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“These are stories of history and change, of cherishing traditions partly because of the sense that they may not continue forever, making them even more precious and Bumpus’s recording of them even more vital. . . .”


—JEANNETTE FERRARY, author of MFK Fisher and Me:
A Memoir of Food and Friendship


“. . .engaging. . . . Bumpus’s writing is perspicuous and economical. . . . The recipes, too, are enticing and detailed, and the book as a whole should appeal to Francophiles and ambitious cooks. A culinary adventure that’s enhanced by familial and regional histories.”


—KIRKUS REVIEWS


“Carole’s enthusiasm for the region’s people, history, and culinary traditions leaps from the pages in this down-to-earth exploration of northeastern France. Pull up a chair, pour yourself a glass of wine, and dig in!”


—FIONA VALPY, author of The French for Love – U.K.


“This gorgeous book—part travel memoir, part collection of regional French recipes—connects food to families and families to their ancestral lands. An intimate, enlightening, and satisfying read.”


—MARTHA CONWAY, author of The Underground River


“This is a gem of a book for foodies, Francophiles, and lovers of storytelling. Carole Bumpus is an insightful and gracious guest.”


—PATRICIA SANDS, author of the bestselling Love in Provence series


“An evocative, charming, and mouth-watering journey into the heart of France. Recipes and traditions—from sea scallops to cream and almond tarts, to lamb-shaped Alsace cakes and a ride in a 1940s Deux Chevaux—are perfectly matched with wines and cheeses from the regions. Retired family therapist Carole Bumpus shares joyous proof that families that eat together stay together, and simple pleasures make for lasting memories.”


—DEBORAH LAWRENSON, author of The Lantern and 300 Days of Sun


“. . . a mouth-watering voyage through the northeast regions of France, where we discover French customs, traditions, and wonderful regional dishes.”


—MALGORZATA VILLER, Strasbourg, Fr.


“Reminiscent of the jaunty journeys of Julia Child, Carole Bumpus and her merry band of fellow diners (and wine lovers) invites readers to lavish and humble tables, to meals shared by friends and families, offering a reminder to dine rather than simply to eat. Just about when we find ourselves jealous of her food journey, Bumpus soothes us by offering the recipes for the meals they enjoy so that we can taste the joy of them too. This book is a dining tour through France, sans the jet lag and the TSA search. Delightful.”


—BETSY GRAZIANI FASBINDER, author of Filling Her Shoes: A Memoir of an Inherited Family


“. . . The author’s voice is warm and insightful and by the time you finish her cultural memoir, you feel you’ve not only visited the French countryside with her but have also made new friends. Bumpus’s sumptuous tale . . . is fueled by her exuberant love of good food and wine.”


—MARIANNE CANEDO BOHR, author of Gap Year Girl: A Baby Boomer Adventure Across 21 Countries


“A tour de force of impeccable writing skills woven into the culinary world of French cooking and family relationships . . .”


—GERI SPIELER, author of Taking Aim at the President:
The Remarkable Story of the Woman Who Shot at Gerald Ford


“The legacy of World Wars in France, the occasions and circumstances that draw families together, and always, the mouth-watering shared recipes give the reader a penetrating insight into life in these regions, present and past. With a light touch, and her characteristic generosity, Bumpus brings us home to the French families and their traditional food in this first book of a series you’ll want to savor!”


—BARBARA STARK-NEMON, author of Even in Darkness & Hard Cider
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I dedicate this book to my husband, Winston Bumpus, who has supported my love of culinary travels, my lust for discovering a good story, and my desire to share these stories with the world by accompanying me on each and every journey. My Book Sherpa Extraordinaire!


And to my dear friend, Josiane Selvage, who took us by the hand and led us on this most incredible edible journey! Our lives have never been the same. Merci! Merci!
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A POEM—A GRANDMOTHER’S WISDOM


“I, too, will become the apostle and patron
Of simple, natural, and healthy cooking.
I shall not boast of rich sauces,
Complicated dishes, or exciting stews;
But the well-kept secrets of our old families
Handed down with love from mother to daughter,
The dishes and desserts on which I feasted
Seventy years ago, when I was a child . . .”


