

  [image: Image]




  Hot Dogs &


  Croissants




  The Culinary Misadventures of Two French Women Who Moved to America, Got Fat, Got Skinny (Again), and Mastered Eating Well in the USA—With Recipes




  Natasha and Victorine Saulnier




  [image: images]




  Copyright © 2015 by Natasha Saulnier and Victorine Saulnier




  All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.




  Skyhorse Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or info@skyhorsepublishing.com.




  Skyhorse® and Skyhorse Publishing® are registered trademarks of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.




  Visit our website at www.skyhorsepublishing.com.




  10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1




  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.




  Cover design by Brian Peterson




  Cover photo credit: Thinkstock images




  Print ISBN: 978-1-62914-536-5




  Ebook ISBN: 978-1-62914-993-6




  Printed in the United States of America




  Pour Maman et Papa




  Maman’s Leek Potato Soup




  Serves 4 to 6




  

    	4 large leeks (Use only the white and pale green parts)




    	3 tablespoons butter




    	5 cups water




    	2 pounds potatoes, peeled, diced into ½ inch pieces




    	¼ cup sour cream 




    	¼ cup chopped fresh parsley




    	4 ounces of Swiss cheese




    	Salt and freshly ground pepper


  




  

    	Cut leeks lengthwise, separate, clean, chop then cook in butter with salt and pepper in a medium sized saucepan.




    	Cover pan, cook on low heat for 15 minutes. Stir leeks once or twice and add a little water if necessary to prevent sticking.




    	Add potatoes and 5 cups water to leeks. Increase heat to medium-­high, so that a steady boil can be maintained.




    	Cook about 40–45 minutes, or until the potatoes are tender.




    	Remove from heat.




    	Pulverize potatoes with a handheld blender or transfer the mixture to a blender or food processor and blend until smooth.




    	Mix in salt and freshly ground pepper while soup is still quite hot. Adjust to taste.




    	Top with or mix in parsley.




    	Sour cream and Swiss cheese may be added at any time, if desired.




    	Serve hot.


  




  Chapter One




  Hot Dogs or Croissants?




  The French countryside flew past the train window as I rummaged inside my handbag searching for sunglasses to hide my red puffy eyes. I had been crying for two days and the pitying looks from my fellow passengers were too much for me to bear. I reached back inside my handbag for a tissue and my hand closed around the letter, that horrible letter. I was tempted to read it again in the vain hope that somehow, stuffed inside its envelope the words had miraculously changed, but what was the use? I knew the devastating news was final. Two years of relentless work reading, analyzing, and deconstructing the greatest works of Chaucer, Nabokov, Hardy, Poe, and too many other authors to name had culminated in nothing but a one-page rejection letter now lying crumpled in my bag. The document informed me that I had failed my Agrégation d’Anglais, the civil service exam that would have certified me to teach English literature at a French university. My longtime dream was shattered. All I wanted to do now was run home to my parent’s house, curl up in my childhood bed, and disappear. My one consolation? My older sister Victorine would soon be there to share my unhappiness. My mother had informed me during our last tearful phone conversation that Victorine was abandoning London, where she had been living for the last ten years. Nigel, her musician boyfriend, was supplementing his income teaching English as a second language and Victorine had apparently came home unexpectedly early from work and discovered him upstairs in their bed conjugating some irregular verbs with one of his young female Pakistani students. Our father, bravely facing his fear of driving on the “wrong” side of the road, was on a ferry crossing the channel on his way to London in his horse van to retrieve Victorine, her six-toed cat Rani, and her ten years’ worth of possessions. No, Spring had not been kind to us Saulnier sisters. We each suffered our own little miseries, mine in Paris, Victorine’s in London, and we were both returning to our childhood home in Brittany to lick our wounds.




  After three days hiding in my room and replenishing my tears with nothing but hot tea, I finally succumbed to the delicious scents emanating from the pots simmering on my mother’s stove. In bathrobe and slippers I shuffled to the kitchen table and sat down to a meal of our favorite childhood dishes. A bowl of Maman’s incredible leek potato soup and a large helping of endives covered with béchamel sauce helped to comfort me, and as I finished my first slice of her delicious apple tart my misery began to subside.




  “The world always looks a bit brighter on a full stomach,” Maman said as she gently stroked my hair and kissed my forehead.




