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Advance praise for The Paris Novel


‘This is nothing less than absolute enchantment.’


Nigella Lawson


‘I absolutely loved this gastro-tour through the streets of Paris – and further afield in France. I was really invested in Stella’s journey as she gradually blossomed. Where better to find your true self than in Shakespeare and Company! An absolutely wonderful treat.’


Veronica Henry, author of Thirty Days in Paris


‘Few [authors] are so riotously, effortlessly entertaining as Ruth Reichl… [She] is also witty, fair-minded, brave, and a wonderful writer.’


New York Times Book Review


‘In this rich, colourful and seductive novel, Ruth took me on a journey to ‘my Paris’, as well as to the ‘savoir vivre’ of France. Her story reminds you of the good things in life – enjoyment, friendship, immersing yourself in fine arts. If you do not have time to go to Paris, get yourself some cheese, baguette, red wine, and let The Paris Novel take you on a remarkable holiday for the soul.’


Nina George, author of The Little Paris Bookshop


‘What a joy to discover 1980s Paris alongside Stella through fashion, food and art, all wrapped up in a tantalizing mystery. This is a sumptuous book that I simply could not put down. C’est formidable!’


Julia Louis-Dreyfus


‘A delicious feast for the senses, taking the reader on an enchanting journey through the city of love, and following Stella’s adventure into a bolder, more beautiful life.’


Oprah Daily, ‘Most Anticipated Books of 2024’


‘Sensual and sweeping, Ruth Reichl’s The Paris Novel is for anyone who wants to believe that a great meal, a work of art, and an intimate conversation all have the ability to change your life. As Stella, our indomitable protagonist, slowly opens herself to discover a world of amazing food, art, and people, Reichl shows us the transformative power of pleasure.’


Lillian Li, author of Number One Chinese Restaurant


‘Ruth Reichl is the best sort of storyteller – intimate, wise, frank, and completely engaging.’


Susan Orlean, author of The Orchid Thief


‘Reichl’s irresistible charms should be savoured.’


US Weekly


‘Ruth Reichl is one of our greatest storytellers. No one writes as warmly and engagingly about the all-important intersection of food, life, love, and loss.’


Alice Waters, restaurateur and author of We Are What We Eat


‘I love everything Ruth Reichl writes and not only is The Paris Novel no exception, it is, page after page, an enchanting and irresistible feast. Much like the perfect meal in the world’s most magical city, I never wanted this sublime novel to end.’


Cynthia D’Aprix Sweeney, author of The Nest


‘In Ruth Reichl’s singularly capable hands, how could Paris be anything less than completely delicious?… Hopelessly and hopefully romantic – you will devour this novel.’


Paula McLain, author of The Paris Wife


‘A splendid novel of family, food, and all things French, by one of the world’s best food writers at the top of her game.’


J. Ryan Stradal, author of Saturday Night at the Lakeside Supper Club


‘The Paris Novel is a movable feast through France in the 1980s, with stops in memorable bistros, markets, and Left Bank cafés.’


David Lebovitz, author of My Paris Kitchen


‘Savour Paris through this story of a lost young woman who finds herself in a city she never knew she’d love, let alone finally feel at home in. It’s all here: Les Deux Magots, Dior, L’Ami Louis, and Shakespeare and Company. And there is no better guide than Ruth Reichl.’


Padma Lakshmi, author of Love, Loss, and What We Ate


‘Ruth Reichl’s The Paris Novel whisks us into an enchanting world full of Parisian pleasures, mouthwatering delights, and entangled mysteries… The Paris Novel is a gem.’


Bianca Bosker, author of Get the Picture


‘When straitlaced Stella’s aloof mother dies, she leaves a note that says “Go to Paris” – and Stella decides to listen. Reichl, the former editor of Gourmet and a bestselling author of food memoirs, writes a whimsical novel about self-discovery at any age.’


Chatelaine


‘Reichl’s writing reads like a dish you want to savour, slowly chewing each perfectly chosen word.’


Eater
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For Susan Kamil, my beloved editor, who asked me to write this book.
It makes me so sad that she will never get to read it.




SHE NEVER CALLED HER MOTHER MOM OR MOMMY OR EVEN Mother. From the time that Stella was very small, her mother insisted she call her Celia. “I was not born to be anyone’s mother,” she explained.


Which pretty much said it all.


So now, hearing the lawyer say the words “my daughter” gave Stella a very odd feeling, as if they had been written by a stranger.
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Paris, 1983


LILACS, RAIN, A HINT OF BITTER CHOCOLATE: STELLA SNIFFED the air as she entered the small shop, enjoying the soft golden light that enfolded her. A bell pealed, an oldfashioned sound that gave her the oddest feeling, as if she had stepped off the Paris sidewalk and straight out of time.


A curious old woman, whose beautifully manicured hands contrasted with her severe haircut and drab dress, was seated at a small oak table, wearing a smile that looked simultaneously reluctant and triumphant. Cat, Stella thought, canary.


At the sight of Stella, the woman’s face lit up and she leapt from her seat. “I have been waiting for you.” Her voice was deep, gravelly, the words emerging as if rusted from disuse. “What took you so long?” Her reproachful tone implied that Stella was shamefully late for an important appointment.