“I, too, follow my grandmother’s wisdom
Of simple, humble, yet healthy foods.
I choose not the ‘haute cuisine’ of rich sauces
But the ‘cuisine pauvre’ she shared with us.
All recipes were prepared with care; and
As they were handed down from generation to generation,
I find them now tucked within each and every recipe I prepare
Always with a measure of memory, laughter, family, and love.


—author unknown
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PROLOGUE



Have you ever strolled down a cobblestone street in a foreign village, passed an open window, and heard laughter flowing out to greet you? Have you ever stopped to listen to the banter and wondered what it would be like to live there? In that house? That village? And oooooh—what is that wonderful aroma? What could they possibly be having for dinner?


My book series, Savoring the Olde Ways, is a compilation of stories and recipes I had the good fortune to gather during interviews and conversations with families as I traveled throughout France and Italy. Part culinary memoir and part travelogue, these books present the personal experiences of three generations of families, as told to me inside their homes along those very streets.


As a retired family therapist, I was curious to know what glue held European families together. Through my interviews, I discovered that by focusing on a family’s favorite foods, I could gain a better understanding of what was important in their lives. And, as it turned out, the simple answer was their connection to each other. But, by delving deeper into their family stories, it became apparent that their experiences during World Wars I and II had been a major factor. When war stakes its claim on your doorstep, lives are permanently changed—and for generations to come. I learned that sometimes through tragic loss, families could come to value one another more deeply.


What surefire method did I use to open this topic of conversation? First, I went light. I asked my hosts to tell me about the treasured dishes their mothers prepared for them as children. Did they carry the same recipes into marriage? Did they continue the same holiday traditions with their own families? Was the dinner table the centerpiece for family gatherings?


But before I launched into this inquiry, I prepared myself. First, I settled into a comfortable chair or snugged up to the host’s kitchen table. I had pen and paper in hand, along with my trusty voice recorder—for, you see, I needed to be ready to capture their most immediate response. And then I asked my first questions. Instantaneously, the fondest of memories rose to the surface—moments of delight from holidays past, recollections of favorite family dishes, and reminiscences of cherished family stories all immediately came bubbling forth. And before I blinked, my host would leap up and rush to the kitchen—in search of a copy of their favorite recipe.


“Voici” (French), or “Ecco qui” (Italian), or “Here it is!” I would hear them proclaim as they made a beeline back to my side. And there, clutched in hand, was their favorite recipe card, all smudged with past efforts and spattered with determination and conviction. And then for my benefit, because I’m not so adept in foreign languages, arms began to fly with mixing motions sweeping the air as the preparation of a favorite recipe was reenacted. It was within the recounting of a recipe that memories would begin to unfold; hardships or wartime challenges were fluffed off as something they all had experienced, but which certainly had changed how they held their children closer and valued even the smallest meal on their tables.


How was I able to handle interviews without knowing the language? In order to capture every nuance of each recitation, I traveled with a friend who was a translator. (Lord knows what I would have done without her!) You see, on my own it would have been impossible to capture my host’s recipe, much less the cooking methods or lists of ingredients. And, most of all, I would have missed the poignancy of their innermost stories.


I am, indeed, grateful to Josiane Selvage, my translator, who opened my eyes and my heart to all those you will find within these pages. Merci! Merci!
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Book One of this series is called Searching for Family and Traditions at the French Table. It is the first half of a culinary adventure I took with my dear French friend, Josiane Selvage, from Paris, in the Île-de-France, through the Champagne, Alsatian and Lorraine regions, and back to Paris. The second book will be the completion of this adventure beginning in Paris, and heading north into Pas-de-Calais, Normandy, Brittany, and Loire, and completing the tour in the Auvergne.


My deepest thanks go to all those who readily opened their doors to share their home, favorite recipes, and treasured cultural traditions with me. And, again, to Josiane, who accompanied me on more than one culinary treasure hunt of a lifetime. I am forever in her debt.