  Victorine apparently hadn’t lost her appetite, nor skipped a beat, for while I was upstairs sobbing into my pillow, she had been downstairs at the kitchen table drinking coffee, eating crêpes, talking with my parents, reading the brochures she had picked up at the travel agent in town, and most importantly making big plans . . . for the both of us.




  As I finished my second slice of apple tart I noticed a spark in her eyes and a look I knew all too well. For as long as I could remember Victorine always kept multiple schemes simmering on the back burners of her mind. The recent break-up with her now ex-boyfriend had merely turned up the flame under her latest one and it was now boiling over.




  “Natasha,” she said, “we’re going to America.”




  “What?”




  “America,” she repeated. “I have it all planned. I explained it all to Maman and Papa and they agree it’s a good idea.”




  “I can’t go off on holiday to America now.”




  “Oh yeah? Why not? What’s keeping you here?” Victorine asked, raising her eyebrows.




  I racked my brain for a rational reason why I couldn’t go but could find none.




  “Listen, I’m not talking about a holiday, I’m talking about work,” she continued. “We’ll go back to journalism, like we did before—only this time, we do it in America. I have it all figured out. Contact your editor friend at the newspaper and suggest some story ideas. If he agrees, we’ll go.”




  I thought about it. Normally, journalism is a difficult profession to break into in France but through a friend from school who worked at one of France’s regional newspapers, I was offered the opportunity to submit a story to the paper’s editor several years ago. To my astonishment and delight, he accepted it, then one submission led to the next and the next until eventually, my portfolio had grown to the point that I had the reputation and confidence to submit unsolicited story ideas to editors of a variety of regional newspapers and magazines. Once my proposals were approved, I dove into my research and interviews and wrote stories on topics ranging from politics to culture. Occasionally, Victorine helped me with research and contributed her admirable skills with a camera so I could submit photographs along with the articles.




  We hadn’t done any reportage while I was engrossed in my studies, but with nothing to keep us in France, Victorine wanted to revive our journalistic selves on the other side of the Atlantic.




  “You have to admit it’s a good idea,” said Victorine as she leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms. “We both need to get away.”




  She was right, she knew it and she knew that I knew it.




  This is how we Saulnier sisters wound up in America, I as a freelance journalist and Victorine as a photojournalist. Like all Europeans, we had heard about the legendary American bonhomie, the relaxed and easygoing attitude of Americans and were eagerly anticipating encountering it firsthand. To be perfectly honest, we were a little tired of some of the French attitudes and the not-so-endearing uptightness and judgmental nature derived from the native sense of superiority. Peek into the psyche of any true French person and you’ll find that deep down in their soul, they believe that France is responsible for the invention of all that makes the world civilized: wine, gastronomy, perfume, fashion, and yes, even democracy.




  For two romantic and adventurous French girls, America promised to be . . . well, what it is supposed to be, the country of new beginnings and self-reinvention. Like our countryman before us, Alexis de Tocqueville, we wanted to study her mores and customs and learn more about the land we were soon to call the “country of smiles.”




  Thankfully, language was not an issue. Ten years living in London had left Victorine with an impeccable command of the English language. She had also acquired a noticeably softened accent, both cosmopolitan and elegant, of which I was quite envious. I loathed my strong, unmistakably Parisian accent, but after the umpteenth time I was told it sounded sexy, I decided to embrace it. I had a degree in English Literature after all and aside from the occasional malapropism, felt totally confident in any conversational setting.




  Like millions of European immigrants bound for the Free World before us, we landed in New York, and quickly sought out the Statue of Liberty: the famous gift from France symbolizing the friendship between our two countries. The smell of freedom and hope was in the air and the moment we caught sight of her we spontaneously burst out singing the famous Nana Mouskouri song, “Song for Liberty”—a corny song for sure, but we were excited about our newfound freedom. Lady Liberty gazed down upon us impassively. If she knew what was in store for us on our American adventure, she wisely kept it to herself.