Stella was stunned. Perhaps the woman had confused her with someone else. Maybe she was crazy. Stella backed toward the door, reaching for the knob. But when the woman cried “Stop!” her voice was so imperious that Stella obeyed. The two stood for a moment, eyeing each other.


It was Stella’s first day in Paris. She’d stumbled blearily through the morning streets, jet-lagged and wishing she hadn’t come. The remaining days of her trip stretched before her, a vast uncharted landscape. What would she do with herself, alone in this unfamiliar city? Back in her apartment in New York she’d done her homework, walking her fingers across maps of Paris so she’d know her way around. But now, traversing actual Paris streets, she felt disquieted. Leaving the quaint hotel in the Latin Quarter, she’d tried to shake anxiety off by joining the stream of tourists crossing the Seine.


She had passed Notre-Dame—one day she’d go inside—and recited the name of each bridge as she crossed it. Yet despite her preparation she felt like an alien. She didn’t understand the language. She knew nobody. What was she doing here?


Heading to the Place des Vosges, she’d wondered if it would be as lovely as the guidebooks promised. “Le Pavillon de la Reine,” she had whispered to herself, as she began circumnavigating the ancient square. The stones seemed to be breathing ancient air, she thought as she surveyed the orderly little park with its tidy fountain. When she ducked into the arcade, she spotted a shop with Robes des Rêves etched in gold across the antique glass and stopped to study the ornate letters. There was a single dress in the window, waves of fabric in the most extraordinary shade of violet. Velvet? It looked so soft that Stella had longed to touch it. She had opened the door.


Now the proprietress was staring at her with that peculiarly Parisian arrogance. Her rudeness made Stella so uncomfortable she looked away, eyes darting around the shop. The walls, thickly layered with vintage garments, turned the crowded space into a time machine, as if the city’s entire history were spelled out in chiffon, linen, silk, and lace. Her eye fell on an austere wartime uniform standing stiffly at attention and moved on to a Pucci pantsuit in colors so exuberant she imagined it leaping from the hanger and boogying out the door. The woman simply watched, saying nothing. The small white dog at her side was equally alert. The silence stretched, uncomfortable.


What did I do? Stella thought, convinced, as usual, that she had done something wrong. She stood hesitating for a moment, then headed toward the violet dress in the window, brushing past an Edwardian lace-trimmed peignoir, a bugle-beaded flapper dress, a silk shawl the color of dawn. She reached to touch the dress.


“Stop!” the woman cried again.


Stella jumped away, put her hands behind her back, apologized. “I’m sorry.” She could see, up close, that the antique dress was very frail.


“We have been waiting.” The words were even more reproachful now, almost angry.


“I’m sorry?” This time it was a question.


“We have been waiting for you.” The woman repeated the words, louder and slower, as if volume could compensate for vocabulary. Then, with a contemptuous look—clearly she thought Stella impossibly stupid—and an impatient wave of her hand, she vanished into a back room. The dog sat, body quivering, ears pricked, eyes on Stella, daring her to move. Stella stood very still. An eternity passed before the woman returned, balancing a long flat box on outstretched arms.


“Come!” She gestured imperiously. When Stella did not move, the woman set the box down, took her hand, and began towing her inexorably toward a curtained area in the corner of the room. The little dog followed, nosing the box forward along the floor.


Bewildered, Stella did not resist; perhaps this was the way all Paris shopkeepers behaved? “Your dress”—the woman pulled Stella into the makeshift dressing room and turned her roughly around—“is from the fifties.” In the hazy mirror Stella caught sight of her own reflection. Slim, boyish body in neatly pressed jeans; cool gray eyes; straight brown hair falling to her shoulders. White shirt, tweed jacket. She took off the jacket, slowly unbuttoned the shirt, and slipped it off as the woman tugged at Stella’s jeans. As her bare stomach emerged, Stella crossed her hands to hide it. In her adult life nobody had touched her in such an intimate manner, and she felt her cheeks grow red with embarrassment. The woman gave a small, disapproving shake of the head. “Do you think I have never seen a naked woman before? Me, who once dressed the great models as they prepared for the runway?”


Muttering to herself, the woman bent down, opened the box, and began peeling off layers of soft tissue. The sound was like Christmas. She lifted a cloud of fabric and began to carefully unfasten tiny buttons on the back of the garment, releasing each one with surgical precision. “I was at Dior the year this dress was made.” Baffled and intrigued, Stella leaned in to hear the words. “It was the first year Monsieur Saint Laurent was with us—he was only twenty-one—but even then we knew he had the talent. This was his first design for the house of Dior, and as I helped the great vedette Victoire Doutreleau into this dress, Monsieur Saint Laurent fussed about, tugging at the fabric, looking distressed.”


She paused, looking off into the distance. Stella waited. “But when Victoire walked onto the runway, the entire audience gasped. We all heard it. Monsieur Saint Laurent gave that little smile of his that was so rare. We knew at once that this dress was”—she searched for the word—“magique. So imagine to yourself my joy, all these years later, when that very dress waltzes into my shop. Ici, chez moi!” She shook her head, unable to believe her luck, and her mouth did something that was meant to be a smile. “I had not seen it for almost thirty years, but when I opened the box, it was like meeting an old friend.”