Welcome to the beginning of a most extraordinary adventure!
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The Champagne Region


CHAPTER ONE



From Paris to Reims, France


The bitter, sharp April wind howled all around us as my husband, Winston, and I shoved our luggage into the back of Josiane’s car. Josiane, our French friend from California, and Martine, her cousin’s wife from the nearby Champagne region, had arrived to pick us up at our hotel in Paris. I noticed the two were dressed in a most chic and colorful manner—typically Parisian, I surmised. My eyes dropped to my own drab slacks and gray top. Six months after 9/11, and I evidently had taken the U.S. State Department’s edict seriously: “Don’t look like an American.” I sighed.


About a year before, I had retired as a family therapist to go traveling through France and Italy with a culinary arts teacher and chef. We both were on a search. She searched for traditional recipes and I followed suit by interviewing the families who prepared those recipes. And, of course, I was collecting their stories. It was then I decided to start writing a book about French families, their traditions and favorite foods.


It was purely a fluke that a mutual acquaintance introduced me to Josiane back in my hometown in California. But it was not until she, along with her mother, Marcelle, offered to “enlighten” me about their family’s traditional recipes that I was truly hooked. From the day they arrived in my kitchen for the first of several interviews, my life was never the same. Over cups of coffee and wedges of lemon curd tart, we stumbled through our language barriers to form a most incredible bond while sharing our own cultural stories. One of our first conversations reverberated through my mind:


“So, you are interested in learning how to prepare our French cuisine, n’est ce pas?” Marcelle peered over the top of her coffee cup at me as she spoke.


“Oui, Madame,” I said. “I would love to learn what makes your cuisine world-famous—your haute cuisine.”


“Our haute cuisine?” Marcelle took a bite of the lemon-curd tart I had so painstakingly baked, hoping this would meet my guests’ approval. A twinkle flitted through her dark eyes.


“Oui,” I said, in my best French, “but more than haute-cuisine, I would prefer learning the fine art of traditional French cooking.”


Marcelle carefully dabbed her lips with her napkin. “Well, Madame, our traditional cooking is rarely considered fine, but we certainly keep a respectable cuisine pauvre.”


I was brought up short with this French term and quickly turned toward Josiane for an explanation.


“Carole, ‘cuisine pauvre’ means ‘poor kitchen’ and refers to the traditional type of peasant cooking. These are the recipes that have been handed down through the many, many generations in our own family and are the types of cooking Maman has taught me.”


Well, that certainly caught my attention. But it was when I asked Marcelle what foods she served as a young wife in France that I was fully caught off guard. This 83-year-old woman threw her head back, laughed, and then said, “Well, we never had to diet. That’s for sure!” She took a sip of coffee and continued. “It was during World War II, you know. My husband was part of the French Resistance—a Maquis—and we were all in hiding from the Germans. We were lucky to have even one small potato to share between us, but we managed. We were family.”


It was at that pronouncement, my life changed. There was no way back. Following these talks, with a few cooking classes tossed in for good measure, Josiane offered to continue my “education” by guiding me through France—on a culinary tour with her mother. What could be more enjoyable? The idea of traveling with these two delightful women, while searching for traditional family recipes and learning more about their history, sounded like a dream. I couldn’t wait!


But we were forced to wait. When the tragedy of 9/11 occurred, our original tour was cancelled, and a month later, dear Marcelle passed away. The news was devastating on all fronts and I assumed all would be cast aside. But Josiane informed me she still wanted to take me to France. “In fact,” she said, “it would be our tribute to my Maman.” I couldn’t refuse.


Shaking the reverie from my mind, I wrapped a purple scarf about my neck, jumped into the backseat of Josiane’s car and strapped myself in beside my husband. This was, after all, the first day of my long-awaited culinary tour!


Josiane, in her mid-fifties (like me), was petite and bubbly (not quite like me), and had hazel eyes, dark brown hair, a jaunty smile, and an infectious laugh. She had taken on the role of my fairy godmother. Even though she had lost her own mother only six months before, she was excited to get on the road and begin our tour. She settled into the driver’s seat of her brand-new Citröen station wagon, and as she put the car into gear and pulled away from the hotel, she announced that we were headed for Reims which was only an hour and half away. Then, after a short tour around the city of Reims, she explained, we would be making our way to Martine’s home east of Reims for the first days of our six-week culinary tour. Josiane, bless her, had made all travel arrangements for my husband and me, and that included meeting and staying with many of her friends and family members throughout France.


