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		For my mother. Now I get it.
            



	

    
	
		Author’s Note


Some names and identifying details have been changed to protect people’s privacy. Once again, poor Gwendal didn’t get that lucky.


	

    
	
		
Chapter 1

Picnic in Provence



I don’t, as a rule, introduce myself to cows. But these were important cows, essential ones. If for some reason they weren’t available, our dream of locally made Provençal ice cream would be dead before it began.
         

“Hello, ladies,” I said gamely, noting the bones jutting out from their hindquarters. To an American, they seemed a bit svelte for good lavender ice cream. But this is France, so it shouldn’t surprise me that even the livestock look like they’re on a diet. The cows observed me with perfect detachment as my heels sank into the early-spring mud. One finally looked up and gave me her full attention. She chewed thoughtfully on a mouthful of hay, her large liquid eyes perfectly ringed with black, like Elizabeth Taylor in Cleopatra. Suddenly her head bobbed down toward my boots and immediately back up again, as if to say, Excusez-moi, madame, but it’s clear from the cleanliness of your shoes that you’re new around here. Very, very new. And, as a rule, we don’t produce milk for anyone born in Manhattan.
         

If you had told me on my wedding day that ten years later I’d be standing in a field in Provence making small talk with skinny cows, I would have nodded politely and with a twist of my graduated pearls, said that you must have mistaken me for someone else.

I would have been wrong.

  


WE DIDN’T COME to stay. We had no intentions beyond a few days of sun and a busty bottle of Côtes du Rhône.
         

Céreste, an hour east of Avignon, is not what you’d call the chic part of Provence. It’s a village of thirteen hundred tucked into a valley along the old Roman road; the locals are accustomed to tourists passing through on their way to more scenic hilltop towns—Saignon, Lourmarin—nearby. There is a single main street with a butcher, two boulangeries, and a café with plastic chairs and a thatched awning. From the moment you drive into town at the roundabout near the blinking neon cross of the pharmacy to the moment you drive out under a canopy of towering plane trees is about twenty-five seconds. If you duck to rummage in the glove compartment for an extra pair of sunglasses, you might miss it. But here we were, one exhausted French executive and his pregnant American wife, staying for ten days over the Easter holidays.
         

Gwendal and I rolled our bags, wheels noisy as a stagecoach, through the stone-paved courtyard of the B&B. La Belle Cour is a gracious house, full of books, sofas with deeply dented cushions, and the grave ticktocking of grandfather clocks. As we climbed the spiral stairs to our room (no one offered me a piggyback, though I might have accepted it), I ran my hand along the white plaster walls, chill to the touch. The plumped-up pillows on the bed were welcoming. I sat down, eased down, really, with my belly in the lead, on the quilted chenille spread.

I thought of another set of spiral stairs, three flights up to a cramped love nest in the heart of Paris. Ten years ago, I had lunch with a handsome Frenchman—and never quite went home. My French lover is now my French husband, and I’m an adopted Parisienne. I know which local bakery makes the best croissants, I can speak fluently to the man at the phone company (a bigger accomplishment than it sounds), and I can order a neatly flayed rabbit from the butcher without the slightest hesitation.
         

We had spent the past five years in nearly constant motion. Gwendal founded a successful consulting company and realized his dream of working in the cinema industry. I had made the precarious transition from part-time journalist to full-time author. My first book, as well as our first child, was on the way. We had a flat with a working fireplace and some semblance of a bathtub. In our mid-thirties, deeply in love (if completely exhausted), it was all coming together. When I was a child, I had projected myself ahead to this place; I’d waited my whole life to sit atop a well-tended mountain of accomplishments, admiring the view. But lately, there was another feeling creeping in. Call it lack of oxygen. Battle fatigue. Maybe it was just the baby pressing firmly against my bladder, but it felt more and more like the mountain was sitting on top of us.

When we came down dressed for dinner, there were already four glasses and a bottle of rosé on the wrought-iron table outside. Our English hostess, Angela, appeared with a plate of gressins, bread sticks long and thin as a flapper’s cigarette holder, and a small bowl of candied ginger. She was tall and elegant with finishing-school posture, her shoulders draped in layers of cotton and cashmere with a dangle of silver earrings. Something in the way she kept her quick smile in reserve told me that she was the funny one. Her husband, Rod, wore pastel stripes that matched his pink cheeks. He had the bright eyes of someone who enjoyed crying at weddings, and movies. We liked them instantly. “So what brings you to Céreste?” asked Rod, pouring a blush of wine into Gwendal’s glass. Though no one ever got arrested for having a glass of wine while pregnant—particularly in France—I contented myself, begrudgingly, with sparkling water.
         

Gwendal paused, trying to come up with an answer that wouldn’t sound too much like we were on a pilgrimage. My husband is a great admirer of the French poet and World War II Résistance leader René Char. We knew Char had lived in Céreste during the war. Because I was entering my third trimester and wary of flying, we’d decided to explore the Luberon, the landscapes and events described in Char’s most famous poems. If that sounds like an odd premise for a holiday, well, I suppose it is. Then again, some people bird-watch.

As soon as we mentioned Char, Angela put down her glass, disappeared inside the house, and returned with a small white paperback. “Have you read the latest book?”

As it turns out, history was living just up the road. During the war, Char had a passionate affair with Marcelle Pons Sidoine, a young woman from the village. They lived together and ran the local Résistance network from her family’s home. Marcelle had a daughter, Mireille, who was eight years old in 1940. “She just published a book about her childhood with René Char,” said Angela. “They’re only a few houses up. On the left. Would you care to meet her?”

Gwendal’s eyes got excited, then bashful. I could see his French brain ticking away: But what will I say to a perfect stranger? It takes more than ten years in bed with an American to cure a European of his natural reserve. In the end, curiosity trumped culture—there was no question of refusing.
         

A phone call was made, polite greetings exchanged. Mireille would be happy to see us in a few days’ time.

  


OUR APPOINTMENT FIXED, we settled in to explore the region. The next morning, while I read my book in the flower-filled courtyard, Gwendal went hiking. He needed to walk off the last few months at work. Two years earlier, he had merged his little company with a larger entity and worked his ass off (he belongs to the rare genus of French workaholics). Now he found himself at the point where he no longer had strategic control. He was like one of those mimes pushing at the ceiling of an invisible box; he had a great salary, a fancy title, but was trapped nonetheless. Angela and Rod sent him up the trail behind the local cemetery to the neighboring village of Montjustin. On a clear day you can see the snow-white summits of the Alps. Gwendal returned at noon, his dark hair slick with sweat, his boots muddy. As much as I like him in a suit and tie, I had to admit he looked five years younger in his shorts.
         

Even if I hadn’t been six months pregnant, it’s debatable how much hiking I might have done. Gwendal, raised on the wild Brittany coast, has always had a closer relationship to nature than I have. He likes panoramic views, the breeze coming up off the cliffs ruffling his hair and filling his lungs like white spirit. Me, I’m an asphalt princess, born and raised. I like the breeze coming up off the subway grates, ruffling my skirt and tickling my thighs, like Marilyn Monroe. The view I like best is of a well-laid dinner table.

