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CHAPTER 1


The Beard Award


FOR THOSE GRAPPLING WITH DEPRESSIVE ILLNESS, life is largely about showing up. Social interactions can be exquisitely painful, and much of one’s time is taken up contriving ways to avoid them. For more than a dozen years at the New York Times, my life was consumed by high-profile work and endless socializing. I reviewed restaurants five to six nights a week in the company of one or two couples; had lunch two to three days a week; reported food stories; wrote a weekly recipe column, a weekly kitchen equipment column, and magazine features; this was augmented by public speaking, a daily radio spot, and a weekly TV appearance. I am surprised they didn’t draft me as an auxiliary truck driver. I held what was widely considered the best job in food journalism—indeed, the best job in the country, period. In the span of nine years as the Times’ restaurant critic I dined out more than 5,100 times, not counting the company cafeteria and food trucks. Greater New York City was my peach—but it had a dark, moldy underside.


In 1982, I was felled by what might be called a double helping of mental illness. Typically, one is plagued either by a biochemical depression, caused by inexplicable changes in brain chemistry, or an emotional disturbance arising from personal loss, separation, anxiety, or other factors. We know a tremendous amount about the physical brain—how it communicates with various parts of the body, where information is stored, and how it responds to stimuli and medications. But when it comes to the etiology of depression, the why it is tormenting nearly one in five American adults as I write this sentence, there is so much to learn.


Remarkably, despite my dread of socializing, I never failed to show up for a restaurant review. At times I would stand at the front door, breathing heavily like a prizefighter before the bell, heart throbbing, brain on fire. I repeated to myself that I could do it, had done so hundreds of times, and that it would pass quickly. It could take a while, but I always went in.


Outside of professional eating, however, there were numerous vanishing acts, from the minor (private dinner parties, sports events, work functions) to the major (media interviews, business travel, social engagements). To this day I suspect there are some incensed Canadians in Ottawa who, in 1993, invited me to be the keynote speaker at a big gourmet gala, four hundred guests. It sounded like fun five months in advance—as do many such invitations—until the date approaches. Crushingly depressed, I made it as far as the United Airlines boarding gate.


Taking a seat near the ticketing desk, I weighed the consequences of going to Ottawa versus not going to Ottawa. If I were to go, and suffer through the event, delivering a halting, semi-coherent speech, at least I would find two thousand dollars in my pocket. Going straight home, on the other hand, would be capitulating to the disease. As the last stragglers trundled through the gate, the attendant, a middle-aged lady with tight hair and a pinched smile, turned to me. Was I on this flight?


“No, no, I made a mistake. It’s the next one.”


Three years into the illness, and between wives, I had drifted far from the shores of optimism regarding an imminent cure. The medications—anywhere from seventy to 114 pills a week—could be like an overmatched prizefighter, effective in the early rounds but ultimately weak-kneed and feckless. At times they left me a trembling, withered old man. Climbing the stairs to my third floor apartment could be a five minute trek. Psychotherapy was bearing some fruit, though as yet barely enough to make a small cobbler. Grimly, I came to expect the worst, and it was worse than I expected.


In 1991, the James Beard Foundation anointed me with one of its two highest honors, the James Beard Foundation’s Who’s Who of Food & Beverage in America, awarded to a “most accomplished food and beverage professional in the country.” I had been at the Times for just over six years, five as the restaurant critic. It seemed a little early to get a career tribute like that, sort of like being voted into the National Baseball Hall of Fame when your rookie contract runs out. The honor came with a large bronze trophy the weight of a young St. Bernard, in the form of a French waiter.


The Beard Foundation, a non-profit culinary organization that likens itself to the motion picture academy, bestows annual awards to chefs, restaurateurs, wine professionals, journalists, and other industry types. It started in the mid-1980s with a couple of dozen honors and was put on in a hotel. Today it is nearly out of control, a Woodstock of self-congratulations. Fueled by corporate sponsorships and media hype, it runs on for days and attracts foodies from as far as Hawaii. In 2017, medals were bestowed upon many dozens of chefs, restaurants, and media.