Martine, riding shotgun, was about our same age; she had soft blonde hair, blue eyes, and a shy smile. With her Nordic appearance, she could have easily been a distant relative of mine—Swedish. I assumed her shyness was because she spoke little to no English, but her eyes sparkled with excitement as she nodded her head with ready enthusiasm.


My dear husband, Win—who is my most ardent supporter and a lover of good food and wine, and who thinks Josiane should be called “Saint Josiane”—was to accompany me only on the first leg of the trip, as he was due back in Paris for his work. But I was truly happy to have him along. And, I must admit to you, I was a little nervous about this trip. My inability to speak French fluently (who am I kidding—barely at all) would be a challenge. My husband and I had learned enough French to decipher street signs and the word “toilette,” and enough “restaurant French” to order a meal, but I was afraid that if, during an interview, someone asked me a question in French, I would not be able to answer. Josiane had waved me off and told me not to worry. But she’d also mentioned, with a similar flip of her hand, that most families I would be interviewing spoke little or no English. And that included Martine and Jean-Claude Zabée, our first hosts. Yikes!


My husband hoped he had signed up to help as chauffeur or navigator. But Josiane was not quite ready to give up the wheel of her new car. She had just picked it up a week before for this very trip, and had already bonded with her car’s GPS, which she had adroitly named Peggy. As you will note throughout our tour, Peggy became a fixed character in a myriad of our adventures. She, too, spoke only French, but also had a mind of her own, an insatiable appetite for chewing up instructions, and a preference for finding her own way. Josiane was very proud of her. So, we were off!


Josiane drove east from the suburbs of Paris and toward the ancient city of Reims. (It would take me days to tell you how to pronounce “Reims” . . . Try a hucking sound from the back of your throat and say, “rans” or “reemz.” Believe me, you must try.)


The sky darkened as we drove, and rain with a mix of snow seemed imminent. But the weather did not daunt the verve of Josiane or Martine, who had already settled into their roles as our official tour guides. Martine, born and raised in Reims, guided us into the heart of downtown and as close to the Notre-Dame de Reims Cathedral as could be managed. Parking was at a premium. Her arms flew in all directions, pointing out one famous location after another, while Josiane attempted to translate at lightning speed while driving at the same time. The city was beautiful, and the great Gothic cathedral, which seemed to peek out from many a corner or rise above roof tops, called us to her side. I was beginning to appreciate Martine’s enthusiasm for her hometown, Reims.


Once stopped, we extracted ourselves from the car, and braced against the cold wind to walk the few short blocks to the cathedral. You might think that if you’ve seen one Gothic cathedral, you’ve seen them all, but that would not be true. My husband and I love history and architecture and have visited many a Gothic cathedral in France and England, but this one had a most unusual beauty and an incredibly colorful history.


“The Reims cathedral was built on the same site where Clovis was baptized by St. Remi, the bishop of Reims, in A.D. 496,” Martine began. “A fire in 1210 burned the original building, but this one was immediately begun and was worked on continuously for one hundred years. This cathedral,” she said, throwing her arms out wide, “has been the traditional coronation site of over two dozen kings of France,” she announced proudly. Josiane was quick to interpret.


“The west front, if you can see,” Martine said, as we huddled against an opposite building and out of the wind, “has three lovely portals surrounded by sculptured arches.” By cocking my head to the side and narrowing my eyes, I could almost make out most of the beautiful façade. Unfortunately, much of the entrance as well as two matching bell towers were hidden by a spider web of scaffolding forms which were everywhere—like cobwebs of wood and steel which stretched across the sides, front, and around the corners and continued onto the adjoining buildings.


“This cathedral has a wealth of individual sculptures,” Martine continued, “including the Laughing Angel, which has been my favorite since I was a little girl.”


My eyes danced along the fringes of the portals and lighted on a delightful sculpted cherub. It was easy to imagine how this angel had captivated children for these many centuries. It was tucked among the dour and glowering faces of saints surrounding her. The Laughing Angel’s mischievous smile surely held a secret to be shared only with small children.