  Our second day in America was July 4th—Independence Day—and its national festivities were upon us. The newfound New York friends we met on the ferry invited us to Coney Island to give us “Frenchies a real sense of American traditions on Independence Day.” Still a bit giddy from the excitement of our arrival in America, we wallowed in the carnival atmosphere and allowed our pals to escort us through crowds that thronged the beachside boardwalk to the Original Nathan’s Famous Frankfurters Restaurant. Apparently in America, as in France, national holidays ultimately become all about food, but that’s where the resemblance ended. Our joy quickly subsided. We had arrived just in time to catch the starting bell of Nathan’s Hot Dog Eating Contest, an annual competition in which each contender’s goal is to eat as many hot dogs as possible within the space of twelve minutes. This was something we had never heard about nor could even imagine. We stared dumbfounded at the sight before us: about twenty people standing behind a long table covered with plates piled high with hot dogs and containers of soda. All were frantically stuffing their mouths, sometimes helping themselves with both hands and all ten fingers to broken pieces of hot dogs and buns. The scene was sheer madness. These men and women were gorging themselves non-stop with hot dogs, slurping soda to help them go down, and all the while jumping and squirming like worms in a feeding frenzy. Their faces were red and swollen. The veins on their foreheads and necks protruded. Frankly, they looked as if they were going to vomit. I caught a glimpse of one of the contestants regurgitating some food through his nostrils and I quickly looked away. The screams of hundreds of people attending the contest filled the air. They were rooting for their favorites, yelling their names and egging them on. Just like in a real sports competition, an announcer wearing a straw hat was excitedly pacing the stage and shouting commentary into his microphone.




  “Now, only two more minutes to go . . . our champion Joey is considerably slowing the pace . . . Now only fifty-nine seconds to go . . . The crowd is going wilder than ever . . . Now thirty-five seconds to go . . . he’s about to set a new world record . . . ten seconds . . . fifty-eight hot dogs! JOEY CHESTNUT IS THE GREATEST EATER IN THE WORLD!”




  I was so stunned that I had to borrow a chair from my neighbor, an elderly lady who looked genuinely concerned and kept asking me if I was all right, but the announcer’s comments were what really dealt me the final blow.




  “I’m truly stunned,” he continued, as he stood with the winner at his side. “I’ve seen some amazing things in my life but this is clearly tops them all, and look at him, he doesn’t look affected at all. Isn’t it amazing? You’ve eaten fifty-eight hot dogs and you look healthy and refreshed.”




  An avalanche of applause and cheers welcomed the announcer’s words. To me, the winner didn’t look so good at all. A disagreeable situation—and since things can always get worse when you are in a ­disagreeable situation—an unmistakable smell began to permeate the atmosphere around me. My nose directed my eyes to the guilty parties. Some of the less skilled contestants were doubled over and had begun vomiting in the back. Great, I thought, soon it’s going to be my turn. Yet one question kept turning around my mind: Why on earth would anybody want to hurt oneself so much? I turned to my big sister for an answer. Victorine was sitting motionless, her camera in her lap, staring wide-eyed at the triumphant champion. I got the distinct feeling she was going to throw up, but I was more worried that she might not have taken any photos.




  “You didn’t take any photos?” I asked.




  She didn’t answer but instead kept muttering, “Maman wouldn’t like that. Maman wouldn’t like that at all.”




  Of the two of us, Victorine was the one who at the time had the healthiest relationship with food. She ate no meat, only organic vegetables, and no grease. She lived by the motto, “You are what you eat.” Understandably, she was horrified. For French girls who had been taught table manners by an extremely elegant mother, considered by our family on par with any Cordon Bleu chef, it was an unimaginable scene, an unfathomable experience. We felt like Martians trapped on an alien planet overrun by a gluttonous species. Our mother had ­always taught us that quality was more important than quantity in everything, but even more so with food. Didn’t the contestants know that they could smother themselves with food? That they were hurting their internal organs? That half of the planet was starving to death?




  This inexplicable freak show was our first culinary adventure in the United States—and its morbid and toxic quality left a very bad taste in our mouths. I was never able to write a story about the hot dog eating contest itself. Victorine was so traumatized that she’d only taken three useless photos during the event. Still, we needed to understand what was behind this American tradition. We did some research, and discovered that the truth behind the contest was even scarier than the contest itself.




  In 1916, a poor Polish immigrant named Nathan Handwerker made his living slicing bread into buns for ten-cent frankfurters at a restaurant on Coney Island. Nathan’s coworkers, Jimmy Durante and Eddie Cantor, singing waiters who would later become famous in their own right, jokingly suggested that Nathan open his own stand and sell them for five cents. Nathan did exactly that. He invested his life’s savings of three hundred dollars into his own business on the boardwalk, selling frankfurters made from his wife Ida’s own recipe. His slogan: “A hot dog, a pickle, and root beer for a nickel.”