The Beard Foundation is not alone. Over the past thirty years the food and wine industry has become a Santa’s sack of tributes and prizes: the S. Pellegrino “Almost Famous” Chef award, the Food Service Consultants award, the International Food & Beverage Forum award, the Master of Aesthetics of Hospitality Award, and National Restaurant Association’s Kitchen Innovation Award Lamb Jam (I do not know what it is either). One gets the impression that today, if you are in a position of some authority in the food business, and hang in there long enough without conspicuously embarrassing yourself, it is hard not to win a prize. I stopped attending the Beard awards in the early 1990s. Sitting that long, my ass went numb.


Two days before the event I was browsing in a guitar shop near Times Square. A familiar bell chimed in my brain. First there was a tingling on the surface of the scalp, like a mild electrical current; then confusion, followed by great anxiety. Before long, a cognitive thunderstorm rolled in, knocking down power lines and making a mess of things. My racing thoughts were random and unfocused and frightening … the wonderful assortment of guitars hanging on the walls could have been cured hams. I was certain I had forgotten how to play, so what was I doing there? I wanted to go home and sleep until it passed, but that was wishful thinking. In its wake arrived a thick, gauzy fog—a dull, stultifying nothingness that Emily Dickenson described as a so-called “funeral in the brain.”


At the time I was taking an ornery medication called Nardil. It is a Monoamine Oxidase Inhibitor (MAO), among the first antidepressants, developed in the 1950s. MAOs elevate levels of the neurotransmitters norepinephrine, serotonin, and dopamine, all related to mood. Surprisingly, it is often the drug of choice when modern medications prove ineffective. MAOs have fallen out of favor because of potentially dangerous interactions with certain foods, drinks, and other medications—perfect for a food writer. It is risky when combined with the chemical tyramine, an amino acid that helps regulate blood pressure and is found in red wine, aged cheeses, some smoked meats and fish, and more. They say it is in caviar, but I was not about to accept that without a fight. One day at home I consumed a teaspoon of Beluga (the highest grade) hoping I would not have to dial 911. Fortunately, I was fine, and continued to experiment with more generous (and expensive) servings to no ill effect.


Aged cheese is another matter; on one occasion, after an accidental ingestion of feta cheese in a salad, my blood pressure skyrocketed, sending me into near stroke territory. I was trundled out of the Times newsroom on a gurney and hospitalized overnight. I have always wondered which of my colleagues observed this loud and unscripted performance, and why no one ever mentioned it.


It so happened that, on the day I began taking Nardil, I arrived at the office and bumped into Frank Prial, our wine critic. A ruddy Irishman with a generous girth and a pocketful of witticisms, he was an immensely popular columnist because of his down-to-earth, witty writing style and approachable erudition.


“Bryan, come on up to the test kitchen and help out,” he beckoned. “I’m tasting some Beaujolais.”


All Beaujolais is red.


I determined it was some sort of leap of faith I needed to go through and joined him. Besides, professional wine tasters do not drink the wine; rather, they swirl it around in the mouth, swallow a little, and spit it out. So I swirled, sniffed, tasted and expectorated for half an hour. It turned out that red wine, like caviar, was not a problem for me. Nor were white or rosé. What a relief.


Prial was also a talented reporter, having held at least a dozen positions at the paper over the years, including Paris correspondent. He wanted off the vinous beat, chiefly so he could return to Paris. If that were to happen, the paper would need a new wine writer. The brass decided I was a suitable palette and requested I accompany Frank on his bibulous rounds, which could involve assessing several dozen wines a day. How great was that? Drinking for a living. The paper even enrolled me in wine school.


It did not take long to discover that my antidepressant Nardil was a real party pooper. At higher doses, it drains the libido to the level of an octogenarian, which is problematic for a married thirty-nine-year old male. Thirty milligrams, an average dose, leaves the engine difficult to turn over; at 45mg it sputters and belches smoke; at 60mg it repeatedly stalls out; 75mg, well, you can imagine. In the early days, I was prescribed 90mg.


My Beard Award appearance was set for 9:00 p.m., when I was expected to take to the rostrum and scatter some pearls of gastronomic wisdom. I would have rather been buried alive. Shortly after 7:00 p.m., I dressed in a charcoal suit and a loud yellow tie that had been presented to me by Pierre Troisgros, a three-star French chef. Adorning the tie were images of Pierre’s restaurant and his team of cooks—pretty wild, but that was the only night I could wear it without looking tacky.


