














Praise for Brave(ish)


“In Brave(ish), author Margaret Davis Ghielmetti travels the globe, describing the Technicolor riches of places and people with humor, generosity, and candor. As she discovers the world’s splendors, however, from incandescent rice paddies to moonlit deserts, she also learns to navigate another landscape: the fiercely beautiful, sometimes rocky terrain of her own heart.”


—Janice Deal, award-winning author of The Decline of Pigeons


“Written in lyrical prose peppered with insight and wisdom hard-won through travel and personal struggle, Brave(ish) is Margaret’s continuation of her storytelling and one-woman shows that left audiences wanting more. In this uplifting, witty, and sometimes dark memoir, Margaret discovers her truths and her story, one destination at a time.”


—Jen Cullerton Johnson, award-winning author of Seeds of Change


“Brave(ish) should be required reading for all perfectionists who are sick of people pleasing and ready to reclaim their own lives. You’ll love traveling around the world with Margaret, and you’ll root for her as she embraces her true self. By owning her desires and asking for help, she is able to become the type of authentic person we all hope to be.”


—Nadine Kenney Johnstone, award-winning memoirist of Of This Much I’m Sure


“Margaret Ghielmetti shows us that sometimes you have to travel a long way to find a path back to your true self. Brave(ish) is intimate and honest—the two best words to describe a memoir.”


—Arlene Malinowski Ph.D., award-winning playwright of “What Does The Sun Sound Like”


“Travel lover Ghielmetti sets her coming-of-middle-age tale against a vivid and alluring backdrop of beautiful and complex places such as Egypt, Singapore, Paris, and the Presbyterian Home in Evanston, Illinois. This culturally rich narrative makes us long to travel with Ghielmetti as she comes to understand that discovering her exterior landscape is secondary to discovering her interior one; that she can create momentum even when being still; and that living in these distant places in the world has brought her nearer to places of the heart, and of the spirit.”


—Patricia Ann McNair, award-winning author of The Temple of Air and And These Are the Good Times


“Brave(ish) invites us on Margaret’s amazing adventures, where treasures are unearthed—some from worlds beyond what most of us have or will ever experience. Women’s lives often have a tipping point, and Margaret shares with us that moment of revelation where what she once dreamed and imagined no longer suffices.”


—Laurie Kahn, director of Womencare Counseling and Training Center and author of Baffled by Love


“This beautifully written book invites readers to join the author on a parallel journey. A wonderfully rendered narrative of life and travel on multiple continents around the world, Brave(ish) explores the humor and humanity of the places Ghielmetti inhabits and chronicles a poignant interior journey and her struggle to transcend constraints of childhood rules. Told with love, warmth, and brave self-reflection, the victories and losses along these two journeys coalesce to form a nurturing path of being at home wherever your travels take you.”


—Dr. Niva Piran, award-winning author of Journeys of Embodiment at the Intersection of Body and Culture


“Brave(ish) is a breathtaking journey across the globe and into the soul. The author’s adventures as a ‘trailing wife’ will captivate you with glimpses into the opulent world of first-class hotels and jaw-dropping travel destinations—but it’s her determined quest to find home within herself that will hold your heart.”


—MT Cozzola, author of Boy Small


“Ghielmetti’s sure hand and clear prose guide us through her compelling story of breaking free from the straightjacket of perfectionism. If memoir is the art of making the personal universal, she has hit the mark and then some. You’ll enjoy her often wise, often funny journey through an emotional and international landscape.”


—Anne Laughlin, author of Lammy-nominated The Acquittal


“Reading Brave(ish) led me to an “aha” moment I had been unknowingly awaiting my entire adult life. A recovering perfectionist myself, I found solace in another woman questioning “What will I be if I’m not perfect?” Kudos to Margaret for asking tough questions and finding answers. Let us take her example and forge ahead towards being—at the very least—brave(ish).”


—R.C. Riley, author of the solo show “Wrong Way Journey”


“To use Ghielmetti’s own words, reading her memoir is like an ‘otter easing into a river.’ It’s easy to cry and laugh with her on her journey through both exotic places in the world and intimate places in the heart. At the same time, I was permitted to walk through the door of her complex family and marriage and witness firsthand the behind-the-door feelings of both. Rarely is a reader given such profound access to the humble humanity of another person.”


—Adrienne Weiss, author of Brand Buzz: 3 Breakthrough Secrets for Building a Winning Brand


“In her eloquently crafted memoir, Margaret Ghielmetti takes us along on parallel journeys. Each stop along the way of her ‘sheroe’s journey’ back to self is set against a gorgeously painted backdrop that is her literal journey around the world.”


—Rita Balzotti, Career Advancement & Alumni Manager, Cara Chicago


“Margaret shares a mosaic of intimate thoughts, souvenirs, and memories with a humorous and colourful writing style that compels you to read to the end of the story. This book should be a ‘must-read’ for anyone embarking on an international career as an expatriate—with all the good and not-so-glamorous aspects of it. Most importantly, this book is a love story about acceptance of oneself.”


—René Beauchamp, founder of Rise&Spice blog and consultant hotelier


“What an inspiring book with memories of the glamorous life of a hotel general manager—and the trepidation of daily life trying to get the new culture and customs of each new move. The beautiful writing transports us on an expat journey and I would highly recommend this book for anyone about to embark on this life.”