  Unfortunately, Nathan had a problem. Growing public concern over dubious practices in the meatpacking industry made people doubt the quality of his five-cent hot dogs. At the time, hot dog was a slang term that most likely referred to the fact that the meat from which frankfurters were made was as likely to be dog as anything else.




  ECHOS FROM THE LUNCH WAGON




  ’Tis dogs’ delight to bark and bite,




  Thus does the adage run.




  But I delight to bite the dog




  When placed inside a bun.




  —From the Yale Record, October 5th, 1895




  Nathan needed people to trust and believe his hot dogs were healthy. In an inspired, pioneering marketing scheme he hired hungry unemployed actors to don white lab coats, pose as doctors from the nearby hospital, and hang around his stand eating his frankfurters. He then posted a sign reading, “If doctors eat our hot dogs, you know they’re good!” His ploy worked brilliantly. Nathan’s Famous quickly became the most popular restaurant on Coney Island and eventually evolved into an American icon. Finally, in 1987, seventy-one years after it first opened with a three hundred dollar investment, Nathan’s son Murray sold the family’s Nathan’s Famous franchise for over nineteen million dollars.




  We didn’t know it at the time but my sister and I were doomed. We were about to be swallowed by America’s fast food culture and our native French way of eating would soon fall completely by the wayside.




  Hot dogs or croissants? That was the question. And even as our mother’s words rang in our ears—“Always leave the table a little hungry”—we would choose hot dogs . . . and we would pay the price.




  Murray Handwerker’s Cheese Hot Dog Roll-Ups




  Serves 4 to 8




  

    	8 Nathan’s Famous Hot Dogs




    	4 slices American cheese




    	1 can crescent refrigerator rolls


  




  

    	Preheat the oven 375°F.




    	Parboil hot dogs.




    	Split them lengthwise, almost through.




    	Slice cheese into strips. Insert strips of cheese into each hot dog slit.




    	Separate the crescent rolls into triangles. Wrap each hot dog in a roll.




    	Bake the roll-ups for about 10 minutes or until the rolls turn golden brown.


  




  Source: www.nathansfamous.com




  Lotte à l’Américaine


  (Monkfish “American Style”)




  Serves 4




  

    	2 pounds of monkfish fillets




    	4 tablespoon of olive oil




    	3 big shallots, finely chopped




    	1 small leek, finely chopped




    	3 tablespoons of garlic, finely chopped




    	2 tablespoons of tomato paste




    	1 cup of diced plum tomatoes




    	1 bottle of fruity white wine




    	5 tablespoons of Armagnac or Cognac




    	1 pinch of clove powder




    	1 pinch of grated nutmeg




    	Salt and freshly ground pepper




    	1 tablespoon finely chopped parsley


  




  

    	Heat the olive oil in a large saucepan until hot.




    	Sauté the garlic, shallots, and leek.




    	Add the tomatoes, tomato paste, salt, pepper, clove powder, nutmeg, white wine, and the Armagnac or Cognac.




    	Let it cook for a few minutes on low medium heat.




    	Add the fillets, cover, and let it simmer gently on low heat for 20 minutes.




    	Sprinkle with parsley and serve hot with rice.


  




  Chapter Two




  Deep in the Heart of Texas




  We found a small apartment in Astoria, Queens, and spent the next few weeks getting acquainted with New York City’s frenetic rhythm, cosmopolitan atmosphere, and multicultural eclectic gastronomy. After a bit of exploration we discovered our neighborhood had a small greengrocer, a decent Portuguese bakery, and a wonderful health food store around the corner where we would stop for a fresh carrot/celery/apple/ginger juice before embarking on our daily excursions. One of our greatest finds while we were settling in was a Middle Eastern restaurant down the street owned by a balding Lebanese man named Sami. On the warm July evenings when it was too hot to go back to our apartment, we sat at one of the tables outside his restaurant, munching triangles of pita bread dipped into plates of hummus and tabouleh salad as Sami repeatedly refilled our glasses of mint tea. We were welcomed customers until one evening when, unexpectedly and unfortunately, Victorine decided to give some unsolicited culinary advice.




  “Sami,” she said as he passed our table, “your hummus is not bad but I have to tell you, your tabouleh salad . . . Hmm, it’s just not right, it’s missing something.”