To that end, we had some shopping to do. The B&B didn’t serve meals, and since most afternoons were already a balmy seventy-five degrees, Gwendal and I decided to picnic. Ten miles to the west, down a road that hugs the curves of the Luberon hills, the market in Apt is an institution in this part of Provence. Every Saturday from eight in the morning to twelve thirty in the afternoon, it takes over the entire town, from the parking lot on the outskirts of the old city, through the narrow arches with their pointed clock towers, down the cobblestoned streets, into each alley, onto every placette—a jumble of cheese, vegetables, sausage, and local lavender honey.
         

Over the years, French markets have become my natural habitat. It’s fair to say that almost everything I’ve learned about my adopted country I’ve learned autour de la table—around the table. The rituals of shopping for, preparing, and sharing meals have become such an integral part of my life in France, it’s difficult to remember those days in New York when lunch was the fifteen minutes it took me to walk to the Chinese salad bar and back to my desk.
         

We had made our way no farther than the first archway when I was stopped in my tracks by the scent of strawberries. Not the sight; simply the smell. Over the heads of several passersby, I spotted a folding table and a dark-haired mother-daughter team arranging rows of small wooden baskets. The berries were heart-shaped with neat crowns of green leaves. They were smaller and lighter in color than the bloodred monsters that normally came our way from Spain.

We had been warned that Easter was the beginning of the tourist season, and sure enough, the prices were strangely Parisian, higher even. But a girl’s got to eat. More specifically, she’s got to eat the season’s first strawberries from Carpentras, a purely local privilege. I bought one basket for us and one for Angela, and I asked the dark-haired woman to put them aside for later. I had a feeling we were going to end up with a lot to carry.

We passed a man selling quail’s eggs, tiny and spotted, the real ones barely distinguishable from their Easter candy equivalents in the window of the chocolatier. Neat bundles of the first asparagus were laid gently on pallets of straw. Resistance was futile. I felt certain that if I asked nicely, Angela would lend me a pot and a spot at her stove to blanch them.
         

Our steps slowed behind the growing morning crowd. There was a bottleneck up ahead at the boulangerie. A wrought-iron cart, a more elegant version of the pretzel vendors’ on the streets of New York, was posted outside. In addition to croissants and pains au chocolat, it was loaded with flattish ovals of yeasted bread. Some were covered with grated Gruyère cheese and bacon, some with a tangle of caramelized onions and anchovies. The script on the chalkboard sign said Fougasse, which I took to be a type of local focaccia. I leaned toward one topped with toasted walnuts, pungent with the smell of recently melted Roquefort cheese. This would be the perfect bread for our picnic, easy to tear and just greasy enough to give me an excuse to lick my fingers.
         

The crowd on the main pedestrian street was beginning to resemble Times Square’s on New Year’s Eve, all shuffling steps and jutting elbows. The weight of numerous plastic bags cut into my wrist, and I began to see the virtue in the brightly colored straw baskets on sale next to the Swiss chard. We ducked into a side street, passed stalls heaped with bolts of brightly colored cloth and bowls of glistening green olives, and entered a small square. I surveyed the morning’s haul. All we were missing was that essential French food group: charcuterie. I approached an unmarked white van, the kind your mother warned you never to get into. The side of the van opened to reveal a pristine stainless-steel counter and a display case. It was packed with thick-cut pork chops, fresh sausages flecked with herbs, even boudin noir maison, homemade blood sausage (not very practical for a picnic, but I couldn’t help plotting how I might get several lengths back to Paris in my suitcase). I settled on a saucisse sèche au thym—a horseshoe of dried sausage flavored with fresh thyme and black peppercorns. I was pretty sure Gwendal had remembered his father’s pocketknife.
         

Shopping for food in France never fails to make me hungry. Armed with a few days’ worth of supplies, we were more than ready for lunch.

  


THE FOLLOWING TUESDAY, we arrived promptly at three for coffee with Mireille, the daughter of Char’s wartime love. She greeted us at the door, a dark-haired woman in her seventies wearing a wool skirt, sensible shoes, and a pink cotton blouse with a matching scarf. We walked under the stone vaults of the meticulously renovated seventeenth-century coaching inn she shared with her husband and her mother, Marcelle, now ninety-four. We were on the ground floor, the former kitchen of the inn. The stone hearth of the fireplace was almost large enough for me to step into. It was easy to imagine a hulking great cauldron of daube or soupe d’épeautre hung low over the embers, ready to greet the travelers who stopped to water their horses and left at first light.
         

A table was set by the only window. On the starched white cloth were a wooden pencil case and a pair of leather-covered headphones attached to a tangle of aging wire. They looked like props for an old-fashioned magic show. I wasn’t sure what to expect. Up until that moment, René Char was little more to me than a name on our bookshelf.

When you marry a foreigner—when you are the foreigner—cultural references are one of the widest gaps to leap. Gwendal and I worshipped at different altars. When we met, he had never seen The Breakfast Club; I’d never seen Les 400 Coups. My first slow dance was to Wham!; his was to some Italian pop star I’d never heard of. My adolescent angst (such as it was) was fueled by John Donne; Gwendal preferred Rimbaud. I won’t bother to tell you what happened the first time I tried to get him to eat a Twinkie. I consider myself a reasonably well-read English major, but except for the snippets Gwendal read aloud when he was particularly impressed, René Char’s poetry and history were new to me.
         

I knew Char had been a friend to Braque, Picasso, André Breton, at the crossroads of the intellectual life of Paris between the wars. During the Second World War, he was a leader in the French Résistance, receiving weapons drops from London and hiding arms, refugees, and young Frenchmen who refused the service du travail obligatoire, mandatory work service in Germany. In 1944, he went to Alger to help de Gaulle prepare for the liberation of the South of France. But as we sat down at the table, I quickly sensed that the public man was not the one Mireille wanted to share with us. “Char was like a father to me,” she said, showing us a letter written in his hand. His writing was even, slanted, with a slight flourish—an uptick at the bottom of each capital L. She opened his cracked wooden pencil box and touched the darkened metal nib of a quill. Although the events we were speaking of were only seventy years in the past, she handled these possessions like ancient relics.
         

In true Provençal style, we lingered through the afternoon: one coffee, then a second, one cognac, then another. Mireille told us stories of false papers, village collaborators, and Char helping her with her homework by the wood-burning stove. Her expression wandered between the softness of nostalgia and the grim pragmatism of the local paysans. “He made me memorize ‘Maréchal, Nous Voilà,’ the Vichy anthem, and told me to sing extra-loud in school so no one would suspect what we were doing,” she said.
         

“Do you have any other questions?” asked Mireille as we stretched over our empty espresso cups. Gwendal cleared his throat. “I read that even though Char refused to publish under the German occupation, he wrote all through the war. It is said that he buried his manuscripts in the cellar of the house where he lived and came back for them when the war was over.” In fact, after the liberation, Char dug up the notebooks and sent them to Gallimard, the famous Paris publisher, where they were noticed by the future Nobel laureate Albert Camus. Published in 1946 as Feuillets d’Hypnos, these poems remain Char’s masterpiece. “We’ve looked all over the village,” said Gwendal. “Where,” he asked, taking his roundabout French path to the point, “is this famous hole in the floor?”
         