“Of course, I know you’ve heard of Joan of Arc,” Josiane jumped in. “Well, she led her troops to break the siege of Orleans against the English in 1429. That was when she brought the Dauphin all the way from Chinon in the Loire Valley to be crowned Charles VII, King of France—right here. She was quite remarkable, n’est ce pas?”


“That was remarkable,” Winston responded. I nodded my head in acknowledgement.


“Did this cathedral suffer damage from any wars during all of these centuries?” I asked.


“Yes, it did. I suppose that’s why construction is always a part of this edifice,” Martine said, again with a sweep of her hand. “In more recent times, like 1914, this city, including this cathedral, suffered severe destruction during World War I when the German forces captured and pillaged Reims for days. Destruction also took place during World War II, but it was in this very city that the Germans surrendered unconditionally to the Allies on May 7, 1945. I don’t remember this as I was born a short time later, but I grew up with rebuilding all around me.”


“I didn’t realize that,” Win said.


Martine must have noticed our lips turning blue, as she immediately eased us through the nearest portal of the cathedral and into the fray of dozens upon dozens of tourists, who were also seeking refuge from the cold.


“This reminds me of the Chartres Cathedral south of Paris,” Win said, “which, as I understand, was built on the ruins of the Druid temples. Then once again, over Roman temples.”


“C’est vrai,” Josiane replied. “You’re right. This cathedral, too, was built on the ruins of Roman baths and became a house of refuge for its local citizens.”


“You may be wondering, Carole, why I’m giving you all this history,” Josiane said, “but if you want to understand French families and our culture, you must make an effort to visit the altars of the Catholic faith. Catholicism has, for centuries, been central to French families and you’ll find that many of our traditional celebrations center around saints’ days.”


I nodded, as that was one of many questions I had planned to ask while on tour.




The Champagne Region


CHAPTER TWO



Heading to Beine-Nauroy


After our tour of the cathedral, a short jaunt through some nearby shops, and a quick cup of tea, we raced back to the car. Rain was still expected, and the clouds swirled around us like impending doom. Josiane’s cell phone rang as we climbed into the car. It was Jean-Claude, wondering where on earth we had disappeared. With much giggling and an apology, Josiane completed the call. We were expected at Martine and Jean-Claude’s home in Beine-Nauroy. “Jean-Claude is preparing your first culinary lesson and already you are late,” she tittered. “We need to get a move on.”


We motored through Reims and past some of the great Champagne houses—Ruinart, Pommery, Piper-Heidsieck—then headed east into the countryside. Fields of cropped grapevines covered the gently rolling hillsides like a monochromatic patchwork quilt, brown upon brown. It was too early in the season to see any bright green shoots of springtime. And with the winds whipping a regular tattoo against the car, I could understand why none had emerged.


Half an hour later, we arrived in Beine-Nauroy, a bedroom and farming community next to Reims. The village looked modern, like a subdivision that had popped up to support the vintners. The houses, all identical in style, reminded me of the suburbs back home in the States. If I had been expecting to stay in old or historic accommodations, it would not be here. Instead, we pulled up to a crisp, clean, and charming white house, with brown shutters flung open as if in greeting. An open window emitted a savory and most tantalizing aroma.


We entered with a flourish, as Josiane profusely apologized to Jean-Claude for our late arrival. (We learned that it’s good to send her in ahead of us as an emissary, because no one stays angry with Josiane for long.) There were kisses and greetings all around, with little dogs yapping at our intrusion—three or four, I believe—as we were finally introduced to Jean-Claude.


Jean-Claude is Josiane’s favorite cousin. He grew up only four doors away from her home in the corons of Piennes. (Corons are row-housing units in iron-ore mining towns.) Their fathers were brothers, and Jean-Claude and Josiane grew up like brother and sister. After kissing me on each cheek and shaking Win’s hand, he spoke the few bits of English he knew, and welcomed us into his home with a sweep of his arm.


Jean-Claude was soft-spoken with a quick smile. A crinkle formed about his gray-blue eyes and he sported a neat mustache that matched his dark blonde, slightly graying hair. He wore a plaid sport shirt and dark green slacks, with a fluff of white flour gracing his front.