  Sami stopped cold in his tracks, put his hands on his hips, and turned to look at Victorine suspiciously.




  “What?” he began, “You come here every day, you eat my tabouleh. Now you tell me you no like my tabouleh?”




  Sensing that Sami didn’t appreciate her criticism I quickly shook my head no in answer to his question. He turned, glared at me, and asked,




  “Oh, so you no like my tabouleh too, eh?”




  “NO . . .” I cried, “. . . I mean yes, I like it . . . I meant no, I don’t not . . . like your . . .”




  Exasperated, I turned to Victorine, “Ouf, why did you have to say that? Now he’s upset and . . .”




  Victorine ignored me, undeterred and apparently oblivious to the fact she had ruffled any feathers.




  “No, it’s okay,” she said, “but it’s missing something . . . you forgot to . . .”




  “WHAT? What it’s missing?” he asked, then listing the ingredients one by one, with each finger he continued, “I put the couscous, I put the onion, I put the tomatoes, I put the cucumbers, I put the pepper, I put the parsley, I put the mint, I put the olive oil, I put the lemon, I put the salt . . . You tell me what do I not put? . . . eh?”




  “You forgot the eggs, the diced hard boiled eggs,” replied Victorine.




  His body shook as if a sudden jolt of electricity had gone through it then his eyes grew wide and he stared at her incredulously.




  “Eggs? . . . EGGS?” he asked, “What kind of idiot puts eggs in tabouleh?”




  By this time the heated discussion had caught the attention of the other customers as well as passersby. I braced myself. Sami had unwittingly insulted our Maman, our own personal Cordon Bleu chef and I knew Victorine was about to snap.




  “Our mother, that’s who,” she snarled, “and she’s no idiot. She knows more about cooking than you could ever hope to in your entire life.”




  “Fine,” he said, noisily stacking our plates and quickly clearing the table, “you go home and have you mother make you food. You French are annoying here just like in Paris. You come my restaurant tell me how to cook . . .”




  He continued, muttering to himself and shaking his head as he turned with the tray and disappeared inside.




  Victorine jumped to her feet and grabbed her purse.




  “Come on, let’s get out of here”, she huffed.




  I sheepishly pulled a ten-dollar bill from my purse and left it on the table as I attempted to invisibly slip from my seat. I caught up to Victorine down the block, waiting at the crosswalk next to a group of people. She was also muttering to herself.




  “. . . I mean really, it just shows you . . . you try to help someone and there’s no appreciation . . . and then, THEN he insults Maman . . .”




  “Now, come on,” I said, “He didn’t really insult her. Besides, I don’t think he needs your advice on how to make tabouleh. It’s a dish that came to France from Lebanon after all.”




  “Oh, so now you’re on his side?” she shrieked, “He called Maman an idiot. You’re going to let him . . .”




  Taking a deep breath, I decided to quit while I was ahead. When Victorine thought she was right, it was pointless to argue. We walked past the shop windows on Astoria Boulevard and I silently nodded yes as Victorine extolled the merits of our mother’s cooking and insisted how inferior Sami’s food had truly been. That was the last time Victorine ate at Sami’s. I returned a few days later by myself, smoothed things over with Sami, and we eventually became friends.




  Once we settled in our new neighborhood, America beckoned us and as reporters we were constantly on the go, researching potential stories by day and meeting new interesting people by night. First and foremost, we were eager to get working on the “story of our lives,” interviewing two death row inmates in Huntsville, Texas: LaRoyce Smith and Farley Matchett. Years earlier Farley Matchett had been the subject of an exposé in French Elle magazine. In our country, where the death penalty has been abolished since 1981 under Mitterrand, he became one of the unwitting faces of the French abolitionist movement. His story captured my imagination and, not without some difficulty, I managed to obtain both Farley and LaRoyce’s mailing addresses and had been exchanging letters with them for the past few years. As a true abolitionist, I was convinced they shouldn’t be executed. Though I’m not a religious person, I believe that killing another human is wrong and cannot be justified, even if that person is himself a murderer. Of course, I can understand the deeply seated emotional urge of vengeance when a loved one has been killed but I doubt that killing the murderer will bring any true closure to the victim’s family. I believe the fact that our society actually “breeds” so many murderers is a very complex problem that has to be tackled intellectually, not emotionally. “Why?” is the question I believe we should be asking ourselves. Preparing for this reportage was turning me into an even more vigorous death penalty opponent. I had requested a meeting with LaRoyce Smith and Farley Matchett through the Texan prison authorities before we left France but so far we had had no response, understandably of course, since Europeans reporters have the reputation of being anti-death penalty and it was reasonable of them to suspect that we weren’t coming to visit the death row unit to compliment the guards on the way they handle inmates. When the much-anticipated letter granting us an interview finally arrived, we were overjoyed. I quickly called our newspaper’s editor.