The event was held at the Times Square Marriott Marquis hotel, which has a grand ballroom that could hold a medium-sized junior college. I thought about the dozens of strange foodies I would encounter; the bubbly networking; the vows to get together for dinner, which of course we would not. Then there were those pearls of wisdom. I had scratched out a few talking points on a paper menu from a Japanese noodle parlor, but that hardly comprised pearls of anything. The night would be beyond distressing, presuming I could pull it off at all. Then again, there was the unthinkable: I could bail.


“No, you can’t do that,” I admonished myself. The entire culinary world will be there: the food press, colleagues from the Times, restaurant owners, chefs, and industry leaders. If you bail, it will be a calamity for the Beard Foundation, and for you.


Turning west on 52nd Street, amid the forest of glass towers lining the Avenue of the Americas, I approached a popular steakhouse called Ben Benson’s. I had never reviewed the place, although it was well-regarded and only three blocks from my apartment, so I don’t know why I hadn’t. The tanned and tweedy namesake owner enjoyed a wide and loyal following. I had stopped by two years prior while researching the best crab cakes in New York. Ben Benson’s was the runaway winner—enormous, with sweet fresh crab, no filler, encased in a latticework of golden brittle potatoes. (Lamentably, the restaurant closed in 2012, and Mr. Benson died in 2020.)


Near the entrance was a small, clubby bar that saw a flash flood of financial executives when the corporate whistle sounded at 5:00 p.m. I felt very weak, from torpor or tension, and decided to have a quick drink. By 6:30 p.m. the crowd was thinning out as tipplers hustled to catch trains to Larchmont or Tarrytown or Scarsdale. I commandeered a stool, reckoning that if I got myself sufficiently embalmed the evening might pass with less angst. I glanced at the clock: 7:10 p.m. The event had commenced at the Marriott.


I was not exactly in the mood for barroom badinage, but the loud tie invited several queries regarding my plans for the evening. “You’re looking’ sharp, sir,” remarked a burly fellow in his forties, wearing a khaki suit and a blonde brush cut. He had probably played defensive end in college.


“Nice tie,” he added. “Where are you off to?”


“Nowhere,” I mumbled.


“So you are all dressed up with no place to go?”


“I guess so. I’m supposed to be somewhere, but it’s a long story.”


“Women. Say no more.”


Two older fellows at the end of the bar nodded in approbation. The man introduced himself as Gregory. My heart was racing. I needed a drink, and ordered a rye old fashioned, my favorite cocktail. An interesting looking man soon arrived; he was tall, trim, in his sixties, with longish salt-and-pepper hair and a slow, warm smile. Clearly European. His name was Roger—actually, Rogier, from Belgium. He was nattily attired in a dark blue suit, Turnbull and Asser checked shirt, and blue tie. Time had skied down Rogier’s face, etching vertical creases that, in most men, would telegraph age but only added to his dignified mien. He could have been an art curator, a diplomat, an international banker. One thing was for sure: whatever Rogier was, he was well acquainted with that bar and the other patrons.


He told me he was in the shipping business—fats and oils, whatever that meant.


“Off to some fun party tonight?” he asked, inspecting my tie.


“No.”


“Me either. I’m supposed to be at a gala at the Norwegian Consulate—it’s Norwegian Independence Day, did you know that?”


“No,” I confessed. “Independence from whom?”


“The Danes. After four centuries.”


“Are you going to the gala?”


“Hell no … those crazy sons-a-bitches drink like it’s judgment day; too much for me. I used to drink like it was judgment day. For thirty years, like everybody in shipping. Not anymore—surprised I’m alive.”


Rogier explained how, until the late 1970s, virtually all business in commercial shipping was conducted in bars and restaurants. “That’s the way it had always been, and that’s how I came up in the business,” he said, ordering a Scotch. He recounted how representatives of various interests—brokers, agents, ship stewards—met in a restaurant around noon, sometimes in groups, or one on one. There they would convene, liberally irrigated by a barman who knew the routine so well he could perform it in the dark. The drinking and horse trading went on until about 4:00 p.m.


And you still had a productive day?


“We’d go back to the office, make a few phone calls, then return to the bar for more work and dinner.”


Sedated by two muscular old fashioneds, my brain still felt sheathed in gauze. Psychiatrists strongly admonish patients taking antidepressants to steer clear of alcohol. For the vast majority of depressed people who attempt to drink themselves out of their misery, booze is an exit door painted on the wall. Alcohol is a central nervous system depressant, and overdoing it can make one feel worse. In one respect I am fortunate, for I have a bell in my head that rings when I have reached my limit. Beyond that, I can be terribly sick for days. So I never cross the line. (Although that night came close.)