“That’s easy to show you,” said Mireille. “We still own the house.”

The next morning, we found ourselves walking past the remains of the medieval château and into the heart of the vieux village. The houses in this part of the village were huddled close together, stacked one on top of another like building blocks; it was hard to know where one residence ended and another began. We took a sharp left at the place des Marronniers, with its fountain and giant chestnut trees, and walked a narrow flagstone street to La Maison Pons.
         

Mireille unlocked a wrought-iron gate and took us under a porch into an interior courtyard. There was a wooden carriage wheel the height of my shoulder balanced against the stone wall: “Mon grand-père.” Her paternal grandfather, she explained, had been a carrossier. We ducked through another doorway. Gwendal and I had to practically fold ourselves in half to avoid hitting our heads on the rough-hewn stones as we followed her down the steps into the wine cellar. Mireille cleared away some empty bottles and pointed to a low wooden shelf, about a foot from the earthen floor. “Le voilà. That’s where Char buried his manuscript,” she said. “Wrapped in an old parachute.”
         

Gwendal looked down. This is the man I love, I thought. A man who can be so visibly moved by a dent in the dirt.
         

“We used to store pigs down here,” continued Mireille, returning suddenly to more practical details. “In those days we ate everything. We sealed the cutlets in a layer of fat, and when you wanted one, you would dig it out.” As we turned to leave, she stamped her foot on the packed-earth floor. “My uncle—he was Char’s driver during the war—before he died, he said there might still be guns buried under here. We never looked.”

Inside, the house was a maze, a series of small whitewashed rooms. Nothing was on the same level; to get from one room to another you had to take two steps up or two steps down. There were dark wooden beams and an open fireplace in the dining room that still smelled faintly of smoke. Up half a flight of stairs was the room where Char had slept. I looked out the window where he had had his writing table. I could see only a sliver of the street; just enough of it, I imagined, for the poet to distinguish the calves of a pretty girl from the jackboots of a German soldier. There were three more bedrooms and two bathrooms upstairs. The master bedroom, a former attic with a sloping roof, was flooded with morning light. “This is where we used to hang the hams,” said Mireille. It was clear that everywhere she looked, she saw two worlds, past and present. She was born in this house; so was her mother. I ran my hand across a beam. There was a date carved into the wood: 1753.

Before we left, we went out to the garden, a large two-level stone terrace overlooking the surrounding fields. Shoots of new mint congregated at the foot of an heirloom rosebush. It was almost May Day, and the lilies of the valley were in bloom. Mireille picked one and pressed it into my hand. The tiny individual flowers shook like bells in the morning breeze. “C’est un porte bonheur; it’s a good-luck charm,” she said, “for the baby.”
         

I didn’t know what to say. Though it was only about four months away, motherhood remained abstract for me. Most women carry babies in their wombs, but for now this pregnancy was mostly in my head. Gwendal already felt like a father. I certainly didn’t feel like anyone’s mom. Not yet. I pressed the flower to my belly, wondering if the baby could smell the springtime through my skin.

Up the steps, I looked into the mouth of the outdoor brick oven, the opening covered with ash and cobwebs. I squinted into the morning sun; I could just make out two horses, heads nodding in the grass of a nearby ridge.

I’m not someone who knows a whole lot about contentment; my default settings tend more toward striving and mild panic. But the warmth of this place was intoxicating: the high walls of the garden cocooned between the neighboring houses, the small spirals of fern growing undisturbed between the stones. “I know it was a dangerous, terrible time,” I said to Mireille, “but you can feel that your family was happy here.”

“We were.” Mireille smiled, briefly. “But I am sad now. I gave this house to my daughter, thinking she would come back to the village with her family. Instead, she wants to sell it.”

“Ah.”

People who know me will tell you: I almost never let reality get in the way of a good story. For most of my life, that’s made me a dreamer, a dilettante, even—in my own head—a failure. But every once in a while, we catch up to our dreams and make them real. The best decisions of my life have been made this way—a feeling, followed by a giant leap into the unknown. I never regret these choices, though I often make myself crazy with worry along the way. I think most of us wish we had more appetite for risk, not less.

Gwendal and I didn’t even exchange a glance. I know my husband. We were both thinking exactly the same thing.

We walked back along the gravel-strewn path that hugged the outskirts of Céreste. The houses were nestled on one side, the river and the open fields on the other. Mireille huffed slightly as she mounted the small hill toward home. Suddenly she stopped as if she had forgotten something very important. “The bed-and-breakfast doesn’t serve meals,” she said, crumpling her eyebrows together with concern. “Where have you been eating?”

“We bought some things at the market in Apt on Saturday,” I said. “We’ve been making picnics.”

“C’est bien,” she said with a nod of approval. “Picnicking is good. That’s what we used to do.”
         

  


IT’S IMPOSSIBLE TO say exactly what it was that moved us. Some heady combination of the history, the baby—not to mention those first strawberries. It took only a moment for the absurd to become the obvious. This is where we would live the next chapter of our lives. This is where we would become a family. Gwendal and I spent a sleepless night in front of an Excel spreadsheet and the next morning went back to ask if we could buy the house.
         

*  *  *


 

Recipes for a Picnic in Provence


First Asparagus with Tahini Yogurt Dressing

Asperges, Sauce Yaourt au Tahini

Angela did indeed lend me a saucepan to blanch my asparagus, and this was the result. The sauce, much lighter than a traditional hollandaise, has become my go-to dressing for steamed vegetables, poached salmon, even impromptu chicken salad.


	1 pound thin asparagus

    
               	2 tablespoons dark (unhulled) tahini

    
               	3 tablespoons plus 2 teaspoons fresh lemon juice

    
               	1¼ cups plain Greek yogurt (whole-milk is best)

    
               	Small pinch of fine sea salt

    
               	Grinding of fresh black pepper


            

Wash your asparagus and cut off the tough ends of the stalk, then steam them over a large pot of boiling water for 3 to 5 minutes, depending on thickness. It is a sin to overcook asparagus (they get limp and smelly), so watch them carefully and take them out when they are still bright green and firm.

To make the dressing: In a medium glass bowl (or other nonreactive container) combine tahini and lemon juice until smooth. Add yogurt and a pinch of salt; stir to combine. Grind in pepper.

Serve the asparagus warm or at room temperature; pass the sauce on the side.

Serves 4 as an appetizer or side dish

Chickpea Salad with Sweet Peppers and Herbs

Salade de Pois Chiche aux Herbes Fraîches

Chickpeas grow abundantly in Provence, and they’re used in everything from poischichade, the local hummus, to socca, traditional chickpea flour crepes made in Aix. Warm and colorful, this salad travels well. It’s a wonderful accompaniment to grilled chicken or lamb chops.
            