—Louise Beer, founder and director of PragArtworks Gallery, Czech Republic


“Brave(ish) is a revelatory and rich mix of memoir and travelogue. In this emotionally powerful book, Ghielmetti reveals the painful journey she takes to self-discovery with insight and humor. An acclaimed storyteller, Margaret writes with raw honesty, probingly and hilariously, about her adventures and struggles as a trailing spouse.”


—Don Henderson, retired book buyer for Gallery Shops, National Gallery of Art


“Brave(ish) is an international journey and a glimpse into the interior of the soulful writer. Ghielmetti’s candor gives context to her experiences and each of the places—and transported me there. With an openness to share without holding back, she allows the reader a firsthand experience into her emotional life—and in doing so allows the reader to be in touch with theirs.”


—JoAnn Kurtz-Ahlers, president of Hidden Doorways, A KAA Travel Collection


“Margaret takes her readers on a tour of far-off, exotic locations through her beautiful storytelling. It’s in these places that she comes to grips with her need to please. The unfolding and rediscovering of who she is in this world and the power of her story is a triumph.”


—Deanna Moffitt, CEO of Luminant Leadership and transformational coach at The You Experience


“As one of live lit’s most skilled and respected storytellers, Ghielmetti consistently weaves the perfectly crafted tale on stage, and Brave(ish) is as bold, fun, and fascinating as her spoken-word performances. Turns out this self-proclaimed ‘teacher’s pet’ also has an adventurous streak!”


—Stephanie Rogers, producer and chief creative officer at Story Jam and Story Jam Studio


“In this intimate memoir, Ghielmetti takes us on several voyages at once. Through vivid sketches, we travel with her to France, Egypt, Thailand, Singapore, and India. Along the way, we see how she refashions her family’s rigid code of behavior into more flexible guidelines. We watch the growth of her relationships with her husband, her aging parents, and her higher power. We’re alongside as her self-concept evolves, from ‘trailing spouse’ to aspiring writer to confident story-teller to—at long last—published author. It’s one woman’s inspiring voyage of self-discovery and empowerment.”


—Dan Richman, editor of Drive or Die


“Brave(ish) impacted me deeply. It made me laugh and cry out loud, sometimes simultaneously. While Margaret’s journey is an unusual one that has taken her all over the globe, it is one that so many of us can relate to while enjoying the wonderful travel tales. It made me think about my own ‘family handbook’ and how it has impacted my decisions and my life. Margaret reminded me that it’s never too late to find yourself.”


—Alexis Romer, VP-Sales, Luxury Travel Industry, Bulgari, EDITION, Luxury Collection, Ritz-Carlton, St. Regis, W Hotels


“Brave(ish) traces a journey of life: learning the ‘family handbook’ of rules while we’re young, then applying the rules religiously—until we evolve and shed layers to eventually get to our place of peace. Margaret reminds the reader that it’s acceptable to ‘kiss our good little girl good-bye’ in order to unleash our essential selves into the world. This book inspires me to investigate my own family handbook, setting down the rules which no longer work for me and breaking free from their grip to accommodate who I am now.”


—Michelle Sanford, leadership coach at Impact by Design/Sanford & Associates


“If you’ve picked up Brave(ish), you’re about to journey to some of the world’s most fascinating places, including those within. Admitted people pleaser and perfectionist Margaret brings humor, tenderness, and authenticity to the practice of releasing perfectionism. She is pure class without the ‘act,’ a guide who journeyed the world to find home.”


—Lynne E. Sheridan, transformational trainer at Inspire Coaching
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Author’s Note


I’ve made every effort to accurately relate the substance of my experience during this time in my life, relying on personal notes and my memory of events and conversations. For privacy, I changed the names or descriptions of some individuals and places and omitted others; for the sake of the narrative, I collapsed time and condensed events in some cases, but only when these had no impact on the substance of the story.





PROLOGUE


“How lucky am I?” I keep telling myself that whenever I feel uncertain about our move overseas. I’ve quit my job, and now I’m officially a Trailing Spouse, following Patrick’s career. We’ll be in Paris for the summer of 2000: a temporary gig for my hotelier husband, helping relaunch the newly renovated Four Seasons there. Then, in autumn, we’ll move to Egypt for three years for his new job as general manager. It’s the promotion Patrick has been working toward his whole career: fourteen years of climbing the hotel world ladder from night shifts to now.


It’s a big shift for me, too: from Corporate Worker to Corporate Wife, but I’m determined to do it not just well, but as perfectly as I can.


And I finally have the time to write the book I’ve dreamed of writing since I was a little girl!


One of the perks of the job includes living in Four Seasons hotels (which is going to be a welcome change after three years in a minuscule fourth-floor walkup in New York). Our furniture and household goods have been shipped off to storage somewhere in New Jersey. All we’re packing are two bulging suitcases of clothing for each of us. While I’m not a big shopper, I have splurged on a few items appropriate to a GM’s wife. Hello, white linen blouses, silky shawls, and tailored slacks. Farewell, uniform of twenty years’ working 200 percent in customer service and sales: black skirts and jackets, pumps and pantyhose.