Nearly a third of people suffering from major depression have a drinking problem to some degree. Women are more than twice as likely to start drinking excessively if they have a history of depression. Teens that have had one bout of major depression are twice as likely to start drinking as those who have not. And, if they are on medication, there could be serious side effects.


Again, I entertained the idea of blowing off the award ceremony.


No, you can’t do that. The entire culinary world will be there: the food press, colleagues from the Times, restaurant owners, chefs, industry leaders. If you bail it will be a calamity for the Beard Foundation, and for you.


I bailed.


My third cocktail was taxiing down the runway, donated by Rogier. The Beard Awards were no longer heavy on my mind, as long as I did not look at the clock.


I looked at the clock.


8:30 p.m.


If I changed my mind, there was still time to shuffle down to the Marriot and make an ass of myself. I turned my attention to the new old fashioned. Then arrived a hefty fellow named Martin, an affable Irishman from Westchester who was in the commercial real estate business. He was one of the regulars, with an earnest smile and firm salesman’s handshake. He exhibited little urgency to decamp to his hushed suburban hideaway. Rogier, too, appeared to be settled in for the later innings, while deliberating another martini.


Gregory had recently moved with his wife and ten-year-old son from Manhattan to northern Westchester. He explained that it was not his initiative, but he had been out-voted.


“Bought a house,” he huffed. “It’s true—they are money pits. And so much work.” Then there are the taxes, he added. And having to drive everywhere.


On the other hand, he allowed, there were benefits to the placid country life.


“You know, I think I’ll get to like it,” he said. He said it three times.


We went on talking about everything, mostly sports and restaurants. And dogs.


“I had a red setter when I lived in Fairfield,” recalled Rogier. He explained that he was the “goddamn stupidest” animal he’d ever seen. He liked to sleep under the coffee table, and if the kids came in making loud noises, he would jump up, whacking his head, every time. It was comforting to spend time with some blokes who knew little about neither my world nor my illness and just wanted to shoot the breeze. I was invisible. No one could intrude upon my scary world.


After the third old fashioned, the Beard Awards had faded into the mist. I was not drunk, but I was not sober. The three of us called it a night and promised to see each other soon.


The following morning I was in possession of what the French call a “guele de bois” (wooden mouth). A sequoia. And that was the least of my penance. I suffered from a nuclear headache and a royally vindictive stomach. Coffee offered little relief. The refrigerator was bare, save for a package of Kodak film and a roll of rock hard goat cheese.


At 9:00 a.m. I headed down to the office—something I tried to avoid when depressed, but today there was an important story meeting. As I approached the Marriott Marquis, images of the awards ceremony played out in my mind. In my fantasy, all the preliminary medals had been passed out. The largely inebriated audience awaited the grand event.


“And now,” the president of the James Beard Foundation beamed, “the award for Who’s Who of Food & Beverage in America is Bryan Miller of the New York Times. ”


Hearty applause.


The recipient should be on his way to the stage.


More hearty applause.


Where is the recipient?


Lackluster applause.


Heads begin turning toward the rear of the ballroom.


No applause. Murmurings. The foundation president sheepishly waits at the podium, an unclaimed bronze statue gleaming under the spotlights.


Turning onto West 43rd Street, I entered the Times building and made a detour to my desk in order to avoid eye contact with the food staff. Would they confront me as a chastising group, or individually? And even if they left me to myself, would I be fielding calls from food journalists around the country?


To my astonishment, no one brought up the Beard Award.


Following the editorial meeting, at which I contributed two good story proposals, I scooted out of the building, vowing to stay clear of the office for a while. Being a senior Times critic—I think there were around seven on the paper—I was a privileged character, free to come and go as I pleased as long as I fed the lion twice a week.


The question was, what do I do about my shameful dereliction? What a slap in the face to the foundation. They must want to hog-tie me to a pickup truck and drag me around Times Square. I considered going down to the foundation’s headquarters to apologize, but what would I say? I am a manic depressive and you caught me on a bad day? Better perhaps to craft a letter of groveling apology. Still, what was the reason? Depressed people lie about their condition all the time, but for once in my life my lie repository was coming up dry. Looking back, I should have done something. I subsequently learned that Florence Fabricant, a Times food reporter, was nice enough to (awkwardly) accept the award on my behalf. We have never discussed it.