  “Okay, we’ll cover the flight, the rent-a-car, and two days at a motel, but make sure it’s a cheap one,” he said.




  “What? Two days in the Lone Star State isn’t enough for us,” moaned Victorine after I hung up the phone. “We need at least one week to get acquainted with its people, politics, cuisine, maybe visit a couple of ranches, maybe even J.R. Ewing’s! Can you imagine? It’s my dream come true. I’m going to meet the descendants of John Wayne, a few country singing cowboys and of course, see some native Indians and American buffalos up close . . .”




  Victorine, almost delirious with joy, seemed to be talking to herself more than to me. Her thoughts were now far away, lost in her romantic childhood memories. Those countless evenings spent with our Papa in front of the television watching American western movies; The Alamo, Stagecoach, Rio Grande, Davy Crockett, had left an indelible mark on her imagination. That was Victorine’s dream, not mine. I couldn’t relate as I never fell in cinematic love with any poor lonesome cowboy, I hate guns and I wasn’t good on horseback. After a couple of painful falls as a little girl I quickly developed a strong distaste for riding despite our Papa’s urging, which, in truth, made it even worse. I wasn’t enthused by the thought of riding a fiery purebred and swinging a lasso over my head in the midst of gun toting cowboys. Victorine had always been much more fearless than I. The tomboy of the family, she practically grew up on horseback helping our father with the family business, an equestrian riding club. To be honest, I was considerably more excited about meeting Native Americans who I considered, along with many Europeans, to be wise and spiritual people. Their beautiful nature-oriented names would carry my imagination away to time immemorial when human beings lived close to the earth and took their cues from nature. I can trace my fascination with their culture to when I was young girl reading Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee by Dee Brown. Written from the Native American perspective, it carefully documents their displacement and slaughter by the United States government.




  We decided to reserve five days for sightseeing in Huntsville before meeting the inmates and the prison officials. The always resourceful and thrifty Victorine had convinced me that since we were on a tight budget, we should use our motel stipend to rent a space in an inexpensive campground and sleep in a tent. As a consolation to me, she made reservations at a campground located near the American Indian reservation of the Alabama-Coushatta tribe of Texas which has occupied approximately 10,000 acres of land in Polk and Tyler counties since the late 1700s, long before Texas became a state.




  On what seemed to me the hottest and most humid day in New York City’s history, we lugged and loaded our brand new camping gear in and out of subways and shuttle buses to the airport. It was exhausting and by the time we checked our bags and were seated on the plane, my back was hurting, and my blouse was soaked with perspiration from all the crazy exercise. I sighed as I looked worryingly out the window. God, I was dreading those seven nights in Texas, trying to sleep in a tent on the hard ground. Unlike Victorine, who can sleep like a log anytime, anywhere, I tend to have insomnia when I’m stressed. I kept thinking about the letters of LaRoyce and Farley and their vivid descriptions of the death row unit where they were locked up. As our plane left the runway and climbed into the sky I looked over at Victorine. She was wearing her sunglasses and happily tapping her feet while singing along with the country music blaring on her headset.




  We landed in Houston and the suffocating heat almost knocked me down when I stepped out of the air-conditioned airport; but the adventure and the road trip were beckoning us and my heart was pounding. We picked up our bulky baggage, wheeled it over to pick up our rental car and were surprised to find we had been upgraded to a red sedan, two sizes up from the economy one we had reserved.




  “That’s a sign, Natasha. Thank you Texas!” Victorine sang triumphantly.




  The unspoken designated driver, Victorine checked the map, plotted a course from Houston to Livingstone which avoided highways and made a detour through Sam Houston National Forest. The drive in the countryside was relaxing and the warm sun and breeze on my face calmed me as I watched lush green pastures and tall green trees slip past my passenger window. She was driving very cautiously, maybe a little too slowly for the wide Texan roads.