Tucked inside my carry-on is our wedding photo from seven years ago: Patrick and me at thirty-three, smiling serenely, my new Swiss husband’s arm around my waist. Also coming on the plane is my well-worn, well-loved American passport, too many tourist guidebooks to Paris, and my brand-new turquoise-blue journal—the latest in a lifetime of journals for a wannabe Great American Novelist.


Oh, and The Family Handbook is coming, too. Not written with actual ink on paper, but bestowed upon me at birth by my parents, and engraved upon my consciousness. I’ve carried it—and carried it out—for all my forty years: from toddler to teacher’s pet to teenager (between flute lessons and soccer practice). I carried The Handbook as I picked up my degrees in Arabic and French, then as I crisscrossed Europe alone with a backpack, a Eurail train pass, and the Thomas Cook train timetable. I carried The Handbook as a sales manager, crunching Altoids before sales calls, and slugging “Another Chardonnay, please!” during endless client dinners. I always assumed everyone had gotten a Family Handbook just like mine. My three older brothers had gotten theirs. Mother and Dad had gotten one at birth, too. I never gave it a second thought.


The Davis Family Handbook


I solemnly swear to abide by the rules, including, but not limited to:


Repeat “How lucky am I?”


Stay grateful and glass-half-full even when I’m already homesick for places I haven’t left yet: my childhood Evanston, shaded by sturdy oaks; my grown-up Chicago, lapped by our mighty lake; New York City, where Patrick and I have “worked hard, played hard” for these three years. Definitely repeat “How lucky am I?” when I’m missing my interested-in-everything mother and my sweet, smart, silly dad. Repeat “How lucky am I?” even when I’m moving four thousand miles away from the best friends in the world, who are always up for hours of laughter. Sure, I’ll keep in touch with the occasional expensive overseas phone call, but that’s not the same as catching up over coffee.


Repeat “How lucky am I?” especially whenever anyone tells me how lucky I am.


If you want it done right, do it yourself.


Actually, do it yourself no matter what. Preferably yesterday, without any help.


I’ve just moved my parents from the big family house into a retirement home apartment. I’ve Excel spreadsheet-ed my way through the bid process for Patrick’s and my international move. Since Day One of our marriage, I’ve managed our finances down to the penny and planned every one of our trips in excruciating detail. “Measure twice; cut once,” I learned growing up. But I measure as many times as it takes to ensure perfection. This includes my novel-to-be. I’d already written a little book at ten years old: a tomboy with long brown hair runs away from home to tame wild horses in the wilderness—of Wisconsin! One day, though, I realized a fatal flaw in my plot: my heroine was sleeping outside under the stars, which would only be possible in summer. She survived on apples, which she could only have plucked from the trees in autumn. I promptly ripped my manuscript into a million pieces.


No gray areas for me.


Always put others first.


I love to make people happy! And my parents have reminded me that, in marrying a responsible and successful man, I have “hitched my wagon to Patrick’s star.” So of course his career comes first now. And, in any case, the Ritz-Carlton Hotel Company has never once suggested that I keep my sales job once I’ve moved an ocean away from my clients. That wouldn’t work, and I can’t work overseas anyway: I’ll be on a “dependent’s visa.”


So, it’s onward to the next career: what’s known in international relocation circles as the Trailing Spouse. While I hate that term, I love that I’m earning the bragging rights that come with no longer being just a traveler. (I won’t even say the word “tourist.”)


Oh, and I’ll be the Best Hostess to the World: “I hope everyone will come visit us!”


Don’t air your dirty laundry in public.


I’ve hesitated sharing my heartbreak with my friends over losing a five years’ infertility battle. They’re busy moms, like I was sure I’d be by now. Why would I burden them with my impending homesickness or my uncertainty about my new role? I’m off to places people only dream about, while they’re schlepping to the grocery store in a minivan. Just smile, Margaret.


Above all, JUST DO IT.


My mom taught us that long before Nike got ahold of it. People tell me how brave I am to move overseas, but I don’t see it that way at all. Mother always said I had “one foot at home, and one foot out in the world.” I dream of visiting every country there is! I’m determined to be culturally sensitive and flexible. My parents taught us to treat everyone the same and with respect. “People are people are people,” they’d say. I’ve always been a traveler. Now I get to be an expatriate: Best Expat Ever!


All I have to do is say yes to everything, hold my head up high, and always be brave.


[image: Image]


So, yes: we’re off, and I’ve got this!


I think I’ve got this.


I’ve got this, right?





NEW YORK TO PARIS


On the morning of our departure day from New York in June 2000, Patrick and I take one more walk around Central Park, our oasis in this city that never sleeps—through the zoo and around the reservoir, past the majestic Metropolitan Museum and the little pond where kids send toy boats skittering across the green water.


Back at the Pierre hotel, as Patrick says his final goodbyes to his colleagues, I have one last espresso with the general manager’s wife in the Rotunda bar, with white-jacketed waiters hovering at a discreet distance. Karin’s hair falls in blonde waves onto the shoulders of her softly-tailored blazer. I confide to her, “I’m excited about this move but I’m afraid that—now that Patrick’s a GM—people will want to get to him through me.”


She smiles, saying, “Oh, they will do that. They’ll ask you for a discount on a hotel room before they even know your name. They’re that shockingly transparent: you’ll know right away. Margaret: just be yourself.”


Mother always said that, too. But what does that mean for me, now?