Two months later I was enjoying a beer on the porch of my farmhouse in Rhinebeck, NY, about ninety miles north of Manhattan along the Hudson River, savoring a glorious stretch of well-being. It was a resplendent autumn afternoon. A UPS truck pulled up the driveway and the courier placed at my feet a large, heavy, cardboard box. I lugged it inside and sawed through the top with a bread knife, plunging my hands into bubble wrap. I lifted its content and placed it on the kitchen table.


It was the trophy.









CHAPTER 2


The Black Bear


THE MORNING I TUMBLED INTO the jaws of mental illness, in November 1983, was ordinary in every way. As was my routine, I arose early to peruse the newspapers before commencing the work day. I wedged into my little office, which was the size of a rich man’s shoe closet, and settled onto a swivel chair that lacked space to swivel. Upon scanning the front page of the New York Times it was evident that something was awry. I found myself reading the same paragraphs over and over. Everything was slow and opaque, like awakening after anesthesia.


It could not be a hangover. Anne, my girlfriend, and I had shared a bottle of wine the previous evening, which was not uncommon in our household. Attributing my condition to fatigue—I had been working long days writing freelance articles for the New York Times and other publications—I returned to bed. An hour later, with Anne rattling around in the kitchen, I padded into the office. It was worse. I was trapped in a gauzy mental haze. It was as if a mischievous visitor had sneaked in and lowered the light dimmer in my brain.


Reading was possible but slow and soon forgotten; writing was out of the question. My heart began pounding. For the remainder of the day the light dimmer remained at low. Unable to work, I passed the time with mindless tasks—organizing files, polishing copper pans, running errands—with the expectation of doubling down the following day.


On Friday morning I remained in bed until after eight, a rarity, while Anne started her day. Recumbent on the futon—we could not afford a proper bed at the time—I had the premonitory feeling that the day would not embrace me with a smile. Happily, for the first five minutes my mind was as clear as a winter’s dawn, and I tried to discount the previous day’s drama. Perhaps it had been an allergic reaction to the wine, or something I ate. I rose with a bounce in my step and a heightened appreciation for the normal.


Then came the ominous tapping on the back of the neck, followed by another swift descent into confusion and anxiety. It was like nothing I had ever experienced. I could not see it; I could not touch it; I could not really describe it; I had no idea how to fix it. It was like taking your car to the mechanic because “something is not working right.” For the rest of the morning I remained in the office, feet on the desk, gazing over ice-glazed Long Island Sound.


A year before, Anne and I had moved into our snug two-bedroom cottage in Westport, Connecticut, overlooking an inlet of Long Island Sound. In the early 1980s, it was a quaint, neighborly, waterside village, affluent, but nothing like today, where Maseratis on Main Street barely merited a glance up from one’s macchiato. Most businesses were folksy and locally owned. The cynosure of downtown’s skyline was the beloved Pink Bookstore, set in a crazy, angular, low-ceilinged, colonial home.


The cottage’s owners, George and Betty Malisk, who shared the same property, stipulated that the house was for married couples only. That proved little inconvenience, as we promptly self-nuptualized and moved in. The arrangement worked out fine, as they became quite fond of us, and we of them. Naturally, we kept conversations of the connubial nature under the table. That is, until we decided to tie the knot legally, and with a grand spring party. On our front lawn.


“You tell them,” I implored Anne.


“No, you tell them.”


“You tell them.”


“Why?”


“Because you’re a woman. They won’t holler at you as much!”


Anne was gone for a good ten minutes, which could have meant anything. She finally returned, betraying no verdict.


“Well, well?” I asked, expecting the worst.


“They cried.”


The cottage was magical, even in winter, when the cove froze over and tall, wispy reeds swayed in the wind like supple ballerinas. On clear days we could see the north shore of Long Island. Without doubt, those were the happiest days of my life. I was unaware that a monstrous tidal surge would soon drag me out to sea.


In love, and with similar interests and creative aspirations, Anne and I created a gastronomic cottage industry on secluded Hideaway Lane. Together we penned food columns for the Hartford Courant’s brassy new Sunday magazine, Northeast, with Anne cooking and calling out measurements, and me taking notes, writing the text, and overeating. At times our home resembled a boarding house, with local friends, some starving artist types, dropping by to avail themselves of whatever was simmering in our journalistic stockpot. We also reviewed restaurants for the magazine and reported food stories for various publications. Anne, a former Berlitz teacher, patiently schooled me in her native tongue. In a short six months I could confidently order a croissant in a French bakery, and ask a waiter for the wine list, which I did not understand.