Humming softly, she tossed the dress over Stella’s head, blocking the light. In the darkness Stella became conscious that the fabric was infused with the scent of apricots and vanilla. Slightly dizzy, she thought of Dorothy in the field of poppies.


The woman was still talking. “But I knew that this dress was not for everyone. And so I packed it away. And I waited.” She looked down, addressing the dog. “Zaza, am I not patient?” The dog regarded her with bright black eyes, ears cocked forward in silent assent. “I knew the right person would appear. And when you walked through the door, Mademoiselle, my heart gave a little leap. I knew, mais tout de suite, that your dress had found its destiny.”


What a sales pitch! thought Stella. Does she do this with everyone? Does anybody buy it? She wondered what extraordinary story the woman would manufacture next.


“You know, both Monsieur Dior and Monsieur Saint Laurent occasionally gave their dresses names. Pas toujours, just the special ones. There was an Artemise. A Zemire. A Laurette. But this dress was different. After that gasp from the audience, Monsieur Dior came into the atelier and reached out, fingering the fabric as he walked around and around the model. ‘This dress is Victoire,’ he said at last, and Victoire gave us all a pitying smile. It was a rare honor.”


She continued, eyes on Stella. “But Monsieur Dior shook his head and patted Victoire’s arm. ‘It is just for now. Pardon, ma chère, but this dress is changeable as perfume. A chameleon that will look different on each woman. And so it will always bear the name of its wearer.’”


“So the dress is named Victoire?”


The old woman shook her head. “How do they call you?”


“Stella.”


“How perfect! This dress is now Stella.” She dropped to her knees, preventing further conversation. Her nimble fingers were light as butterflies as they moved slowly up Stella’s back, closing the buttons. When Stella tried to look into the mirror, the fingers changed, clamping down like iron bars, holding her in place. “Not yet!”


She didn’t mind. As each tiny button snuggled into its hole, the dress became an embrace, the cloth warm and soft against her skin, comforting as a lullaby. Stella closed her eyes and surrendered to the sensation.


“You can look now.” Startled, Stella opened her eyes. She had been somewhere else.


The person in the mirror was no one she had ever met. Slim, boyish Stella was gone. In her place stood an exotic creature who looked as if an aria—“Casta Diva,” perhaps—would come pouring out when she opened her mouth. The dress had turned her into a woman of such voluptuous promise that it transformed every feature. Stella’s pale, serious face now looked touchingly sensual. She had never bothered with makeup, but her lips now begged for a slash of red. Her gray eyes had gone smoky, mysterious rather than drab, and even her mousy hair suddenly seemed sleek and glossy. Stella stared at this woman who was nothing like herself.


“Et voilà!” The little saleslady was fierce. “Did I not tell you this was your dress? Would you not prefer to be this beautiful woman rather than the ordinary creature who walked in my door?”


“How much?” Stella whispered the words. She had always been a caterpillar, but now, suddenly, she longed to be a butterfly.


“Fifty thousand francs.” The woman’s voice was brusque. She snapped her fingers contemptuously beneath Stella’s nose. “A mere nothing for a piece of art, a slice of history.” She opened her hands in a benevolent gesture. “But I will make you a bargain. If you pay in dollars, I will give you a good rate. The banks offer seven and a half francs, but me, I will make it eight.”


Stella stared at the woman in the mirror as she did the calculation. Six thousand dollars? For a dress? She had the money—Celia’s money, every penny her mother had left her—but could she be the kind of person who spent it on a dress? She turned again to the woman in the mirror, yearning to be her. But it was wrong. She was not a frivolous person who wasted money on clothing. She took one last look and turned away, relinquishing the vision. “This dress”—the words were reluctant—“belongs in a museum.”


“No dress belongs in a museum!” The saleslady reached out and patted the dress, as if consoling a wounded creature. “Dresses are created to be worn. And this dress was meant to be worn by you.” She looked her up and down. “This dress desires to be a Stella.”


And now Stella heard another voice. It was passionate, insistent. Fierce. For once in your life, her mother was hissing in her ear, make me proud. She stepped out of the dress, willing the voice to go away. Live up to your name. Be a Stella, Celia’s ghost continued to murmur as Stella left the dress crumpled on the floor and fled.
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New York, 1957


THE YEAR STELLA TURNED SEVEN, HER MOTHER HIT THE DATING jackpot. Tall and regal, Celia had a ripe body and deep-black eyes the shape of almonds. Her strong face was softened by very full lips that were never without bright-red lipstick. Men found her irresistible: She was always bringing some new “friend” home.


But this one was different. Each time Mortimer arrived at their apartment, he brought a present for Stella, as if he were wooing her as well as her mother. For reasons Stella could not verbalize, this made her extremely uncomfortable. “He’s very wealthy,” Celia boasted to her friends, “but Mortimer is so much more than a rich businessman. . . .” She stopped, in that way she had, allowing the drama to build. “The real Mortimer, the man I love, has the soul of an artist.” She told them about his fine collection—“He owns a Renoir!”—and the studio he’d created in the penthouse apartment, where he painted on the weekends.