Karin and I walk to the hotel’s marble lobby, where her husband, Didier, is shaking Patrick’s hand. He’s given us snorkel masks and fins for our farewell gift, as we’ll eventually be moving to Sharm el Sheikh, Egypt, one of the world’s most celebrated scuba destinations. Now, Didier gives me a kiss on each cheek, leaving the lingering scent of French eau de cologne. I hug Karin once more, and Patrick and I walk out onto Fifth Avenue, to the rush of yellow taxis and the cacophony of car horns. The bellman has loaded our suitcases into a shiny black hotel van. In the back seat between us is our hand luggage with jewelry, diskettes, checkbook, camera, and laptops—plus Nadia and BooBoo, our rescue-cats-in-carry-ons. As the driver steers the van into the flow of traffic, we wave farewell to the hotel—and to a city I’ve come to love. As Dorothy the Meek and Mild Midwesterner, it took me months to stop being shocked by Manhattan’s brash energy. Now I’m finding it hard to leave.


But I’ve always been a traveler! When I was a baby, my mom carried me to PTA meetings in a woven picnic basket, sliding me under her seat where I’d sleep snuggled under a colorful cotton quilt. My curiosity about the world grew during family road trips as I gazed out the window of our Ford station wagon, wondering, What are people’s lives like in that little town, or on that farm? I traveled through the books that Dad read to me before bed: Kipling’s “The Elephant’s Child” in India and my Little Golden Book favorite: The Sailor Dog named Scuppers who survived storms and shipwrecks to roam the world over. I had a pen pal from England who sent me crisp blue airmail letters. When my parents took me to London as a ten-year-old, Dad taught me about Henry the Eighth and his unfortunate wives: “Divorced, beheaded, died, divorced, beheaded, survived.” In Edinburgh, I danced a clumsy Highland Fling: a chubby girl twirling in the new Black Watch tartan kilt Mother had chosen for me.


My parents said they’d moved to Evanston so my three older brothers and I would be exposed to many kinds of people. While in our neighborhood, those were limited to a professor from India, a Greek diner proprietor, and a family from exotic-to-me Mississippi, I was still fascinated by their cultures. In junior high school Spanish, I glimpsed a world of warmer expression than my Anglo-Saxon heritage. I started collecting stamps (and beaux) from around the world: doing my part for international diplomacy by dating guys from Turkey, Sweden, Germany, France, and Persia.


Indiana University brought even more expanse on the international front. My Brazilian suite mate introduced me to real coffee (plus samba and bossa nova: a delightful departure from “The Age of Aquarius as Arranged for High School Marching Band”). Then my South African French teacher introduced me not only to his friends from Iraq, but his American boyfriend, who became my best bud. Don was a multi-lingual word nerd like me. We played Scrabble scrambling every language we even faintly knew.


I graduated with a degree in French (because France makes sexy, smart movies and they had what we didn’t have in the Midwest in 1980: croissants with dark chocolate melted inside). I also managed to eke out a double major in Arabic. For that one, I blame the movie The Wind and The Lion. Sean Connery as a desert chieftain riding across the sand dunes of Morocco on an Arabian horse—who doesn’t want some of that?


But I struggled to learn Arabic. Many of my classes were in a tiny boardroom with no windows and everyone smoking nonstop except me. I was often the only woman and only non-Arabic-speaker (Arabic 101 is taken by some grad students like English 101 is taken by some athletes: for the proverbial easy A). The written language is the language of the Qur’an, the Islamic holy book, but spoken dialects vary wildly from that—and also country by country (and each of my instructors was from a different country). The State Department declares that it takes over two thousand hours to learn Arabic (while French needs only a paltry six hundred). I told my parents I was considering dropping Arabic. The all-nighters at the library were killing me. I’d still have a degree in French, I reasoned. My normally gentle dad said, “No, Margaret. You will not give up. You have one final semester to go—you’re so close. Illegitimi Non Carborundum.” He told me that was Latin for “Don’t let the bastards get you down.” As it turns out, it’s made-up Latin, but it worked; I earned my degree and gained a conversation starter (as long as the conversation included, “I studied Arabic at Indiana University,” or the super-not-useful, “My office is across from the petroleum minister’s office”). I did not quit.


Once I graduated, I moved back in with my parents, working at the local bank down the street. Having successfully shepherded four kids through college and into productive adulthood, my mom was a lot more relaxed around me by 1980 than she’d been during my growing-up years. As we sat at our round family table, she smoked and listened intently as I pondered, “Maybe I should get an international MBA? And definitely, definitely, I want to travel.”


After just a few weeks of these dinners, I got it: my mom wanted to know me—as an adult. I wanted to know her, too, but does anyone at twenty-one know her own mother? I started to ask her about things that mattered to her: studying English in college, Studs Terkel, her intellectual mother, and her business-savvy dad. She and I sang folk songs around the piano and chuckled together over the cartoons in the New Yorker. I liked this version of my mother; she was so different. I could feel her making an effort, so I made an effort, too. We were skittish, still foreign to one another, but trying to learn each other.


After several months at home, she told me, “Missie, get out into the world. It’s your dream. You can always come home. Now go!”


She was right. The National Bank of North Evanston could not hold me. I converted my teenage waitressing and recent bank-tellering money into American Express traveler’s cheques, and off I flew to Europe in 1981. I intended to stay for a year on a budget I’d set for myself of five dollars a day.


