’d just like to say welcome to everyone, and I hope you’ll bring your work regularly. So, to start—Oh, here’s our food.”

Each person looked at their plate as it was set before them. Philippe and Anjali had crocque monsieur—ham and cheese on toasted bread with a tiny bit of fresh arugula on the side. Anjali, a Hindu, avoided beef but ate other kinds of meat. John was served his steak with French fries and a small salad. It didn’t occur to him that Anjali, being from India, might be offended by someone at her table eating beef. Carol had a bowl of crisp lettuce with grilled chicken and vinaigrette on top. 

“Mmm, good.” John was attacking his steak and chewing. “Cooked to perfection. Tender.”

“My chicken is good, not excellent, but then, I’m fussy,” Carol said.

“I like it.” Anjali wanted to eat with her fingers, but she cut her sandwich with fork and knife, as one must in Paris, she’d been told. “The cheese is delicious and toasted just right.”

“Good,” Philippe said, concentrating on his dinner. He wished he’d had the strength to just order tea. Still expensive, however, at five euros in Paris. Maybe after a few more meetings in a neutral public place, he’d invite these people to meet in his office.

“After the plates are cleared away, I’d like to do a short exercise with you, before we read the work you brought,” Philippe said.

“What’s the exercise?” Carol asked, tucking a leaf of lettuce, stabbed and neatly folded French style on her fourchette, into her mouth. She’d been here long enough to learn that trick.

“I’m going to read a line from a poem. We each write it down and then write our own poem, using it as our first line.”

“Oh, I love doing that!” Anjali said. “It’s amazing, the different directions people go in!”

First they finished their meals, listening to John talk about the stock market. He told them he had a mansion in Greenwich, Connecticut, a sailboat on the Long Island Sound, and another one in Cherbourg, France. He rattled the Rolex on his wrist.

Carol thought, crikey, I’ve met Mr. Inventory.

Philippe thought, just what we need for people to feel safe—a braggart.

“I’d like to have you come to my apartment for one of these meetings,” John said. “I’ll order in for everybody.”

Carol flinched—she was tired of take-away food, and of Jeffrey’s complaints about it. But it was nice of John to invite them all.

Anjali thought she’d love to see how her wealthy boss lived.

The waiter took their plates and brought tiny cups of coffee for John and Carol. Anjali and Philippe poured from the carafe d’eau, which was free. People brought their work out and placed it face down on the two tables.

“Do we have to write poetry?” John asked.

“Anything. Whatever you like,” Philippe said. “Okay, let’s start. The first sentence is from a poem I wrote, inspired by Rainer Maria Rilke’s Book of Hours. And a few other poets. We’ll see where it takes you. I’ll give you ten minutes. Here it is.” He paused, then spoke slowly.

“‘I walk toward you now. It is for life that my body aches.”

The table went silent as pens scratched. John used a Mont Blanc fountain pen, Philippe noticed, while he had to be content with a blue medium-point felt-tip. They each paused, wrote, paused, scratched out, and wrote. Carol was aware of silverware clinking against china around her, civilized-sounding. John heard a man start up a scooter that had been parked on the sidewalk. The man roared off, the air reverberating. 

After ten minutes, Philippe cleared his throat. 

“OK, one minute to finish up. Just one thing: We want to help people write better, not discourage them so that they give up. So after each person reads, we say at least one thing we like about it. Then we say what we think didn’t work. We keep it in ‘I’ statements: ‘I think that phrase didn’t fit here,’ as opposed to, ‘You’re an idiot to write that.’ 

“Keep in mind Abraham Lincoln’s words: ‘He has a right to criticize, who has a heart to help.’

“We always conclude our critiques with one more positive thing, something else that we think works. A critique isn’t well done unless it has a balance of positive and negative. If you can’t think of at least two positive things to say about the text, you’re not thinking hard enough. 

“I call it the praise sandwich: praise, then the gentle suggestions for improvement, and praise again. Some people call it the Oreo cookie.”
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