Fabulously wealthy and superbly elegant, Mortimer Morris sat on the board of the city’s major cultural institutions; he squired Celia to the opening of the opera, the ballet, galas at the museums. He bought her jewelry, took her skiing in Gstaad and yachting in St. Bart’s. “And,” she told Stella in the early days of the affair, “he wants to teach you to paint. What a lucky little girl you are; you’re going to spend Sundays in his studio.”


Stella was wary, but she could not come up with a good reason to refuse. And that first Sunday when Celia dropped her off at 930 Fifth Avenue, Stella could not help noticing the way the elevator man looked at her. She had the oddest sense that he felt sorry for her. When they reached the eighteenth floor, she thought the man seemed reluctant to open the elevator door, and she stepped out hesitantly, afraid of what she would find.


But it was beautiful! The light was dazzling, and Stella ran to the windows, taking in a view that stretched across Central Park. She looked down on Conservatory Pond, the boathouse, and the statue of Hans Christian Andersen, her particular favorite. Mortimer led her to a long table where he had assembled an impressive array of cookies, cakes, and soda. “If there’s something you’d rather have, little girl”—he flicked her cheek with a careless finger—“you have only to ask.”


He took her hand and led her to a large cupboard. “These are for you.” He pointed at some paintbrushes. She hesitated; they were so lovely she was afraid to touch them. “Go on,” he urged, putting one in her hand, “they’re yours.” She stroked the pale wood and touched the furry tip; it was so soft that, without thinking, she ran it across her cheek. “The best you can buy,” he said magnanimously. “It’s kolinsky sable imported from Siberia.”


He showed her how to prime the canvas, handed her a palette, and pointed to the pristine tubes of paint. He squinted at the view. “Just paint what you see.”


It was so green out there! She squeezed viridian onto the virgin palette, liking the way the vibrant color came splashing out. It seemed a shame to dip the clean fur into that greasy glob of paint.


“Relax,” he cried, pushing his own big brush into a large splotch of carmine and swooshing it across the canvas on the easel in front of him. She thought of blood. He pointed to a woman wearing a red sweater down below. “That’s her.” He squeezed a blob of blue paint onto his palette, dragged the brush through, tossed it onto his canvas. “And that’s the water.”


Stella just stared at him. She didn’t want to spew paint on that lovely clean canvas; what Mortimer was making looked primitive, raw. Ugly. She stared down at the nursemaids pushing perambulators, the little boy flying a kite, the tiny boats on the lake. . . . She ran her fingers across the soft fur of the brushes, unwilling to sully them with the thick, sticky paint.


Mortimer’s lips turned down as he looked down his aristocratic nose. “You’re not much like your mother, are you?” he asked.


“No,” she whispered, “I’m not like her.” They were so different that nobody—least of all Celia—could believe they were related. Outgoing Celia loved meeting new people; Stella was shy. Celia sought adventure; Stella always played it safe. And, of course, Celia was beautiful; when she walked down the street, people turned to stare, and she was often mistaken for Maria Callas. Nobody ever gave Stella a second glance.


“Speaking of your mother . . . What’s she going to think if you arrive home covered in paint? I think you should take your dress off.”


Stella didn’t want to.


“Shall I help you, little girl?” Stella looked down at her new patent-leather shoes and slowly shook her head.


“Oh, Stella,” he said, “show a little spunk.” He sat down, drew her forward until she was standing between his knees, and began to unbutton her dress. She counted slowly to herself, wishing there were more buttons, until the dress fell, a puddle at her feet.


“I think it had better all come off, don’t you?” He tugged her panties down until she was standing in only patent-leather shoes and lace-edged white socks. Her heart pounded.


“Now you look like a painter!” He handed her a brush. “Go ahead, toss some paint.”


Naked, Stella felt humiliated and afraid. She wanted to go home. She had to pee. She didn’t want to look at Mortimer, so she ran the clean tip of the brush through the fat glob of green paint and made a half-hearted swipe at the canvas.


“Not like that! A true artist has to be bold, show the canvas who’s in charge. Here, let me show you how it’s done.” Mortimer came behind her, smelling of turpentine and expensive cologne. He picked up her hand, the one holding the brush, and moved it through the paint as if she were a puppet. Then he drew her arm back and made the paint fly onto the canvas. It landed with a thwat! Stella jumped, and Mortimer reached down to calm her. His hand was on her back, on her front, all over her.


Then he was pushing her off him, telling her to go into the bathroom, clean herself up, get dressed. Wordlessly, she obeyed. In the bathroom, with its hard marble counters and glittering mirrors, she turned the taps as far as they would go and scrubbed her hands over and over in the achingly hot water. When she was done, she leaned over the toilet and threw up. And threw up. And threw up, until there was nothing left inside except a small hard ball of self-loathing.