I loved every country I visited on my Eurail train pass, but most of all Italy. I learned Italian. I fell in love with a handsome Roman boy (OK, so that’s how I learned Italian).


To save my precious dwindling funds, I spent the summer as an au pair in exchange for free room and board and the Italian lira equivalent of fifty dollars a month. I worked six days a week from before dawn until late at night. I was all right with that, but shocked by how dismissive la signora was of her other employees—and how she seldom spoke to her own children unless she was showing them off to her friends once they were dressed in designer baby clothes. When she insisted on my sitting at the dining room table to teach the kids English—while the other staff ate in the basement—I should have said, “No. This doesn’t work for me. I’ll help you find another girl to take my place,” but I didn’t. I had made a commitment, and I felt that it was my duty to see that through.


One day, as la signora stretched out on a chaise longue on the terrace, sunning her long legs as I mopped the tile floor around her, she said, “Your Roman boy is not right for you.”


I bristled. She knew nothing of him, except that he didn’t come from what she would have considered “the right class of people.” But I knew him and his warm, welcoming, wonderful family. I should have given back the pittance of a salary, leaving her a scathing note that humans should treat humans better. But that wasn’t even a possibility in my mind. Even though my heart whimpered, “Quit!” I did not quit.


At summer’s end, I stayed on in Rome. After spending Christmas alone, missing everyone back home, I realized that—even though I was crazy about the Roman boy—it wasn’t going to work for me to live so far from the States forever. Crying so hard I thought I’d never stop crying, I flew back to Chicago, threw myself into work and into new relationships, playing out the same pattern prescribed by The Handbook: Once committed, I could not be clawed away from keeping my commitment.


What echoed in my head was, Make it work. Keep it up. Just Do It, Margaret.
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Years went by with me doggedly staying in relationship after relationship, even after it became abundantly clear each time that they weren’t leading to happiness—for anyone.


Finally, when I hit thirty, Amy, my friend since junior high, took me aside after too much wine at La Crêperie in Chicago and barked at me, “Marghi! Read this!”


She thrust a slender paperback book at me, Creative Visualization by Shakti Gawain, the drawing on the cover depicting women in some sort of tribal attire.


“Thanks, Ame, but that’s a little too New Age for me. Besides: I’m good.” Some of the least true words I’ve uttered (often) in my life.


Amy glowered at me. “No, you’re not good. And your friends are all sick of watching you being whittled away to a shadow of yourself. I am losing you, and I’m not gonna let that happen. All I ask of you, Marghi, is that you try the Pink Bubble exercise in this book.”


I was touched by her ferocity, told her OK, and gave her a long hug.


Once home, I read the instructions to place inside a pink bubble of my imagining whatever my heart desired. On a piece of paper, I wrote, “I want a partner who is kind, funny, smart, and affectionate. Someone who loves his family and friends—and will love mine.” Shyly, I added, “Someone who will love me.”


Suddenly, I felt overwhelmingly anxious. Was I asking too much? Then I realized that I hadn’t written, “Must own yacht, multiple polo ponies, and at least one helicopter.” The things I’d written were true for the people I felt closest to.


Emboldened then, I added, “Ideally, loves classical music and foreign languages.” I paused. “Must love the world and must love to travel.”


I held that book and that piece of paper to my heart. I called Amy to thank her for taking a stand for me—for helping me believe that a man like that was out there for me.


And, on Halloween 1991, I met Patrick. He was transferred from Swissôtel Bangkok to Swissôtel Chicago as its new #2: the hotel manager. On his first day, he made the rounds to meet the hundreds of staff in the hotel, including me. On his second day, I stopped by his office to invite him to lunch. I didn’t mention that it was a Pity Lunch—inspired by my knowing how lonely it can be far from home—but I wasn’t interested in romance. I was in the throes of separating from a man I’d once loved very much. It was over and we both knew it, but we hadn’t yet untangled our life together.


The place I splashed out on for Patrick’s Pity Lunch? Four Dollar All You Can Eat Chop Suey in the underground mall next to our hotel. As we ate gravy-sloshed food with splintery wooden chopsticks, Patrick and I shared about our family and friends. When he was listening to me, his big blue eyes never wavered. Then we talked excitedly about classical music. Foreign languages. The world. Travel!


I felt a shiver: My Pink Bubble!


Once we’d walked back to the Swissôtel together and parted with a handshake, I called Kimetha, my other oldest friend. We’d known each other since we were sixteen. She’d vetted every boy I’d ever dated—and comforted me through every heartbreak.


“Kimmie, I just had lunch with this guy. He’s handsome, and he’s the nicest man I’ve ever met.”


Kimetha, my wise owl of a friend just said, “Hmmm.”


I called my mom, too, babbling, “I have a new colleague. A Swiss guy. We went to lunch today. He’s funny and smart and has lived around the world.”


I heard her suppress a chuckle. “Well, your new Swiss colleague sounds intriguing, Missie. Keep me posted.”


Patrick and I went out a lot in November and December, but always with a gaggle of colleagues around us. At an outing to an ice rink, he skated enthusiastically with every woman. At the holiday party, the slender Swissman line-danced with everyone, grinning the whole time. Around the hotel, he worked nonstop and was kind to every person he encountered.