	1 red pepper, thinly sliced

    
               	1 yellow pepper, thinly sliced

    
               	1 yellow onion, thinly sliced

    
               	1 red onion, thinly sliced

    
               	Pinch of cinnamon

    
               	1 teaspoon ground Spanish ñora peppers or good-quality smoked paprika

    
               	½ teaspoon cumin seeds

    
               	½ teaspoon harissa (North African hot pepper paste) or a pinch or two of

             hot pepper flakes, to taste
               

    
               	½ cup olive oil

    
               	3 cups chickpeas (2 14-ounce cans), drained

    
               	Black pepper

    
               	A good pinch of coarse sea salt

    
               	1 cup (packed) flat-leaf parsley, with stems, finely chopped

    
               	1 tablespoon (packed) fresh mint, finely chopped

    
               	Lemon slices, to garnish


            

Preheat the oven to 350°F.

In a large casserole dish, combine peppers, onions, and spices (not the parsley and mint—you’ll add those at the end). If you want the salad to be a little spicy, you can double the harissa or hot pepper flakes—the amount I’ve suggested adds flavor, not heat. Pour in the olive oil, toss to combine. Roast in the oven for 1 hour, stirring twice along the way.

Meanwhile, rinse your chickpeas in hot water. Take a bit of extra time to rub off and discard the waxy skins.

Remove peppers and onions from the oven—there will be a slick of lovely spiced olive oil at the bottom of the dish—and stir in the chickpeas. Add a good grinding of black pepper and a pinch of salt to taste. Let sit 5 or 10 minutes, then stir in the parsley and mint. Serve warm or at room temperature, with a slice of lemon to squeeze on top. This can easily be made a day ahead—it gives the flavors time to mingle.

Serves 6

Caramelized Onion and Anchovy Flatbread

Pissaladière




This is a classic at Provençal buffets and apéritifs. It may be the perfect food: sweet, salty, doughy, and portable—who could ask for anything more?
            

     The French use fresh yeast sold in cubes at the boulangerie to make the crust. For a simple dough using active dry yeast, I turned to Artisan Bread in Five Minutes a Day by Jeff Hertzberg and Zoë François (Thomas Dunne Books, 2007). This is a supereasy no-knead olive-oil dough—and though you do have to let it rise for two hours, your active cooking time is almost nonexistent.
            



For the dough


	6½ cups unbleached all-purpose flour

    
               	1½ tablespoons granulated yeast (I use Red Star)

    
               	1½ tablespoons kosher salt or coarse sea salt

    
               	1 tablespoon sugar

    
               	¼ cup extra-virgin olive oil

    
               	2¾ cups lukewarm water


            


For the topping



	¼ cup olive oil, plus one tablespoon for the cookie sheet

    
               	2¾ pounds sweet yellow onions, halved and sliced

    
               	1 teaspoon herbes de Provence

    
               	1½ teaspoons sugar

    
               	1 clove garlic, minced

    
               	Pinch of coarse sea salt

    
               	20–30 anchovies

    
               	20–25 cured black olives


            

To make the dough: In a medium mixing bowl, measure out the flour. In your largest mixing bowl (5 quarts), whisk together the yeast, salt, sugar, oil, and water, then dump in the flour all at once and combine with a wooden spoon. You might want to finish with your hands; if so, coat your hands liberally with olive oil so the dough doesn’t stick. There’s no kneading in this recipe; just make sure flour is thoroughly combined. Cover the bowl lightly with a clean cloth and let rise for 2 hours. You can use the dough immediately after that, but it is easier to handle if you leave it in the fridge for a while (it keeps, covered, for several days).

Meanwhile, prepare the onions: Preheat the oven to 350°F. In a medium Dutch oven or stockpot with an ovenproof cover, heat ¼ cup olive oil until it sizzles, then stir in the onions, herbes de Provence, sugar, garlic, and a pinch of sea salt. Sauté over medium heat for 10 minutes on the stovetop, stirring occasionally, until the onions begin to become translucent. Place the onions in the oven, covered, for 1 hour. The goal is to evaporate the water without browning the onions—that will happen when you put them on the pizza. Both the dough and the onion mixture can be made a day or two in advance.

Preheat the oven to 500°F (bake, not broil). You need only half your dough to make the pissaladière, so tear off half the dough, form a ball, and store in the fridge for a weekday pizza. (Not to get off the subject, but my family likes cured ham, fig, and Gorgonzola…)
            

Line your largest cookie sheet with parchment paper (I use my oven tray, which is 14 by 18 inches). Spread 1 tablespoon olive oil over the entire parchment paper, including up the sides. Remember, this is no-knead dough, so all you have to do is shape the remaining dough into a ball by stretching the surface of the dough around to the bottom on all sides. On the oiled cookie sheet, stretch the dough into a large round (about the size of a Frisbee) and then flip it over to make sure both sides are coated with oil. Using your fingers, press the dough into a rectangle the full size of the cookie sheet. Using the back of a fork (or your fingertips), make lots of deep indentations (not quite holes) in the dough.

Using a slotted spoon to minimize the liquid, scatter the onion mixture evenly over the dough, right up to the edges (you should be able to see a bit of naked dough peeking out from underneath the onions). Make a diamond pattern on top with the anchovies, then place an olive at the corner of each diamond. Cover with plastic wrap and let sit for 20 minutes. Remove the plastic wrap and bake for 12 to 15 minutes, until the crust is golden brown along the edges; take a peek underneath as well. The exact timing will depend on the size of your cookie sheet and the thickness of the dough.

Cut into small squares; serve warm or at room temperature.

Serves 8 as an hors d’oeuvre

Tip: If you are not inclined to make your own dough (I used to be scared of yeast myself), you can substitute a high-quality premade pizza crust or focaccia dough and bake according to the manufacturer’s directions.





	

    
	
		
Chapter 2

Last First Date



Paris in August is like the set of a science fiction movie—a planet devoid of life except for very pregnant women and stray cats. The civilized world is on holiday, walking in rolled-up jeans and summer cashmere on a beach in Brittany or donning white linen trousers and expensive sunglasses in, well, Provence. We’d been back to Céreste only once since our leap of faith in April, just long enough to sign the initial paperwork and taste the first white peaches of the season—reason enough to pack up our boxes and go. Our annual week in Greece had been canceled as soon as I learned my due date: August 21. Note to self: Next time, get pregnant on the vacation, not instead of the vacation.
         

Over the past three months we’d slowly introduced the idea of the move to our friends and family. It’s helpful to explain your plans to other people. It makes them real. By other people, of course, I mean my mother.
         

We tackled my mom in the rush of breathless excitement just after our first visit to the house. I approached her via the avenue that seemed most promising: home decorating. “So,” I said, taking a deep breath into the phone, “how would you like to come to Provence and shop for a hundred and seventy square meters of new tiles?” Silence. I’ve been away from home since I was fifteen, and this was hardly the first crazy idea she’d heard from the other end of a long-distance call. She let me get through the whole story. More silence. “A vill-age,” she said, giving the word a nice slow exoticism, like Brigadoon or devil worship. “What are you going to do in a vill-age?”
         