“Thank you, darling.” Celia wrapped herself around Mortimer when he brought Stella home. She looked down at her daughter. “Did you have fun, sweetie?” Stella could smell the gardenia perfume her mother wore, and it reminded her of turpentine. She was afraid she was going to be sick again.


“She’s a regular little artist, aren’t you?” Mortimer looked down at Stella; his smooth face was bland, but his eyes were dark and menacing.


Stella swallowed hard.


Celia sighed. “What do you say?” she prodded.


“Thank you, Mortimer,” Stella said dutifully.


“Come back, little girl, I’ll be ready for you.” He turned his big face to Celia. “Bring her again next weekend. We’re going to make an artist of her.”


“That’s settled, then,” said Celia. She smiled and smiled. “The sitter’s here—we’re late for our dinner reservation.” She looked down again at Stella. “Tomorrow morning you have to tell me all about the painting lesson.”


But in the morning—and all the other mornings—Celia did not ask. Stella was grateful; if she didn’t have to talk about it, she could pretend it hadn’t happened. And by the middle of each week she was even able to convince herself that it was all in her imagination. Because she knew, deep down, that if this awful thing was real, it was all her fault.


Later, when it was over and her attempts to block the memories failed, what Stella remembered was Mortimer’s wolflike leer as he looked down at her, week after week, saying, “Come back, little girl, I’ll be ready for you.” And the taste of vomit in her mouth.


How long did it last? One year? Two? Until one Sunday morning, as they were on their way to 930 Fifth Avenue, Celia asked, very casually, “Does Mortimer ever do anything funny to you?”


Stella nodded.


“Would you like to stop the painting lessons?”


Stella nodded again, praying that her mother would not ask any more questions.


And she did not. Stella never saw Mortimer again, although she suspected that Celia continued to date the man, because she sometimes smelled that nauseating mixture of turpentine and cologne on her mother’s clothing. Celia, she supposed, could not resist the lure of Mortimer’s money and prestige, and if this bothered Stella, she did not allow herself to know it.


As for Celia, she never asked another question.


Not then. Not ever.
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Making It Up


AT FIFTEEN, CONSTANZA VINCENTE LOOKED IN THE MIRROR, scrutinized the long lashes around those sparkling dark eyes, the large mobile mouth, and the shining black hair, and knew she was beautiful. Picking up her purse, she walked out of her parents’ crowded apartment, leaving behind her Brooklyn accent, her boisterous siblings, and her name. It was 1930, and the newly minted Celia St. Vincent talked her way onto the cosmetics counter at Bergdorf Goodman, where she scrutinized her wealthy customers, copying the way they talked, dressed, and wore their hair so accurately that people assumed she was a down-on-her-luck debutante, another victim of the Depression struggling to make ends meet.


She became such an accomplished personal shopper that the most affluent clients all demanded her attention. No one else, they insisted, would possibly do. They went into the dressing room, slipped off their clothes, and opened their hearts. One rainy afternoon the mayor’s wife, who was weeping on Celia’s shoulder, wiped her eyes and said, “Nobody knows more about what really goes on in this city than you do.”


“Hmmm,” Celia replied noncommittally. It had given her an idea.


She assumed yet another name—Charlotte Knickerbocker—to write a column for the New York Herald Tribune. “Have You Heard?” quickly became the talk of the town. Although she no longer needed the money, she stayed on at Bergdorf’s because her customers, unaware that their beloved Celia now had a pseudonym, continued to tell her their troubles. Had anyone suggested that she was the author of the scandalous column, it would not have been believed; Celia, a consummate chameleon, showed people exactly what she wanted them to see. Even her closest friends did not know that she repaid their admiration with wry contempt; privately she referred to them as “the acolytes.”


Men adored her too, and although Celia’s appetites were voracious, none of her lovers ever seemed to touch her heart. Over the years there were many men in her life, but she was so intent upon her independence that when she became pregnant, she acted as if no man had been involved. Later, when Stella asked about her father, Celia would say only that he’d been a handsome man she had met in a bar.


“We were drinking Stella Artois, so I guess you could say I named you for him. And, of course, I hoped you would be a star.” She gave Stella one of the scornful looks that told her, on an almost daily basis, what a disappointment she was.


Celia undoubtedly had some notion of how a mother ought to act, but the role did not appeal to her. After all, motherhood was one of the few failures of her life—and it was certainly not her fault that her child was such a dud. She gave Stella a home and kept her fed and clothed. What was her reward? An ungrateful little girl who did not exert the smallest effort to live up to her standards.


Left largely to her own devices, Stella created rigid routines for herself. “It’s like living with a nun!” Celia complained to the acolytes. “All we’re missing are the bells.” She made endless fun of the calendar Stella hung in her room, each day’s activities carefully penciled in, hour by hour. Stella left nothing to chance; it made her feel safe. When she was not in school, she was studying, reading, or visiting museums.


When the Mortimer mornings came to an abrupt end, Celia suggested art-appreciation classes at the Metropolitan Museum of Art. Stella went reluctantly; she was now wary of art and knew this was simply Celia’s way of getting her daughter off her hands for a few hours every weekend.