The only thing that annoyed me about him was his speaking more languages than I did. As foreign language proficiency had always been one of my unique selling points, I felt seriously out-classed by his repertoire: Swiss German, German, French, Italian, some Thai and Spanish, not to mention perfect and slightly UK-accented English. But it was fun to converse and joke with him in Italian and French—and I had the honor of teaching him his first words in Pig Latin.


By January, Patrick was surviving his first winter in Chicago pretty well for a guy who’d just spent years living in the tropics. One day, though, a sniffly cold laid him low. I called my mom.


“You know my Swiss colleague? He wasn’t feeling well today, so I took some chicken soup up to him, to his suite inside the hotel.”


“Just curious, Missie,” my mom said. “Do you take soup to all your colleagues?”


“Just this one, smarty pants,” I replied. I could almost hear my mom’s smile down the telephone wire.


In February 1992, Patrick asked me, “Is there any chance that we could ever go out—just the two of us?”


“Yes, please,” I said with a smile.


We met after work for drinks. That evening was followed by meals and movies, symphony and opera. We had our first kiss on the dance floor of a smoky piano bar.


The only blow to my growing attraction to Patrick came when we met for a long lakeside walk on an especially bitter-cold Chicago day. When I saw him, I thought, Oh-oh. Who wears black polyester fake fur ear protectors? But my next thought was, Keep those ears warm so I can whisper in them: “I’m falling in love with you.”


I introduced him to my friends over dinners, my parents over coffee in their home in Evanston, my brothers over burgers and tater tots at Meier’s Tavern. Patrick charmed them all by listening hard and asking questions, and giving them big hugs when they weren’t expecting them. Everyone loved Patrick on sight. And everyone loved seeing me relaxed and happy.


In springtime, he and I took a trip to Florida. We both knew we needed to travel well together in order to make this work. When our travels unfolded differently than we’d imagined—with delays and lost luggage—I was delighted that Patrick was flexible in the face of Planes, Trains and Automobiles. He took glitches and snafus on the road in stride—a wonderful change from some past travel partners. We had fun together, and it felt easy being together. Oh, I thought, so this is what people mean when they say you just know when it’s right.


Patrick’s parents visited us in Chicago and met my parents; he took me to Switzerland to meet the rest of his family. He taught me my first words in Swiss German: “I ha Di gaern, mi Schatz.” “I love you, my treasure.”


Back in Chicago one early summer weekend, we rented a car to drive to the Indiana Dunes, running screaming with laughter down those steep sand hills, then lying in each other’s arms on the sand, with the waves of Lake Michigan shushing onto the shore nearby. We talked about the big issues couples talk about before marriage and—by the time we drove back to Chicago—it was clear that something between us had been decided.


Patrick phoned me in my cubicle the next day asking, “May I invite you to the roof of the hotel after work?”


After mumbling a nervous OK, I hung up the phone and straight away called Kimetha.


“Kimmie,” I gasped, “I think Patrick’s going to ask me to marry him!”


She laughed out loud. “Hang up the phone and go say yes! You’re in love with him! Bye!”


At five, I took the elevator to the top of the hotel, my heart pounding. I pushed open the door to the roof and walked on a red carpet that Patrick had stretched to the roof’s edge. Grant Park was spread out forty-two stories below, and all of Chicago was glowing in early evening light around us. Patrick was standing beside a small table with champagne chilling in a bucket. Handing me a tiny paper box—onto which he’d pasted photos of a Thai Airways plane and purple Thai orchids—he asked, “Would you like to go to Thailand to pick out a ring with me?”


“Yes! Yes! Yes! I wouldn’t just like that, Patrick—I’d love that.”


We kissed, then he popped open the bubbly, pouring out two flutes’ worth. We drank to our luck in having found one another, then dashed downstairs to phone his parents in Switzerland, waking them up with our news.


The next morning at six, I phoned my parents. “We’re coming out to Evanston to see you; we’ll be there in forty minutes.”


Once the taxi dropped us off, my parents met us at the front door and ushered us into the living room, where cups of fresh coffee awaited. My parents sat in the paisley wing chairs; I sat on the velvet love seat next to Patrick, who turned to my parents and said, “Onnie, Dick: I’d like your blessing to marry your daughter.”


My mother said, “Of course!” with a smile. She’d known long before I did that this was the man for me.


My father, relishing his last opportunity to play the protective patriarch said, “Not so fast, Patrick. Are you a wealthy man?”


“Um, no, Dick. I’m not.”


“Are you going to be a wealthy man, Patrick?”


“Probably not in the hotel business, Dick.”


My father sighed, dramatically. “Well, then, Patrick, here’s the deal: Margaret’s grand, but I think you can do better. Have you considered the Morton Salt Girl? Everybody needs salt!” That was my dad’s unique way—with a twinkle in his eye—of giving Patrick his blessing to marry me.


I gave an exasperated sigh, “Daaaaad!” and we all hugged and kissed goodbye and Patrick and I headed back to the city in our waiting taxi.