Our compensation from Northeast was $450 a week and we earned nearly that writing for the Times and other publications. One day an editor from the publishing house Clarkson Potter called to ask Anne if she would like to help a local caterer put together a cookbook. Her name was Martha Stewart. Martha resided a couple of miles from us in her much photographed farmhouse on Turkey Hill Road, bounded by flawlessly manicured vegetable gardens and endless splays of flowers. She was affable, tireless, and easy to work with. The money was good, too.


As food journalists go, we were on a roll. Notwithstanding that we had been food scribes for only a short time, we sensed that big things were on the horizon. Actually, we were sure of it. Yet, for my part, those big things could wait. We were young and inspired, living by the sea, blessed with caring friends, appreciated for our work, and pretty much free to set our own schedules. That was a time to treasure. As I remarked to Anne, so many people experience the “best days of our lives” in retrospect. We were living it and appreciating it every day.


The world of culinary journalism that we entered was, by today’s standards, straightforward and educational. Everything was new: truffles, morels, sea urchins, free-range chicken, foie gras, Japanese beef, confit, hand-harvested scallops, game, shiitake mushrooms, exotic French cheeses. California wines, long considered something that came in a jug, were making remarkable strides. Our job was to demystify new ingredients and techniques and come up with recipes for home cooks. It was great fun. Until the ceiling fell in.


Depression was not really on my radar, mostly because I knew little about it other than that it was either biochemical in nature, or situational—the death of a loved one, illness, a breakup. About a week into my malady, panic moved in. Every miserable day was the same, like prison without a defense attorney to boost your spirits. Having no one to talk with—I did not want to alarm Anne at that point—I drove down to the Greenwich library, which was the best in the area—and the only one in Fairfield County with computers, rudimentary as they were at the time—and pulled out some books on mental illness. Sitting on the floor, I skimmed them looking for answers. Most expounded more or less the same thing and posed questions that remain unresolved today: why has modern science, which can identify a miniscule spot in the brain that sparks epilepsy or Parkinson’s disease not yet located that pesky depression gene? And why does the illness come and go as it pleases, without warning, not even the courtesy of a phone call?


Then my ailment took a curious turn. I would feel normal for four days, crash for the same time, and then return to normal. The fleeting escape from the haze was welcome and promising. Was the depression breaking up, like an ice flow? I clung to this belief like an infant to a comfy blanket, only to find that it had merely run out to the store and would soon return.


One of the library’s textbooks devoted a chapter to manic depression, which was known to most people in its exaggerated almost caricature form. In it, one falls into the abyss for days or longer and then blasts off to a neuron-charged nirvana. The highs can occasion hyperactive comportment, rash decision making, and at times reckless financial behavior, like trying to purchase Grant’s Tomb on a Visa card. It came out that my disorder resembled what is called Bipolar 2, or unipolar depression. As such, I rode the elevator to the sub-basement, passed some time in the dark and cold, then returned to the ground floor. The levels above—where the party was in full swing—never saw me. Individuals who ascend to manic depression’s giddy heights sometimes describe it as a state of super clarity, even elation—and look forward to its return. I felt cheated.


In subsequent weeks, I strove to display an upbeat disposition in front of Anne, which was like humming Beatles’ tunes during an amputation. After all, I still held hope that it could flare out, so why alarm her? It was not as if Anne were unacquainted with tragedy. As a teenager she lost her mother to suicide; while on a Riviera vacation she leaped from a hotel window—in front of Anne. Anne lived for a time with her pious, soft-spoken father at the family estate, called Soustres, in the Languedoc region of France, a fifteen bedroom structure in a speck of a village called Montady that is not far from the historic city of Bezier. The core of the house is believed to have been built around the thirteenth century. (The fireplace, about the size of a Manhattan studio apartment, still functions, although it needs a chimney sweeping every century or so). Soustres is now partitioned into three residences, one for each branch of the family. Anne’s full name is Anne de Ravel d’Esclapon, which to a Frenchman is impressive indeed, as it goes far back in French history. There is even a little town in Provence called Esclapon, although I have never been there. In the 1980s, the family at Soustres enjoyed more space than income, and the homespun interior was far from Downton Abbey.