The classes began badly. The first Sunday, she joined a group of children clutching crumbling red rubber mats as they trailed a curator through the museum’s vast halls. Whenever the man came to a halt, they set their mats on the chilly floor and crouched down as he told them what they were supposed to see in each important work.


He led them past marble statues missing various body parts. Through halls of medieval armor menacing them with battle-axes. Past Egyptian tombs and up an imposing stairway to rooms filled with golden Madonnas and endless Christs on crosses. At last he came to an abrupt stop before a painting of a little boy in bright-red clothes holding a bird on a string. “This,” the curator announced, “is a very famous work by Francisco de Goya, who painted it in 1787. Take a good look, children. What do you see?”


Stella raised her hand.


“Yes?”


“Those cats want to eat the bird he’s holding,” she said. “And he’s not paying attention. Disaster is about to strike.”


“No, no, no.” The man frowned at her. “You’re the one who’s not paying attention. Look again.” It turned out the animals were beside the point; the curator had planned a lecture on how different childhood had been back then, and he was annoyed that she had neglected to notice the boy’s splendid red suit, his lace collar, silk shoes, and long hair.


The tour continued, but as the afternoon wore on, Stella never saw what she was supposed to see. She did not raise her hand again, and the following weekend she faded silently away from the group to wander through the museum on her own. She did the same the next week, and the next. Celia never knew: “They do such a good job there,” she crowed to the acolytes, “and it’s much cheaper than a babysitter.”


On the fourth Sunday, Stella moved morosely through the highceilinged rooms, barely seeing the paintings she passed, simply killing time. Then she came upon a girl her own age holding her father’s hand.


“I saved the best for last,” he was saying. Stella looked at a watery image of a bridge over a pond of water lilies. “Isn’t it peaceful?”


When they moved on, Stella stayed, staring at the painting until she had dreamed herself into the canvas. It was peaceful. She halfclosed her eyes, feeling the soft earth beneath her feet and the gentle breeze that rippled the water. Until that moment she had not known a painting could make you feel that way, but now she became greedy for the experience.


After that, she dreamed herself into dozens of paintings, walking through foreign landscapes and getting to know long-dead people until they felt like old friends. Long after she had outgrown the children’s art-appreciation classes, she continued to visit the museum on a regular basis. The calendar on her wall had “Metropolitan Museum” penciled in almost every day. It was her sanctuary, a place where she could be alone in a crowd.


It was certainly better than being alone in the big apartment on Madison Avenue with no one for company except the dark, handsome man whose portrait hung in the living room. Celia said she had bought the painting in Paris because she liked the man’s looks. Stella thought he resembled a pirate as he strode through a street market as if he owned the world. Dreaming herself into the painting, Stella could smell the lemons at one stand, taste the strawberries at another, and she took comfort in talking to the man—although she was careful not to do so when Celia was around. Which wasn’t very often: Busy with her career, Celia spent little time at home. When she was at the apartment, she was either closeted in her study, writing the column, or in the kitchen, whipping up one of the dinners for which she was famous. Celia had learned to cook in France, and invitations to her chic soirées were highly coveted.


Stella loathed them.


As soon as Stella was old enough to totter around with a tray, Celia pressed her into service. “Remember the ‘R’s,” she said each time she handed the little girl a platter. “You serve from the left and remove from the right.” The guests cooed over the adorable child, but as she grew older, she faded into the background, and by the time she was a teenager, Stella felt like little more than hired help.


“That is the most put-upon child I’ve ever seen,” one of the acolytes whispered to her neighbor one night. Stella, who’d felt invisible, was shocked and humiliated. She hated being pitied and allowed herself a flash of anger. Then, as she always did, she buried the rage. It was easier that way.


“I’m going to miss you at my soirées,” Celia said as Stella packed for college. Then, aware that she should try to be more motherly, she quickly added, “And it’s going to be lonely around here without you.”


“Thanks.” For a moment Stella hoped that Celia really would miss her. Perhaps, she thought, now that she was grown, they could become closer.


But four years later, when she returned from Vassar and announced she had landed a position at a small publishing company, Celia asked pointedly, “Where will you live?” When Stella timidly asked if she might use one of the spare bedrooms in the spacious rent-controlled apartment while searching for a place of her own, Celia grudgingly agreed.


“Have you found an apartment?” she asked every day. When Stella finally answered in the affirmative, Celia offered to help her move. She carried one suitcase up the five flights to the minuscule studio in the East Thirties, ran a finger across a dusty windowsill, and beat a hasty retreat. After that the two women saw little of each other. On the occasions when they did meet—holidays and birthdays—Celia could barely hide her irritation. They were both relieved when the obligatory two hours elapsed and they could go their separate ways.


Stella was, in her own quiet way, content. She enjoyed her job at Vanguard Press, a small publishing company run by a tiny woman named Evelyn Shrifte, who told her, on an almost daily basis, that she was the best copy editor she’d ever employed. Unaccustomed to compliments, Stella basked in the appreciation.