We married at the Swissôtel on a brilliantly cold Chicago day in January 1993, fourteen months after we’d met. Friends and family gathered on the top floor of the hotel, just under the roof where Patrick had proposed. In the “green room” before the service, Kimetha helped me rehearse the vows that Patrick and I had written and memorized. When I panicked that I’d forgotten one, she acted out “I promise to grow alongside you” by spreading her arms wide like a bounteous oak tree. She was wearing the burgundy velvet dress I’d recently worn as her maid of honor; I was in the cream satin-and-lace wedding gown she’d worn as a bride.


As the harpist played “Save the Best for Last,” I took Dad’s arm to walk up the aisle whispering, “Dad, I’m really nervous!”


He patted my hand. “You should be nervous, honey; this is a big deal. But Patrick is a good man. I’m happy for you both.”


Kimetha and my brother Peter were our witnesses. My brother Charlie ushered our guests to their seats, holding his young daughter, our niece Katie, in his arms. His wife, Mary Ellen, was pregnant with our niece-yet-to-arrive, Meghan.


Amy read “Love is patient; love is kind” from Corinthians, and my brother Hal read excerpts from Walt Whitman’s “Song of the Open Road.”




Allons! whoever you are come travel with me!


I swear to you there are divine things more beautiful than words can tell…


However shelter’d this port and however calm these waters we must not anchor here…


Camerado, I give you my hand!


I give you my love more precious than money,


Will you give me yourself? Will you come travel with me?


Shall we stick by each other as long as we live?





The harpist softly strummed Bach’s “Jesu, Joy of Man’s Desiring” and the folk song “Simple Gifts.” Patrick and I remembered our vows after all: not only to grow alongside one another, but also to tenderly care for one another. We said to each other, “Of all the people in the world, I choose you.”


Once pronounced husband and wife by the judge, we kissed.


And—to my eternal regret—I rushed away from my beloved to spend most of our wedding reception skittering around, making sure our guests were happy.


It wasn’t just the usual whirl of accepting congratulations, smiling ceaselessly for photos, trying desperately to find a moment to eat just a bite of the Swiss food we’d chosen—or more than a mouthful of our wedding-cake tiramisu.


Even at my own wedding, I was “always putting others first.”


[image: Image]


So, now, in 2000: after seven years of marriage—and five years since Patrick left Swissôtel to join Four Seasons Hotels—it’s on to our next adventure: life overseas together!


At JFK airport, the driver unloads our possessions into the middle of the departures lobby. We drag our suitcases and carry-ons and cat carriers to the check-in counter, two-by-two, as though we’re booked on Noah’s Ark. Once onboard, with the cats in their cases safely under our seats and holding Patrick’s hand, I slump with exhaustion. Over the past few weeks, I’ve handed over my Ritz-Carlton accounts to colleagues, shipped huge boxes of files back to my boss, and donated the cheap office furniture I won’t need anymore. I’ve served on jury duty in Chinatown, walking all the way home to the Upper East Side, trying to memorize each Manhattan neighborhood.


Patrick and I’ve bought one last bunch of tulips at our corner bodega. We’ve sat alfresco at Mediterraneo Café to sip cappuccinos; we hardly ever missed a Saturday afternoon there. At the diner up the block from our (tiny, noisy, excruciatingly expensive) apartment, we’ve devoured one final Sunday morning 2-2-2: two eggs sunny side up, two strips of crispy bacon, two pancakes with too much butter and maple syrup.


Now, New York is behind—and below—us as our plane climbs into the air.


Eight hours, a mediocre movie, and some fitful sleep later, we land at Charles de Gaulle International Airport. A shiny black hotel van awaits us there, too, and we are driven to our home for the summer: Four Seasons Hotel George V, an Art Deco grande dame on the Right Bank—between the Champs Elysées and the River Seine. I’ve stayed in Paris with Patrick, with my parents, with exes, and alone. But I’ve never stayed here in any place this majestic.


The general manager, another Frenchman, is at the door to greet us. Patrick’s here as his temporary assistant, as there are delays with the Egypt project. This is the perfect place for Four Seasons to “park” Patrick for three months. The GM kisses me on each cheek, warmly but formally. “Bienvenue, Mar-gah-rette.” He turns to shake Patrick’s hand. “Welcome, Pah-treeck. I’ll see you in my office in one hour,” he says, and he strides away.


I’m used to 24/7 in the hotel business; that’s the nature of the beast. Plus Patrick was raised by a father who will go into the office of the family business every day until the end of his life, just as his own father did. That being said, I would really have appreciated just one day to be together with Patrick in this new chapter. But we’re here for work, not a holiday, and I’m not here to jeopardize Patrick’s career, I think. So I just smile. A very tight smile.


The front office manager leads us through the lobby, past stunning seven-foot-tall floral arrangements and up in the elevator to an apartment within the hotel. The living room furniture and heavy curtains are upholstered in a satin of pale gold. The bedroom is flooded with sunshine through enormous windows. It’s all right out of Elle Décor magazine. There’s even a kitchenette with a fridge, oven, and stove top, although we can call room service, which is another perk of “living in.” “Yes,” I’ve responded to friends when they’ve asked. “We’ll be able to order up a banana split in the middle of the night if we want!”