  “Double entendre,” she said, pointing to the third “DON’T MESS WITH TEXAS” sign we saw on the side of the road. “Obviously, they don’t just mean keep the place clean. They mean don’t get caught doing something bad here, or you might end up in jail for life.”




  Two hours later we arrived at the Coushatta Family Campground in Livingston. It was a large green field scattered with shade trees set in the middle of a thick forest. Trailers, tents, and mobile homes were lined up in neat little rows extending out from a central community bathroom and shower facility. Children wearing bathing suits and riding bicycles chased each other around the dusty dirt road circling the park. A man tended his barbecue grill outside his trailer while a young woman in cut off jean shorts and bikini top hung towels to dry on a clothesline strung up on her camper’s awning. At the registration office we found the owner, a friendly pot-bellied, bald man who insisted we call him “Big Jim.”




  “Okay ladies, I have your reservation right here,” he said, “Seven nights for Natasha and Vick-to . . . Vick-tor . . .”




  “Victorine,” I said, helping him with the pronunciation, “It rhymes with Tangerine.”




  “Vick-tor-een, Vick-tor-een,” he repeated, “Well, that’s a new one on me. Vick-tor-een and Natasha, two very pretty names for two very pretty ladies . . . if you don’t mind me sayin’. Well, I have a nice campsite picked out for ya. It’s over by the edge of the field, close to the trees, so you’ll have some privacy, but not too far from the showers.”




  “Thank you very much, Jim,” said Victorine.




  “Big Jim, call me Big Jim,” he bellowed with a laugh, “Happy to oblige. Just let me know if you need anything, anything at all.”




  “Well actually there is . . . Big Jim,” I said, “I understand we are close to the reservation of the Alabama-Coushatta. Do you know how we could meet with some members of the tribe?”




  “You want to meet some Indians?” he said with a laugh, “Well shoot, that’s easy. You take a right out of the driveway and head down the road right there a piece to the first fillin’ station. Right next to it you’ll see a market. If you head over there right ’bout now there’s a good chance you’ll see three old-timers sittin’ outside.” He glanced at his wristwatch. “Yup, those three are always just sittin’ out there this time of day.”




  Big Jim was right. Outside the market in the shade of an awning sat three men in a row on plastic patio chairs, watching us as we drove into the parking lot. All three were dressed in jeans, white T-shirts, and baseball caps. Each held a bottle of Coca-Cola. From their handsome features and darker complexion they were easily recognizable as Native American. We stepped out of the car and Victorine walked resolutely towards them. I trailed along, a few steps behind, both enraptured and intimidated. I had no idea how to strike up a conversation with these men but starting conversations was never a problem for Victorine.




  “Do you belong to the Alabama-Coushatta tribe?” she asked the three of them.




  All three of them studied her for a moment then one of them answered, “Yes,” and the other two just nodded.




  Their faces were wrinkled like old prunes and their statue-like stares betrayed no emotion as they calmly sat and watched us with their dark eyes. A pickup truck entered the parking lot, pulled up in front of the market, and two skinny cowboys in tight jeans and cowboy hats and boots climbed out of the cab. As they walked toward the entrance they noticed Victorine talking to the three men and eyed us both suspiciously. Victorine didn’t notice. She was on a mission.




  “We’re reporters from France doing a story in Huntsville. My name is Victorine and this is my little sister Natasha,” she said glancing back in my direction. “My little sister is a bit shy,” she added. I rolled my eyes in irritation.




  “Nice to meet you. My name is Clayton,” the youngest looking of the three answered, “These are my friends Clem and Roland.”




  Victorine flashed her sweetest smile and continued excitedly.




  “It’s really an honor for us to meet you today. When we were little girls, we really enjoyed watching American western movies with our father.”




  The three men sat up a bit straighter, their eyes narrowed slightly and they continued staring at us.




  “Hey, those weren’t my favorite memories,” I said to Victorine in French, “and didn’t you stop to think that maybe they weren’t the fondest ones for them either. Let me do the talking before you make a bigger fool of yourself.”




  “You’ll have to excuse my sister, Clayton,” I said, “She’s a little excited to meet you because we Europeans have a huge admiration for Native Americans. We believe they belong to the few wise societies left on the planet who still live in harmony with Mother Earth.”