That’s a fair question. What is a sushi-loving, window-shopping, museum-wandering city girl who can’t drive a car or ride a bike going to do in the middle of all those trees? Most people don’t uproot their whole lives for a crazy story about a poet and a good-luck garden. But I believe in stories, the way other people believe in religion, or free-market capitalism. I did my best to express what was essentially a hunch: We felt something of our future in those walls. Céreste was the answer to a question we didn’t even know we’d been asking.

As word got around, reactions seemed to be evenly divided along cultural lines: Our French friends nodded with bewilderment: How could we possibly leave our jobs? We were so settled. Others nodded admiringly. They too thought about moving to the countryside—when they retired.
         

My American friends were more blunt: They give it six months.

  


WITH ONLY A month till my due date, this time feels precious, removed from the everyday rush. Without thinking, Gwendal and I are retracing our steps—visiting old haunts, craving familiar tastes. We have Paris all to ourselves again, like the bubble we lived in those first months together, before I could speak French, when we couldn’t get ourselves out of bed before noon, and every tarte au citron and sprinkle of fleur de sel felt like a revelation. Tonight, we are in search of ice cream.
         

Gwendal and I were both students when we bumped into each other (okay, I bumped into him, a little bit on purpose) on the stairs at an academic conference in London. I’d noticed him sitting in the middle row of the lecture hall, the kind of earnest young man who would never hide all the way in the back. He was tall, handsome in a serious, scholarly way. He might have been German given his height and the hideous light blue windbreaker he was wearing. But the square jaw, dark hair, and tiny glasses were pure café crème.
         

A few months and one blissfully rare steak later, Gwendal lured me back to his tiny apartment in Paris with the promise of a steaming pot of mint tea. In those days the path to his place along the Canal Saint-Martin was full of soot and graffiti, a lone papy walking his dog down the cobblestoned quays. Ten years later, the retirees have given way to hipsters with strollers, screenwriters on the verge of a breakthrough, and, on summer nights like this one, hordes of students picnicking with bottles of wine, baguettes, and slices of pale pink ham from the Franprix. There’s still graffiti, but it tends to be done by aspiring artists or as guerrilla marketing for chic new galleries and boutiques.
         

I remember everything about that first weekend in Paris. It was early December, freezing and damp, the flip side of tonight’s soft August haze. The dirty little secret of Paris is that the weather is exactly the same as it is in London. But the places to hide, oh, the places to hide. We sat in cafés with fogged-up windows and tables so small you couldn’t help but hold hands. We made out in secluded corners of the Louvre. Gwendal also took me to a special exhibition about death, complete with shrunken heads. I thought it took a certain confidence to suggest it, and a certain prescience on the part of a new lover to suspect how much I would enjoy it.

But mostly, we ate. He slipped out in the morning and came back with crinkled waxed-paper bags of chouquettes—puffs of choux pastry studded with sugar. We went to hole-in-the-wall restaurants and lingered over maffé, a West African stew thickened with peanut butter, the white butcher-paper tablecloth wrinkling under our elbows.
         

When I met Gwendal, I had a very clear idea of what I wanted my life to look like: I was starting a master’s degree in art history, on my way to a PhD and some version of my dream job as the chief curator of the Pierpont Morgan Library. There wasn’t a lot of room for interruptions. Gwendal was a mass of contradictions to a type-A striver like me. He was finishing up a PhD in computer science while working full-time for the national TV and radio archives, but he slept on a mattress on the floor and didn’t own a tie. He was smart and well read, but I sensed an inner goofiness (when I met him, he had just started tap-dancing lessons). He seemed to be willing to wait out some of my more quaint American neuroses: an obsession with financial security, status, and unending upward mobility. Some of my finer American qualities he licked like sugar from my lips—my confidence, my optimism, my sense of endless possibility. He knew that if I stayed in France long enough, be happy might well appear at the top of that endless to-do list I kept in my purse. Paris, and Gwendal, had that effect on me.
         

If I sound soppy about him, it’s because I am. It’s also because I know how close I came to pitching the whole thing into the Seine. It took me two years to agree to live with him, six months to accept his marriage proposal. Paris was enchanting, but I had no family there, no friends, almost no French-language skills, and definitely no job. It was hard to imagine this croissant-fueled fantasy as my real life. In the end, I sat on my doubts the way you sit on an overstuffed suitcase, just so you can close the lock. It was the right decision. Every day I feel like I’m living a life I almost missed, and it makes me grateful.

The high-summer light is fading and the clouds are lined with dusty rose as Gwendal and I make our way past the giant statue of Marianne in the place de la République and down into the narrow streets of the Marais. I never walk very fast in Paris; I still peek in doorways, admiring inner courtyards and secret gardens. The extravagant squiggles of the wrought-iron balconies and the groaning weight of the wooden doors are the very opposite of the utilitarian symmetry of my native New York.

We walk across the Pont Marie onto the Île Saint-Louis, the tiny island of aristocratic mansions with beamed ceilings in the middle of the Seine. Our destination is our favorite outpost of La Maison Berthillon, Paris’s most famous ice cream maker. This family-owned institution has been open since the fifties, and in the true measure of French success (particularly in the ice cream business), they sell to other cafés and restaurants and take the whole summer off.

Choosing your Berthillon stand is of utmost importance. There are several on the island, each with a different assortment of flavors and all with a large number of tourists and regulars lined up in front. We always go to one on the eastern edge of the island, as far as you can get from Notre-Dame without falling into the river. This evening there are only four or five people ahead of us. Just enough time to consider my choices.

Berthillon’s ice cream is dense and creamy—served, in keeping with French rules of moderation, in golf-ball-size scoops. You have to be a real purist to order a simple (pronounced “samp-le”). I usually order a double (“doob-le”). Menthe (fresh mint), Créole (rum raisin), and nougat-miel (honey-nougat) are at the top of my list. But as good as the ice cream is, it’s the sorbets that are Berthillon’s real standouts. I almost always order cacao amer, a bitter chocolate sorbet so dark it’s closing in on black. My second scoop depends on the season: pear, melon, rhubarb, or framboise à la rose (raspberry with a hint of rose). But habit often sets in and I go back to my old favorite: fraise des bois (wild strawberry). These tiny gem-like fruits are the equivalent of strawberry grenades, releasing a tart, concentrated flavor that downgrades every other strawberry I’ve tasted to the level of Bubblicious.
         

We take our cones, wrapped in single paper napkins, and walk along the river. It is just dark enough for my favorite Parisian pastime, staring into the fifteen-foot-high windows of the grand hôtels particuliers. I like to imagine myself inside the wood-paneled libraries or speculate which Saudi prince installed that gaudy chandelier. We pass a long-haired teenager in sweats and a silk bathrobe—I guess you’d have to call it a smoking jacket—walking a bichon frisé. The shaggy wave of the boy’s hair, his aquiline nose and easy but slouched posture (not to mention the smoking jacket), clearly mark him as a member of the aristocratic class. “White Russian,” says Gwendal emphatically. This is one of our favorite games. When I first arrived in Paris we would walk the streets for hours inventing identities for people we saw along the way. “Sacha-Eugène,” Gwendal purrs now, imitating the high-pitched voice of the boy’s mother. “It’s the butler’s night off. Be a dear and walk the dog, chéri.”
         