Our luggage is delivered; we shake the manager’s hand, thanking him for his welcome; we release Nadia and BooBoo from their carry cases. The staff has thoughtfully provided ceramic water and food bowls in the kitchenette next to a rubber squeaky toy: a French poodle! There’s a fresh, new kitty litter box in the bathroom. The cats don’t even sniff their new loot, slinking under the bed to hide instead, but already I’m anxious about what they’ll do to these dreamy, creamy furnishings. Once they emerge, I’m sure that they’ll gleefully claw the sofa and armchairs into a contemporary art installation. I’ll need to find something to cover this furniture, but first I put water and kibble in the bowls then unpack our valuables and place them in the safe.


Patrick, meanwhile, showers and shaves and emerges from the bedroom fresh and bright-eyed in his navy double-breasted suit. He says, “I’m really sorry, but I have to go, chérie.” (I love it when my Euro-husband calls me that!)


“I know that, Patrick,” I say as brightly as I can. I also know that, soon enough, we’ll move to Egypt and he’ll be a general manager for real. He’s not calling the shots, yet, on how he spends his time. “I wish you a great start, amore mio. I’ll see you tonight. I’ll save a place for you in bed.”


He protests, “I’ll be home well before bedtime, Margaret! I’ll see you for dinner!”


I nod, but this is not my first rodeo. I know from seven years married to a hotelier that the GM will want to go over “just one more thing” with Patrick, and then another. I’ll save a place for Patrick in bed.


I get it! Work comes first. I don’t expect him to say no to his boss. I’m grateful that he’s hard-working: I’m hard-working, too! And, come on, Margaret, it’s not a tragedy. You’re in an apartment inside one of the most luxurious hotels in the world. You have nothing to complain about! How lucky are you? I quickly squelch the twinge of resentment I feel at not even getting one afternoon to enjoy this iconic city together before my husband is back at the grindstone.


Once Patrick has kissed me au revoir and the door has closed behind him, I take a long shower, too. Then, in a fluffy white hotel bathrobe and slippers, I unpack everything I carefully packed up in New York. To make my hyper-organized Swiss man happy—and because now that I’m not working I have the time—I do what Patrick does first whenever we check into a hotel: I arrange his shirts by color in the tall white-painted wood armoire. In a dresser drawer, I line up cufflinks next to carefully folded neckties. After I’ve hung up my own dressiest items, I crawl into the king bed, pull the cloud of white duvet over my head, and fall into a jet-lagged nap.


At 8:00 p.m., Patrick does come back to our apartment, gently awakening me and inviting me to dinner. I couldn’t be more surprised and delighted as I slip on my little black dress, pull a lacy black shawl over my bare shoulders, and slide on the dangling gold earrings my parents bought me in Italy. After I’ve brushed out my hair and put on blush and eyeliner, I link my arm through Patrick’s for added balance on my heels and because I’m just so happy to be with him. We walk the long, carpeted hallway, lined with prints of pastoral French scenes, and down the grand staircase to the entrance of the hotel’s restaurant, Le Cinq.


In the foyer, glass vases hold masses of red roses in front of an antique tapestry. Inside the hushed, dark restaurant, candles glow on each table, reflected by tall mirrors framed in burnished gold. After we’ve been seated by the maître d’, I ask Patrick to tell me about his afternoon. He says, “The hotel is magnificent, and I’m excited to be a part of this re-opening.” I’m nodding and smiling: my husband lives for this stuff. Then he adds, “There are challenges, though. It’s going to mean long hours for me, chérie.” I flinch. Does he really feel the need to remind of this? I get it, Patrick.


When he asks me about my afternoon, I describe all I’ve done to settle him in. He reaches over to take my hand. “Thank you. I really appreciate your help. You’re wonderful.”


And there it is: ahhh. I can feel relief flood through my veins as surely as the first glass of wine.


See! I tell the voice of self-doubt inside me. I may not be working for a separate paycheck anymore, but Patrick has reassured me that his salary is our salary and I’m already doing something important here in Paris. I can relax now and enjoy this Michelin-worthy meal with my husband, knowing that if I take care of someone I love, they will love me in return, and everything’s just fine.


After dinner, we stagger upstairs, full of Camembert and Cabernet, my arm again looped through Patrick’s. While we dined, Nadia and BooBoo emerged from hiding but luckily haven’t ravaged anything yet. Instead, they’ve claimed what they consider their rightful place in the middle of our bed. We collapse around them and sleep.


We’re up early the next day to breakfast on buttery croissants and espresso together in the lobby café. I’m careful to dress up in one of my new white linen blouses, my darkest jeans, and patent leather flats. When Patrick heads to the office at eight, I return to the apartment upstairs to change into black walking shoes.


Suddenly, I feel shy and unmoored. I’m used to having a pile of work awaiting me every morning: client voice mails to return, emails to answer, and faxed contracts to review. There was always business to book and a sales quota to surpass. Now I’ve got total freedom and no direction, and I feel like I’m floating, untethered. I take a deep breath and say to myself, “Margaret, it’s Day One of your time in Paris and your new life as a writer. Let’s get out there!”


I stride down the hallway and the marble stairs, past the doormen, and out onto Avenue George V. I’m carrying the brand-new turquoise-blue journal I bought in Manhattan once we knew we were moving. My goal today is to find and claim a café near the hotel to be my home-away-from-home for the summer. I’m going to drink café au lait and write and write, and—before you know it—my book will be published by Scribner’s, the publisher of both Hemingway and Fitzgerald! Well, the publisher doesn’t matter. My book does.
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