I met Anne in Washington, DC, when she was a supervisor at Berlitz. I had driven down from Easton, Connecticut, where I was an editor at Connecticut Magazine, to spend the Fourth of July weekend with a longtime friend, Nancy, a tall, lovely half-French woman whom I had known for more than ten years. We had never been intimate, although it remained within the sphere of possibility.


A natural organizer, Nancy had arranged a picnic for a group of friends on the greensward below the United States Capitol to watch the fireworks. While sipping white wine with expensive cheeses, I was informed that a “young French girl who did not have many friends in town” would be joining us. Within five minutes of her arrival she had found a doting friend: me. I don’t know what possessed me, but I rudely ignored Nancy and the others and focused all attention on Anne.


Anne is as French looking as it gets—pick your cliché—with fair skin, lively eyes, a cute, angular nose, and a decorative mole above the upper lip. I have always been curious about why some foreigners learn English and easily shed their native accents, while others do not. Anne is in the latter group. I have joked that after more than thirty years in the States she still spoke as if she were passing through United States Customs for the first time. For the rest of the day I followed her around like a dog. When it was time to leave, I discarded Nancy like a spent sparkler and took flight with Anne. It is one of the most shameful things I have ever done, and presaged my callous behavior with women—illness driven but inexcusable nonetheless—for years to come. Four decades later I think of it often.


Anne had moved to Washington three years prior to put some distance between her and the appalling family tragedy. Like many French women, she was refined and self-effacing, exceedingly feminine in both dress and demeanor. She would no sooner walk to work in sneakers carrying a backpack than stride down Madison Avenue on stilts. Several years later, when we lived in midtown Manhattan, on 55th Street off Fifth Avenue, if she had to run out to the corner deli, she would dress as if it were date night, including lipstick. I loved it.









CHAPTER 3


Spain


SHORTLY BEFORE MEETING ANNE I was in preparation for an educational sabbatical in Europe, part of my life philosophy of taking a personal year every five to six years. I had little money but much youth, and wanted to see some of the globe before work, family, and other life anchors slowed me down. A little research yielded an exhilarating itinerary: hop a tramp steamer to Casa Blanca and then make my way across Morocco to the Straits of Gibraltar. From there I would head up to Algeciras, Spain, and on to the magnificent city of Renaissance Salamanca, where I would enroll in language school.


I could not afford, nor did I care to, make the crossing on a gluttonous passenger liner. The wheezing, rust-dappled Tuhobic, flying a Yugoslav flag, held the raw Conradian allure I was looking for. Tramp steamers were the Uber services of the high seas, summoned to different ports to fetch cargo, often on short notice, so you were never sure where you would wind up nor for how long. Passage to Casa Blanca was normally ten days, for $350 apiece, regardless how long we would spend on the high seas. Our voyage was seventeen exhilarating days.


Although I hardly knew Anne at the time, and had planned the trip as my solo Lewis and Clark expedition, she kept after me, saying that she wanted to attend a family wedding in France (which she missed). I cannot help think about how her life would have been far better if she had not ascended the gangplank in Baltimore, and instead let me drift out of her world.


On the ship we shared a sizable stateroom, all varnished wood with stainless steel trim. There was a large porthole at water level, ideal for experimenting with sea sickness. Fortunately, the ocean was cooperative as we crossed the Atlantic except for one rock and roll evening when it was challenging to stand at the officers’ bar—even when stabilized by numerous shots of jenever, a sinus-clearing, juniper flavored Dutch liquor.


The ship hauled anchor for Casa Blanca on September 25, a brilliant day under a cerulean sky. As we passed into the open ocean, Anne and I stood at the bow’s railing, arm in arm, the salty breeze in our faces, like Kate Winslet and Leonardo DiCaprio in Titanic.


Our first port of call was the unexciting Norfolk Naval Station, on Chesapeake Bay, where we remained for two days to unload some cargo. From there the ship was summoned to Savannah, Georgia to fetch four giant cargo containers, miles of black cable, and a new Toyota. For four days we explored the enchanting southern city and its hefty cuisine. In mid-September, it was over a hundred degrees, the air as heavy as a sea chest. Our tourism was limited to half hour walks broken up by equal time in over-air conditioned bars. Still, it was thrilling to be there—and on a romantic Leninist vessel no less—and we would not have minded if the next port were Tierra del Fuego.
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