Miss Shrifte (no Ms. for her!) was a legend in the book world, famous for taking on works by first-time authors after other publishers had turned them down. Her little press had published the first books by Saul Bellow, Dr. Seuss, and Marshall McLuhan, and had famously bought a sneakily subversive manuscript called Auntie Mame after thirteen larger publishers had passed. “But,” she had sighed to Stella on her first day of work, “they all eventually move on to more-prestigious publishers, who can give them bigger advances and better publicity. You can’t really blame them.” She patted a copy of Joyce Carol Oates’s Wonderland. “Joyce was remarkably loyal; I always knew she was bound to leave, but we published a score of her books before she finally did.”


Stella would have liked to make friends with Miss Shrifte, but she’d never really had a friend and didn’t know how to go about it. When she shyly suggested they might have lunch one day, Miss Shrifte smiled and said that would be very nice. It never happened, and Stella was too timid to bring it up again.


When not at work she continued to follow the routines of her childhood. She set her alarm for 6 A.M.; made coffee, toast, and a boiled egg; packed a sandwich; and then walked the fifteen blocks to the office. She liked those early hours best, when she had the place to herself and she could throw herself into her assignments. She once spent weeks on a novel called Murder in the Church, poring over maps and pictures of the Abbey of Sainte-Marie-Madeleine in Vézelay until she was positive every detail was correct.


At 6 P.M. she put on her coat and trudged home to simple suppers—chicken breast, rice, salad, and the occasional scoop of ice cream. Loathing Celia’s complicated cooking, she never realized that food might be a source of pleasure. Pleasure, in fact, was not part of her program. She occasionally went to the theater or ballet, but mostly she stayed home and read.


On the weekends she went to the place where she was most comfortable: the Metropolitan Museum of Art. She grew fond of the Museum of Modern Art as well, and over time she got to know the city’s other museums; she had a particular affection for the Frick Collection. It wasn’t an exciting life, but it was calm, she felt safe, and she was grateful.


WHEN THE CALL CAME, STELLA had not seen her mother for six months. It was one of the acolytes. “We were crossing the street and the taxi ran a red light.” The woman paused; Stella heard her blow her nose. “The injuries were massive, but Celia was so strong!” Another sniff, a pause to pull a tissue from the box.


The woman wept some more. “I know she didn’t want a funeral, but so many people loved her. . . . You must arrange a memorial. I don’t know how I’ll manage without her.” She mentioned the memorial a few more times, waiting for Stella to respond.


When Stella realized the woman was not about to let it drop, she finally gave an answer. “I don’t think so.”


“But we need some closure,” the woman wailed. “A world without Celia is just too sad.”


“Not to me.”


Stella still wasn’t sure if she’d actually said the words out loud.


THE FOLLOWING DAY SHE WENT to see Celia’s lawyer. “Your mother was very explicit about her last wishes. She left this for you.” Looking perplexed and disapproving, he read the words “For My Daughter” from a sealed envelope addressed in Celia St. Vincent’s pirate-bold hand.


Staring down at the handwriting gave Stella the oddest sensation, as if it had all been a hoax and Celia wasn’t really dead. To her surprise, what she felt was relief: In that moment she understood that she’d continued to hope that she and Celia might one day get to know each other, maybe even like each other, perhaps become close. There was so much unfinished business! Then she remembered that this envelope contained the last communication she would have with her mother and finally knew it was too late.


“I don’t know what’s in there”—the lawyer pointed to the thick cream-colored envelope—“but her instructions to me were crystal clear. No funeral; the body goes to science. Everything else comes to you.” He sighed. “I’m sorry to say there’s not much. There is a painting that might fetch a few dollars, but she insists it be put in storage.” Stella remembered the portrait of the handsome Parisian man; she hadn’t thought of it in years. “I’ve never heard of the artist, but she seems to think it will be worth something one day.” The lawyer tugged irritably at his monogrammed cuffs, the very gesture indicating exactly what he thought of that idea. “There are no stocks, no bonds, no annuities. No real estate. She lived large. Her bank account contains the princely sum of eight thousand dollars. As far as that money is concerned . . .” He stopped to offer Stella a thin-lipped smile. “It comes to you in a very odd fashion. I am to purchase an airplane ticket to Paris and convert the remaining funds to traveler’s checks. It’s an odd whim.” Another cheerless smile. “Perhaps you understand it.”


Stella did. “She’s having the last word.”


“I don’t take your meaning.” As he ran a hand through perfectly combed black curls, Stella realized he was quite handsome. A bit young for Celia, but that had never stopped her. They had probably been lovers.


“It’s her final attempt to turn me into the daughter she wanted me to be.”


“Oh, I’m sure you’re wrong there. She was extremely proud of your accomplishments. She talked about them all the time.”


“I’m sure she did.”


You had to admire Celia’s ingenuity. She could not abide the idea of a daughter who was neither brilliant nor beautiful, so she simply invented a new one. It was, after all, what she had done for herself. But while she had been satisfied with two new identities for herself, she’d made up a dozen different Stellas. Which version, Stella wondered, had Celia offered him? Over the years her mother had turned her into a human-rights lawyer, a textile designer, and a Harvard professor of Chinese literature.


“She told me you didn’t like to talk about your painting. But I know you’re very close to Andy Warhol and that he’s enormously impressed with your talent. She mentioned”—the lawyer smiled benignly, showing off his expensive teeth—“that you were very modest.”