Still nibbling the tips of our cones, we walk hand in hand down the stone steps to the quay, a steep descent, considering I am nine months pregnant and can barely see my toes. Just a few feet above the Seine, we hear the lapping of the water. We step over boys with bongos, wave at the passing Bateaux Mouches. We make our way down to the tip of the island, dangle our feet over the edge. From here we can see the conical fairy-tale towers of La Conciergerie and, as the clock strikes ten, the sweep of the giant spotlight on top of the Eiffel Tower. We’ve been here dozens of times since we met, but this precious month before the baby is born feels like a last first date. There’s a different kind of romance beginning. We will never again be entirely alone in the world. I’ve been younger, God knows I’ve been lighter, but I’ve never been happier.
         

  


TWO WEEKS TILL my due date, and I suddenly feel like I’m developing a split personality: Dr. Jekyll and Mrs. I Wouldn’t Leave This Bed If There Was an Atomic Blast in My Kitchen.
         

Yesterday I was so exhausted I couldn’t even muster the will to hit the supermarket. I’d been told I needed more iron in my diet. So I found myself staring into the open refrigerator, surveying this week’s odds and ends.

When I first moved to Paris, Gwendal would often come upon me meditating in front of the open fridge, contemplating world peace or choosing middle names for our unborn children. This studying of the culinary stockpile seems to be a uniquely American habit. The French never open the fridge in passing just to check if everything’s still there. Personally, I draw comfort from it—like a king surveying his realm.

To be fair, I had quite a bit to contemplate. Growing a person is a heady business.

Gwendal had been patient with me. The French tend to start their families early. He’d been ready to have kids since the day we met, maybe the day before. I kept waiting for that feeling to arrive, the one where you see a baby on the street, your eyes well up, and your ovaries do a little dance. But it never happened. I’m extremely close to my own mother, and I knew I wanted to be one, but the timing never seemed right. Moving to another country set back the clock on my independence. It took me years to get my sea legs in Paris; when I woke up I was suddenly thirty-five. The expression is exactly the same in French: Tic toc.
         

The discussion began in earnest two years ago. It had been a busy time. I had just put every ounce of my (somewhat lost) soul into helping Gwendal start his consulting business in the field of digital cinema. He was successful and contented—even a little bit arrogant. Exactly, I suppose, what I hoped he would be. On New Year’s Day, over espresso at our local café, he blithely announced: “It’s a new year; I’m ready to move on to the next stage of my life—let’s have a baby.” I burst into tears. I didn’t know what else to do. “How can I be someone’s mother,” I said, gulping between sobs, “when sometimes I feel like I don’t even exist here.”
         

Gwendal is not an insensitive man. But he walks through life’s doors of decision easily, while I often have to be pushed through, white-knuckled, clinging to the moldings for support. From that moment, I knew that if I wanted my life in France (not to mention my marriage) to move forward, I had no choice but to build something for myself, and in a hurry. I’d cobbled together some work in Paris—writing articles for art magazines and newspapers, giving museum tours—but nothing that met my definition of a career. I am a master procrastinator; I knew if I had a baby before I got my professional life up and running, I might never have a career at all. I could see myself using a child as an excellent excuse to never get anything done—ever again. A few months after that New Year’s conversation, I started work on my first book—and threw away my birth control pills. I had to create something for myself before I could create someone else.

When I finally did get pregnant, my first decision was not to read any books about pregnancy. I know myself, and my natural paranoia doesn’t need any encouragement. I don’t want to know what to expect when I’m expecting. I want to sleep at night.

At first, I thought I would do it the American way. I wanted a doctor, preferably one with a fancy degree and a cell phone I could call in the middle of the night. Someone who would accompany me to the delivery room and whose office would send a card on the kid’s birthday. I gave it my best shot: On the first of every month, I dutifully called the hospital, and every time I was told that my doctor was skiing, or at a conference, or just fully booked. Why didn’t I see a sage-femme, a midwife, instead? Doctors in France are technicians. They don’t talk a lot. They look at test results and nod. Like car mechanics, they go in only when something needs to be fixed. The few times I did manage to see MDs, they would squint and stare, no doubt searching for the reason I was there. In France, doctors are people you see when there’s a problem. I didn’t have a problem. I was just pregnant.
         

It’s not that I didn’t have fair warning. As soon as I peed on the stick, I called a family friend, an older man who was a family practitioner on the Breton island of Belle-Île. “I’m being really careful,” I said. “Not standing on any chairs.”

“Attention,” he scolded playfully, “tu es pas malade.” You’re not sick.
         

After five months of silent nodding from taciturn doctors, I decided that if I wanted some advice about hemorrhoids or someone to actually ask me how I was feeling, I would have to approach pregnancy à la française. To this end, I decided to put myself in the hands of the System. The French are excellent at systems. The trains run on time. You just put yourself on a track and wait to be swept along like a letter in one of those pneumatic tubes. I made an appointment with one of the rotating cast of sages-femmes at the hospital where I was planning to give birth. Sage-femme translates literally to “wise woman,” and now I understand why. All of a sudden, the process seemed more human. The sages-femmes asked me how I was sleeping and what I was eating and scolded me gently when I gained more than the allotted amount of weight. I didn’t know which one would be with me in the delivery room; they all blended into one reassuring pink uniform with a manila folder.
         

Now, two weeks before my due date, I shut the fridge with a thud. There was officially nothing in there. So I went hunting for a bag of orange lentils I was sure I had stashed at the back of a cabinet some months ago. For iron and pep, I wanted to make a cold lentil salad with a zingy orange-ginger vinaigrette, handfuls of chopped herbs, and slices of white peach. (The purple-green Puy lentils, more common than the orange ones in France, just seemed too dark for a summer salad.) After unpacking half the kitchen while standing, against my better judgment, on a kitchen chair, I ended up not with orange lentils, but with a bag of yellow split peas. That would have to do.

The split peas had been hiding up there for a while—I’m pretty sure I bought them after a trip to Puglia, where we were served warm split-pea puree drizzled with wonderful glass-green olive oil and a grind of fresh pepper. Still hankering after a cold salad, I tried cooking the dried peas al dente, as I would the lentils, but a half hour later, when the lentils would have been perfect, the split peas were a chalky, starchy mess. I decided to boil on past defeat and transform my salad into the silky puree I’d eaten with such gusto in Italy.

When the peas were sweet and tender and the liquid almost absorbed, I got out the power tools. I’m deeply attached to my hand blender—the dainty equivalent of a serial killer’s obsession with chain saws. The orange-ginger vinaigrette was already made, so I dumped it in. The recipe’s necessary dose of olive oil would have some lively company.