I didn’t know what Josiane had told Jean-Claude and Martine about our trip, but whatever had been said, they were gracious and eager to please. (Did I mention they spoke little English, and we spoke only restaurant French? Challenges were in the offing. Thank goodness for Josiane!)


The atmosphere was immediately one of a party. So while Win transferred our suitcases to the upstairs bedroom, I tossed down my coat and bags, grabbed pen and paper, and headed to the kitchen. I was about to learn my first “traditional French family dish”—Tortellini with Spinach Filling and Bolognaise Sauce, a family specialty.


Jean-Claude had been busy preparing the pasta dough for my cooking lesson and the pasta dough was resting. Several pots of pasta sauce were bubbling wildly on the stove in the kitchen—the source of the piquant fragrance wafting through the house. He was excited to teach me one of his favorite recipes. “That’s why you’re visiting, n’est-ce pas?”


I confess I was a little surprised that my first French cooking class would be . . . well, an Italian recipe. But Jean-Claude explained that this was the “famous” tortellini recipe he had learned as a child from his mother—who had learned it from their next-door Italian neighbor in Piennes.


“Our community,” he said, “was made up of people from many nationalities who had come to work the iron mines at the end of World War II. Our family was fortunate to be introduced to the food and cultures of the Italians, Germans, Polish, and people from many other provinces of France. Plus, the North Africans—who brought us couscous and merguez sausages. Oh, we were able to exchange many international recipes,” he said with pride.


“Perfect,” I said. “This is exactly why I’m here.”


Josiane beamed and, to my delight, translated in both English and French. She was eager for me to hear her cousin’s story because it was her story, too.


But first, the pasta. It was clear Jean-Claude had prepared this dish often, for after he donned his apron, his movements were set. He had a good rhythm going; into the kitchen he went, and back into the dining room he returned, where he immediately set about tossing flour wildly onto a clean, plastic tablecloth that covered the dining room table.


Next, he extended a narrow cloth-covered board—something the length of a small ironing board and about twelve inches wide—from the table to the window ledge. “Just to ensure plenty of space,” he said. And it did. He had created a perfect area for rolling out the pasta—one long unobstructed surface the compact kitchen did not afford.


First, he twisted a small bit of dough out from under a cloth-covered bowl, then quickly covered the bowl again. He patted out the dough—just enough to fit into the gleaming silver pasta maker attached to the side of the table—and then the orchestration began.


The flour was flung right down the center of the table. A three-foot ribbon of dough, which he cranked mightily out of the little machine, snaked its way along the board. And, as if on cue, Martine came in with the spinach filling. Like a synchronized team they worked—a fluff of flour here, a flick of the doughy ribbon there, a cutting of four-inch squares, a plop of spinach filling into the center, a folding of each square, and a pinching of the edges—just to secure the mixture—voilà! They covered the pasta with a lightweight tea towel and then . . . well, it needed to rest, and so did we. “Nothing to it!” he said, once the tortellini process had been completed. “Only thirty minutes, tops.”


Throwing his flour-coated apron into the kitchen, he shifted into his role as host. We moved into the living room, which was an extension of the dining area where we’d just witnessed a culinary arts performance. A crackling fire in the stone fireplace gave the room a welcoming warmth and glow. Jean-Claude popped the cork on a bottle of champagne, poured five flutes of bubbly essence, and said, “To new friends.”


Raising our flutes high, we clinked our glasses together. “Tchin-tchin!” we all chimed in. It was then we were introduced to another special French tradition: to begin an evening in France, you must begin with champagne. And this became a tradition we learned to embrace.


As soon as we sank down into our seats, Martine bustled back into the kitchen. As if this, too, had been prearranged, Jean-Claude put down his glass and walked over to the fireplace mantle, where an antique brass lamp sat in an honored position.


“This,” he said, “was my father’s mining lamp—the light he carried with him every day throughout the thirty years he worked the mines.” I could see Josiane had explained the reasons for my visit. Bless her!


“As you can imagine, it was very difficult work. They worked long hours each day . . . and this light . . .” His voice cracked with emotion. “This lamp represents more than just a light to me. It represents my father . . . who he was . . . the hard work he endured . . . the home and security he provided our family . . . and the love he showed us children.”