  I guessed I had said the right thing because the three men looked at each other then back to us and smiled broadly.




  “Do you mind if I ask you a little bit about your history?” I asked.




  “No, go right ahead,” answered Clayton, “What would you like to know?”




  “I understand your tribe is called the Alabama-Coushatta but you’re here in Texas. Is there a story behind that name?” I asked.




  “Yes, our tribe originally lived in the area that is now Mississippi and Alabama but we were pushed here in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries by the European-American settlers. In nineteen eighty-seven, we were officially recognized as the Alabama-Coushatta Tribe of Texas,” Clayton explained.




  “How many people are there in your tribe?” I asked.




  “About eleven hundred people who live on about forty-five hundred acres of reservation,” said Roland.




  The men were friendly but reserved. Their facial expression and tone of voice were in tune with the legendary wisdom I had imagined. Clayton turned to look at his two friends for a moment then turned back to us.




  “Would you like to join us at our home for dinner this evening?” Clayton asked, “We have a special catch from the lake today.”




  We looked at each other, smiled and nodded yes enthusiastically. All we had eaten for lunch was a bag of potato chips and pretzels that we picked up at a gas station on the drive from the airport. I grabbed my notebook from the car and Roland drew a small map to help us navigate our way inside the reservation.




  “Come at sunset,” he said.




  Our mouths were already watering as we rushed back to the campground to shower and change for dinner. We wondered aloud what sort of wonderful freshwater creature our stomachs would have the privilege of digesting that evening. Perhaps it would be a shimmering rainbow trout, a big whiskered catfish or a largemouth bass? What kind of delicious Native American sauce filled with indigenous herbs would the fish be simmering in? Being natives of the Breton seashore, we both loved seafood.




  “Mmm, right now I’d like to be sitting down to a plate of Maman’s Lotte à l’American,” said Victorine smacking her lips, “do you remember how she prepares it?”




  She was referring to one of our mother’s signature dishes, Monkfish with a tomato and white wine sauce, “American style,” Monkfish, with its flat head and huge scary mouth is one of the ugliest fishes in the market but it tastes delicately divine and its firm flesh stands up to strong flavorful sauces.




  “Of course I remember,” I answered, “She braises the fish in olive oil, onions, garlic, parsley, tarragon, tomatoes, and white wine.”




  I closed my eyes and memories of the aroma of that unbelievable sauce simmering on the stovetop and filling the entire house came back to me.




  “Yes,” said Victorine, “but I know Maman’s secret. First she browns the fish slightly then covers it with Armagnac.”




  I opened my eyes, turned to look at Victorine and we yummed in unison, like a couple of hungry stray cats.




  “Yes, I remember,” I sighed, “Thinking about it now is making me happy and homesick at the same time.”




  We arrived at the reservation just after sunset, our French taste buds were going crazy anticipating a real meal lovingly prepared by incredible cooks. As we entered the gates, I began laughing but quickly caught myself.




  “What’s so funny?” asked Victorine.




  “Oh, nothing,” I answered.




  “Tell me,” she insisted.




  “Well . . . I realized that I’d been subconsciously expecting . . . hoping to walk into a tipi village filled with Indians sporting full regalia; breechcloths, leggings, shawls, headdresses, beaded moccasins,” I admitted sheepishly.




  She rolled her eyes.




  “Oh, and an eagle feather war bonnet or two I suppose,” she chided, “Don’t be ridiculous.”




  I knew she secretly wished the same thing. What we did find was a group of about twenty to twenty-five people preparing a lovely outdoor picnic in the yard outside a cluster of one-story white clapboard houses nestled in a glade of pine trees. Women were setting buffet platters on a long outdoor table, children were playing ball nearby, and the men were seated around an open campfire pit. Our three new friends waved to us as we approached and Clayton motioned to us to join him by the campfire. We made the round of introductions, then each person went back to their dinner preparations. We were simply mesmerized by the huge cooking pot hanging over the fire. The scents of shallots, aromatic herbs, and potatoes reaching our nostrils confirmed what we already knew: it was going to be delicious. Roland sat next to us smiling.




  “So, what is cooking in the mysterious pot? It smells absolutely delicious,” I asked curiously.




  “It’s a turtle soup,” Roland answered in a matter-of-fact tone.




  I thought I had misheard him. Victorine didn’t quite get it either. “A what?” she asked.
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