“It always bothered her.”


“There was certainly nothing modest about your mother!” Definitely lovers, Stella thought as she watched him appraise her. It was as if Celia were sitting next to her, and he was looking from one to the other, comparing her own unassuming demeanor to Celia’s stunning forcefulness. She felt herself grow smaller. Ripping open the envelope, she read Celia’s last words to her. There was just one line written on the paper: “Go to Paris.”


The lawyer stood up and held out his hand. “Let me know when you want me to buy that ticket.”


STELLA HAD NO INTENTION of doing her mother’s bidding. Why should she? But six months went by and she found that the safe, predictable life she had so carefully forged began to feel hollow. She went through the familiar routines, but they felt different now that Celia was gone. She had thought that by avoiding her mother she could erase her from her life, but now she saw she’d been fooling herself; everything she’d ever done was in opposition to Celia. Without her mother, nothing made sense. All her questions remained unanswered.


Did she have aunts and uncles somewhere? Grandparents? Did they even know that she existed? And what about her father? Who was he? Celia had refused to talk about him, but Stella should have insisted; she had a right to know who she was, where she came from. Now it was too late.


And then there was Mortimer. Had someone told Celia what he did to little girls? Or had she simply intuited it? Why did she keep seeing him after everything he’d done? How like Celia, Stella thought, to simply ignore reality when it suited her purpose. Wasn’t that what she’d always done?


But she knew that if Celia were alive, she still wouldn’t ask. Just the name “Mortimer” brought back all the fear and the shame. It was so much better to tamp it down, keep it buried. She did not want to think about Celia’s many secrets, so she threw herself into her work, spending more and more time at the office, meticulously over-researching every manuscript that came her way. She spent weeks on a book about scientist Alan Turing and the Enigma project before moving on to her next assignment, The Vice Trust, a scholarly book about human trafficking in the early twentieth century. It was gruesomely fascinating material, and she borrowed mountains of books from the library and stayed late one night, vanishing down a rabbit hole, lost in the minutiae of transportation, immigration laws, and women’s rights. When she looked up, she found her boss walking into her office, pulling off her gloves.


“What are you doing here?” asked Evelyn Shrifte. “It’s almost midnight.”


“I might ask you the same,” Stella replied.


“Actually, you might not,” the woman replied tartly. “It is, after all, my company.” She gave Stella one of her appraising stares and said, “What you need is time to grieve. You’re running away from your pain, thinking work will help. I want you to take some time off.”


“I’m okay,” Stella replied. “Really.”


“Go away for a while,” Miss Shrifte insisted. “Take a vacation. You’ve earned it. Your job will be waiting when you return.”


“But—” Stella began.


“This is not a suggestion. You have an orderly mind, and you’re the best copy editor I have ever met. Doing without you will be difficult, but in the ten years you’ve been working here you’ve taken no time off, and you need to get away. Didn’t your mother leave some money? Go somewhere, do something nice for yourself. I don’t want to see you for at least six weeks.”


Stella panicked. She hated change, feared travel, and certainly did not want to go anywhere. But staying in New York with nothing to do would be even worse. The last thing she wanted was to spend weeks without work, trapped in her own head. “My mother wanted me to use the money to go to Paris.”


“Perfect!” Miss Shrifte beamed. “That is exactly what you should do! Go to Paris. I’m going to give you the name of my favorite hotel. It’s quaint and very inexpensive; you’ll love it.”


In the morning Stella called the officious lawyer. “Your timing is good,” he said approvingly. “The franc is so weak right now that your money will go very far. You should have a wonderful time!”





[image: image]



Bread Crumbs


MISS SHRIFTE’S HOTEL IN THE FIFTH ARRONDISSEMENT dated from the seventeenth century and promised views of Notre-Dame. Stella carried her small suitcase up a dusty staircase and found a tiny room containing a bed that seemed as old as the building and an equally antique armoire. If she leaned dangerously out the small window she could, indeed, catch a glimpse of the great cathedral.


After her strange experience in the dress shop that first day in Paris, Stella knew she could not take any more chances with her itinerary. She created rigid schedules that filled each day, leaving no room for deviation. She made sure to check off all the major sights—the Eiffel Tower, the Arc de Triomphe, the Luxembourg Gardens. She spent an entire day at Versailles, marveling at the splendor of the gardens and the excesses of the palace with all its gold and many mirrors. She was so tired by the time she left, she felt as if she had visited every one of the 2,300 rooms. One afternoon she bought a ticket for a lunchtime boat ride down the Seine, and although the watery views were lovely, she was surrounded by exuberant groups who only made her feel lonelier. She was far happier quietly strolling the banks of the river, perusing the stalls with their ancient books. On another day, she made a dutiful pilgrimage to the Père Lachaise cemetery, seeking out the graves of Colette and Molière and the strange Egyptian tomb of Oscar Wilde. She walked miles, visiting famous churches and museums, returning to her hotel with sore feet, exhausted. Other people, she knew, were enchanted by this city, but all she felt was that she did not belong.
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