The result was a warm, golden puree with just enough citrus to deviate from the classic. I toasted some pain Poilâne, slathered the bread with the puree, and chopped some dill. My tartines were still lacking a bit of sunshine, so I placed a slice of white peach on top.
         

Lunch was delicious, but more effort than I’d anticipated. Time for a nap.

  


I’M TRYING TO multitask, cooking rabbit with pastis while packing for the hospital. Pastis is the universal aperitif of Provence, the anise-flavored symbol of the south, a subtle reminder of our life to come. Frankly, I think the pregnancy hormones are blocking full consciousness of our decision. That and the sheer number of things left to do before the baby arrives.
         

I know the very idea of eating rabbit makes most Americans want to run home and hug the Easter Bunny. When I first arrived in France, the small flayed heads in the window of the butcher took some getting used to, but over the years it’s become a one-pot staple—more interesting than chicken, fancy enough for a dinner party but easy enough for a weeknight dinner with leftovers for lunch.

While the rabbit was browning, I cut the tags off some baby clothes. I was beginning to notice a disturbing trend. When I laid the French baby items on top of the American ones my mother sent, I found that the American clothes were about two inches wider—not longer, but wider—than their French counterparts. There’s a book in here somewhere: French Babies Don’t Get Fat. The baby-clothes discrepancy was one of many I’d noticed during my pregnancy, particularly with regard to weight. The doctors and midwives, as well as the official government handbook (of course there’s an official government handbook), recommend a weight gain of one kilo (just over two pounds) per month—that’s a total of twenty to twenty-two pounds. When I first read it, I thought it was a typo. Twenty-two pounds—that’s a pimple, not a pregnancy.
         

It’s true that French women have babies the way they tie scarves: with an ease that belies effort and years of cultural conditioning. In fact, unless you saw the basketball belly peeking out from under a French woman’s shirt, you wouldn’t know she was pregnant at all. You can’t tell anything from the back; they continue to wear high-heeled sandals and tight little sweaters, or ironed white blouses with low-rise jeans and polished ballerina flats below their decidedly unswollen ankles.

Now, I’m hardly a French pixie to begin with. I come from hardy Russian-peasant stock; I have what my grandma would politely call “buzooms” and hips designed to give birth in a field, digging potatoes. I’m an American size 10, which, to put it kindly, puts me at the top end of the sizes sold in French boutiques. Yet so far (fingers crossed, ankles crossed, everything crossed), I seem to be pregnant the French way. Frankly, I can’t imagine gaining any more. As it is, I’m running my hands over my stomach every day, looking for the eject button. I’m carrying around the equivalent of a Butterball turkey in here.

I shook the rabbit, added a big splash of pastis. To finish it off, I added a cupful of fresh peas, but also a quarter-cup of crème fraîche. There is certainly nothing inherently virtuous about French cuisine. And while I’m sure there’s no ideal weight for a pregnant lady, I’m more and more convinced that my Parisian eating habits help keep things calmly and, I must say, rather deliciously in line. I know I can’t take any credit. If I were home in the States right now, I’m pretty sure I’d be eating Pillsbury vanilla frosting out of the can with a plastic spoon. This is nurture, not nature, at work. The reason that French women are back in their jeans a few weeks after giving birth is the same reason they can slip into their bikinis every summer with a minimum of fuss—they make sure they never have more than a few pounds to lose.

I think there’s another reason why I’m clinging so tightly to the French prescription for weight gain: I don’t want there to be a before and after. It’s taken me such a long time to carve out a life for myself in France. I’ve just started spreading my personal and professional wings in Paris, and I can’t help wondering how motherhood will change my identity. I don’t want to belong to the “woman” tribe one day and the “mommy” tribe the next.

There’s something else: I’m an only child, and to ask if I’m close to my mother is like asking, as Angela would say, “Does the pope have a balcony?” My mother and I have one of those relationships a French psychoanalyst would call fusionnelle—as in nuclear fusion. Nothing less than perfect synergy or catastrophic meltdown.
         

When my mother wants to tell me she’s proud of me (and, I’m lucky to say, this happens quite often), she says: “You’re the best thing I’ve ever done.” Since I got pregnant, this phrase has started to irkle me, by which I mean it wakes me up in the middle of the night so I can stare at the ceiling.

To be fair, I don’t know any daughter who isn’t living at least a little of her mother’s stolen life. I went to Cornell because it was a good school and a good deal for in-state students, but also because my mother once had a chance to go and didn’t. She’s supported all my crazy (and minimally remunerated) professional choices partly because her own parents refused to pay for full-time law school for a girl. My mother had a safe career at the New York City Board of Education, which at times she loved. She had health insurance for her type 1 diabetes and an excellent pension plan to balance out an ex-husband who wasn’t always capable of holding down a job or paying child support. I’m not sure how much of her life turned out exactly the way she’d imagined, except for me. And this scares the bejesus out of me. It sounds so final, as if all my future dreams are about to be transferred onto this tiny person. I want my life to be full to overflowing with stuff I haven’t even thought of yet. I have an inkling that someday I might feel differently. But right this second, I’m not sure I want my kid to be the best thing I’ve ever done.

  


IT’S BEEN A heavy week. Literally. Here I was, so pleased with myself for being pregnant like a French woman, only to discover at yesterday’s appointment with the sage-femme that I’d gained eleven pounds in the past ten days—most of it, it seems, in my toes. With ten days to go, I am filling up with water like a fish tank.
         

I used to have very long skinny toes, but now they look like little sausages. Pigs without their blankets. It’s depressing and uncomfortable. I shudder to think of the opinion of a certain foot fetishist I dated after college. He would flee in horror.

It’s also been quite a French week—by which I mean a week in which I find out something stupid and ridiculous about this country that I must learn to accept. It’s about my family name. Or, more specifically, my child’s family name.

As an only child, I’m the last to carry the Bard name, and I feel strongly that I want to pass it on. But in France, it seems to be illegal to use the mother’s maiden name as a middle name. Okay, not exactly illegal, but problematic. The French state has a judge who is responsible for approving the name of every child born in France, to keep parents from burdening their children with stupid (Caca Rhubarbe) or offensive (Hitler) names. In the States, of course, the First Amendment guarantees our right to be as stupid or offensive as we like.
         

Apparently, this judge sometimes rejects the use of the mother’s maiden name as a middle name, thinking it should be part of the last name instead. Even more bizarre, there is a new law that if you want to hyphenate your last name and your husband’s last name for your child’s surname, you have to use a double hyphen (- -). I think it’s to distinguish plebs like my husband and me from people who are born with proper double-barreled aristocratic names. This absurdity can only lead to spelling mistakes and administrative woe for the rest of the child’s life. I imagine my sixteen-year-old son stuck in the purgatory of secondary passport control at JFK trying to explain to a pasty-faced security officer that no, it’s not a typo, no, he’s not a terrorist, he’s just…French.
         

I try to be philosophical. Some days I succeed, some days I don’t. Who knew when I moved here that I’d willingly trade my civil liberties for a decent slice of pâté.