“Yes, he was a wonderful man, Jean-Claude,” Josiane said. “Our fathers worked extremely hard. Somewhere, I still have the leather lunch satchel my father carried to work every day. That, too, means a great deal to me.”


“Our history helped form our identity,” Jean-Claude continued. “Do you know that my name, Zabée, is spelled with two e’s and Josiane’s maiden name was spelled with only one e (Zabé)? Even though we are cousins?”


“Oh, Jean-Claude,” Josiane squealed, “this is a wonderful story. You see, when you are born in France, your name is entered in Le Livre de Famille (the Family Book) in the very town where you are born. All significant family information is recorded in this book—like your parents’ names, birth and death information, and marriages. When you are married you go to the mairie (town hall) in the same town and the date is entered into that same book. So, when . . . oh, Jean-Claude . . . you tell them.”


Jean-Claude jumped up again to take the stage. “When our grandfather went to the mairie to marry our grandmother, his name and my grandmother’s name were entered into the registry. But many years later it was discovered that the clerk had made a mistake and written Zabée with two e’s instead of one. So, when I was born, my name was recorded as Zabée with two e’s.”


Josiane picked up the story. “It wasn’t until my brother, Jacky, went to get a copy of his birth certificate to gain entrance into college that we found out the correct spelling of our last name. It was not Zabé with one e, but with two e’s. We never realized until then, the true spelling of our last name. Jacky can show you the documentation when we visit him. Jean-Claude and I were cousins, and yet we never knew about this mix-up.” Josiane laughed with glee at their family joke.


“So,” I asked, “what is the correct spelling? One e or two e’s?” Josiane and Jean-Claude looked at each other, shrugged their shoulders and produced what I would come to call a “Gallic puff.” (Imagine swelling the cheeks with air, and then emitting a quick release, or a puff. It is a most common gesture in France.)


Pouring another round of champagne, Jean-Claude made another toast and shifted again into his chair before the fire.


“Jean-Claude,” I asked, “would you tell us a little about your work?”


He seemed delighted to talk about this subject, perhaps because he and my husband shared a technology background. He talked for a little while about Bull, the software company from which he’d recently retired, but then made a point to turn the conversation back to his father.


“My work was nothing like what I saw my own father do.” Guilt seemed to flow through his words, and a story was right below the surface.


He stood up and paced before the fire. “In comparison to my father’s work, my work was easy. Not that life has to be difficult to have value, but I must confess, life has been very comfortable and enjoyable here in the Champagne region. We raised two lovely daughters who live nearby with their families.”


“You will meet them tomorrow for Sunday dinner, Carole and Winston,” Josiane whispered in an aside.


“And we have many friends here, some of whom,” he said proudly, “are in the wine-growing business.” A smile appeared. “Now that I am retired, I enjoy the camaraderie of these friendships even more. And tomorrow morning,” he stated emphatically, “I will take you on a tour of one of my favorite Champagne wineries.”


“We’re ready,” my husband and I said in unison. Laughter came easily.


Jean-Claude settled back down again, and as he relaxed, I asked, “Would you tell us about some of your favorite holidays or favorite foods you enjoyed growing up?”


He looked at Josiane and began without hesitation. “Chandeleur! One of my favorite holidays was Chandeleur. Always held on the 2nd of February, it is the celebration of . . . what would you call it in English, Josiane? I don’t know why, but this holiday, to us children, always meant the celebration of crêpes.”


“Crêpes?” I echoed. “Did you say crêpes?”


“Okay. I’ll bite,” Win said. “Why crêpes?


Josiane’s eyebrows rose and disappeared beneath her feathery bangs. She threw up her hands and once again produced the “Gallic puff.” (I had never seen this gesture from her before, but she was back in her homeland.) “I suppose,” Josiane responded, ignoring Jean-Claude’s initial question about Chandeleur, “because crêpes are made with the simplest of ingredients—milk, eggs, and flour—something we always had on hand. Jean-Claude, help me out with this. When we made crêpes, we had to flip them into the air, and if we did it right, the crêpe would not drop on the floor or stick to the ceiling.” She giggled. “Right?”
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