Despite the heat, I had some dry-cleaning to fetch, so I hunted around for a pair of flip-flops that wouldn’t bother my swollen toes. Just as I opened the door, I heard the jangle of keys on the other side of the hall, and I immediately shut it again. Non, merci. I simply couldn’t face her. Just across the landing was my nemesis or, rather, my platonic ideal of womanhood, my neighbor Juliette.
         

Let’s be honest, every woman has someone like this in her life. Maybe it’s the Pilates-toned high-school friend you run into at the supermarket only when you haven’t washed your hair. Perhaps it’s the red-soled powerhouse that stands in front of you every day at Starbucks. The one woman who makes you feel like you should retreat back into the cave and seriously reevaluate your eye shadow. These women have two distinct qualities: They always look their best, and they always show up when you look your worst. Mine has an additional, home-court advantage: she’s French.
         

Juliette is a thoroughbred—a pure Parisienne, raised in the sixteenth arrondissement. She’s an editor at a popular magazine, married to the equally gorgeous and scruffy Luca, who, after business school, went to work for UNICEF. She wears fashionably louche sweaters with suede elbow patches in touch-me-soft fabrics that do not allow for a ring of fat bulging out of the bottom of one’s bra. What’s more, she’s unbearably, unfailingly nice. On a good day, I admire her. On a bad day, I pray for an open manhole cover.
         

Juliette and Luca have two children: Horace, five, and Zoé, two. Naturally, Juliette came home from the maternity ward in her skinny jeans. She always has on eyeliner, mascara, and chunky high-heeled boots when she takes the kids to school.

She seems genuinely excited that I’m pregnant. At thirty-eight and thirty-five, Gwendal and I are on the old side for French parents; many of Gwendal’s childhood friends have near-teenagers by now. It’s always difficult to get together—Parisian couples are so busy—but one afternoon, the four of us paired off over beers at the local café.

French women can be notoriously hard to get to know, but childbearing seems to bring you into a sorority where otherwise off-limits personal topics are discussed with abandon. Juliette tucked her dark hair behind her ear and took a sip of her blanche. “No,” she said, “I didn’t breast-feed. J’avais pas envie. It just wasn’t for me,” she said casually. No guilt, no judgment.
         

“Tu fais la rééducation?” she inquired earnestly, referring to the ten sessions of state-subsidized Kegels that are supposed to keep me from peeing on myself for the rest of my life and, more important, get me back to having sex with my husband in short order.
         

I’d heard about this from other Americans who’d had babies in France. How shall I put it? La rééducation périnéale is basically physical therapy for your vagina. You pick up an electric wand (not unlike a vibrator) at the pharmacy, find a way to discreetly slip it into your purse, then head to the kiné’s office—mine works in a nice converted apartment complete with fancy moldings and fireplace. Then, with a mix of electrical stimulation and exercises, the therapist shows you how to tighten all your interior muscles again. The sessions are completely free, and absolutely everyone does it.
         

Juliette checked a message on her phone. “Don’t wait too long to faire l’amour,” she whispered. “Six weeks is ideal.”
         

I must have looked stricken, or at least not appropriately ecstatic. “Tu vas voir. You’ll see,” she said, lightly squeezing my arm. “The day my children were born was the most beautiful day of my life.” She made it sound so simple: she was beautiful, it was beautiful. And that’s when it hit me. For the French, there is clearly no before and after. I was meant to be exactly the same woman, but with a reeducated vagina—and a kid.
         

*  *  *


Recipes to Substitute for a Summer Vacation


Yellow Split-Pea Puree with Orange-Ginger Vinaigrette

Purée de Pois Cassée Jaune aux Agrumes

I first tasted this in Puglia. It’s a great alternative to traditional hummus at a party. Try serving with prosecco, just to keep the Italian vacation fantasy alive.


	2 cups yellow split peas

    
               	6 cups cold water

    
               	3 tablespoons best extra-virgin olive oil

    
               	3 tablespoons freshly squeezed orange juice

    
               	3 teaspoons sherry vinegar

    
               	1½ teaspoons freshly grated ginger

    
               	Generous ¼ teaspoon coarse sea salt

    
               	Thinly sliced sourdough bread, toasted

    
               	Fresh chopped dill, to taste

    
               	½ white peach, thinly sliced


            

In a medium saucepan, combine peas and water. Bring to boil, lower the heat, and simmer for 50 minutes to 1 hour, until most of the water is absorbed.

In a glass jar or airtight container, add the oil, orange juice, vinegar, ginger, and salt. Give it a good shake to combine.

Stir the vinaigrette into the peas; puree with your hand blender (or in a food processor).

Serve warm on toasted sourdough bread with an extra drizzle of olive oil. Top with the chopped dill and a slice of white peach.

Serves 4 as a light lunch (add a mixed green salad) or 8–10 as an hors d’oeuvre

Tip: This dish will thicken as it cools. To reheat, add a dribble of white wine.


Rabbit with Pastis, Fennel, and Fresh Peas


Lapin aux Pastis

I was only a week from my due date when Gwendal went to sign the deed for the house in Céreste. We were so nervous that I might have the baby on the train that I stayed behind in Paris. In this recipe, I’ve re-created Provence from afar. It’s such a pretty summer dish, and the pastis gives it a unique licorice kick. If even after my elegies, you’re still feeling squeamish about rabbit, try making this with a good-quality chicken.


	2 tablespoons butter

    
               	2 tablespoons olive oil

    
               	1 rabbit, with liver, cut into 8 pieces

    
               	Coarse sea salt

    
               	2 carrots, coarsely chopped

    
               	1 half bulb fennel, coarsely chopped

    
               	4–6 small shallots, left whole

    
               	2 tablespoons pastis or anisette

    
               	1 cup dry white wine

    
               	4 small carrots, halved or quartered lengthwise

    
               	1 additional bulb fennel, cut into large chunks

    
               	¼ cup crème fraîche or heavy cream

    
               	1 cup fresh peas

    
               	1 handful of chervil, chopped


            

In your largest frying pan or Dutch oven, heat 1 tablespoon butter and 1 tablespoon olive oil. Brown the rabbit well, along with the liver, on all sides; sprinkle generously with coarse sea salt. Remove the rabbit to a plate. Add the additional tablespoon of butter and oil and sauté the chopped carrots, fennel, and shallots until softened and slightly golden, 5 to 6 minutes.

Add the rabbit back to the pan, add the pastis, let sizzle for a minute. Add white wine. Tuck the large chunks of carrots and fennel in between the rabbit pieces. Bring to a boil, then lower the heat, cover, and cook for 40 to 45 minutes, turning the meat once at the 20-minute mark.

Remove the rabbit to a plate; cover with aluminum foil. Bring the sauce to a boil and reduce for 5 minutes. Add cream and stir to combine. Add the rabbit, peas, and chervil to the pan; heat through.

Serve with wild rice.

Serves 4

Tip: If you make this with a whole chicken, you might not need to add the second tablespoon of olive oil and butter to the pan when you sauté the veggies, as the chicken skin will probably render some fat of its own.
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