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To My Tireless Supporter,
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Mais, si tu m’apprivoises, ma vie sera comme ensoleillée.


(But if you draw me close, my life will be bathed in sunlight.)


LE PETIT PRINCE, ANTOINE DE SAINT-EXUPÉRY


The trouble with you, Ma, is … you won’t let me be boss.


ALEXANDRE, AGE 3


I won’t let anyone be the boss of me.


LUCIE LERNER BONHOMME
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Inside the Walls of La Roquette, 1974


Exiting the métro at dusk, I directed my steps down Rue de la Roquette. A crooked little cow path once, it winds down from the Bastille’s Angel of Liberty, past the site of the women’s prison to Père Lachaise Cemetery, where many who fought for liberty and many who never gave it a thought molder in their graves. At my back, the angel glued forever to his pedestal, in certain lights and in certain angles, gives the impression of impending flight.


Hurrying New York–style in Paris was not an option. A light rain was falling, I had no umbrella, and so was ducking under canopies, peering into shops, a prisoner of the homemade delicacies on display for commuters like me: pickled herrings, carrot and garlic salads, anchovy pizzas, quiches lorraines, Alsatian choucroutes, rice pudding pies, and interminable rows of flaky, light, melt-in-your-mouth pâtisseries whose names I was still trying to master: mille-feuille? éclair? clafoutis? flan? pithiviers?


In New York we just said, “Give me a Danish.”


Tearing my eyes and nose away from temptation, I came upon a hardware appliance store: TV sets, radios, hi-fis, tiny refrigerators, washing/drying/pressing machines; then clothing shops, fancy baby dress shops, an Indian shirt store, the US Army Surplus Store; a flower shop; a laundry; and a service center that would bail you out when your mini-toilet jammed. I walked on.


Across the street were dozens of cafés, brasseries, tabacs, a restaurant or two, a gas station, a new Vietnamese take-out joint. Unaware of its incongruity or proud of it, Théâtre Oblique squatted in the middle of the action, a square white building bringing arts and letters to the marketplace: Strindberg, Kafka, Ingmar Bergman. And not far from the theatre sat a little brown synagogue made of Jewish stars; its outside walls had been decorated for free by the various competing political groups. Nothing vicious, just free speech taking advantage of every available wall space.


Stopping well before Place Voltaire, in this best of all possible worlds, nowhere near the site of the women’s prison or the cemetery, I pushed open the heavy porte-cochère to enter the cobblestone courtyard of our hundred-year-old building, turning back to register the scene one more time: How could I have forgotten the horsemeat shop, Kosher butcher, tripery, charcuterie and the chicken, ducks, geese, and rabbits on display; the magasin de vin (wine shop); supermarché; and the handful of pharmacies, coiffures, shoe stores, and bookstores? Qu’est-ce qui vous manquait? Why, nothing. Nothing was missing. You could live your whole life out on this street and lack for nothing.


What was I doing here? A little Jewish girl from Queens? No big deal in my hometown. Sure, I had impossibly thick curly black hair cascading down my shoulders, the porcelain complexion of most twenty-something women, a wide “come closer” smile, and what I was told was a certain “glow.” But I was well aware I had hit the jackpot. I bet not one of those snooty girls in my ninth-grade French class got to marry a Frenchman. Little Lucie Lerner, whose father was a butcher and mother, a secretary, whose “bedroom” was the couch in the living room, little Lucie was living in Paris.
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Fate pointed her gnarled finger at me. The whole matter, now out of my hands.


For the third night in a row, a guy from my comp-lit class invited me to a party at his house. “Lucie, please come to my pachanga! You’ll see, you’ll have a great time.”


Why would I bother? Another in a seemingly endless series of snowstorms had blown through Rochester that morning. With no transportation—too poor to own a car—how could I even get to his house way across town? He was a good friend, but I had absolutely no romantic interest in him. And I was really not the party type: introverted, a hopeless dancer, and too easily cowed by my peers at lunch reciting Chaucer in the original Middle English. I much preferred relating one-on-one.


But I knew I should make the effort to go. Twenty-four already, I still had no one to love me, though I’d looked in all the obvious corners, venturing as far west as Colorado the previous summer to chase a love-delusion. After a “ride” or two when I first arrived in town two years ago, I quickly tired of the English Department’s assembly-line dating game. Picture two moving sidewalks, males lined up on one side facing the females on the other. An unseen emcee strikes a gong; the sidewalks move in opposite directions, lurching to a stop at the sound of a second gong. Kerry now paired with Kim, Sari with William, Judy with Kevin, Debby with the Chaucer prof. The new couples peel off two by two, rushing to consummate their newfound passions. I was too much of a romantic, too much a cynic to indulge in this incestuous ’70s sex game. Would sexual liberation prove as good a deal for the woman as for the man? Enrolling in the comp-lit class was my way of taking a breather from the English depart-ment’s hothouse atmosphere.


Saturday night. My roommates were both gone for the weekend. If I stayed home, I could work at making more of a dent in Moby Dick, finish comparing the influence of French poets on Robert Browning, straighten out those footnotes in the Beckett research paper, or ponder topics for my dissertation.


I opened the front door and scanned the empty streets, and a strange compulsion overtook me: I had to go to the party. I slammed the door, grabbed the telephone, and called everyone I knew, finally managing to unearth a ride from an acquaintance of an acquaintance. I rushed to get dressed. Shaking out my freshly washed, rum-scented hair, I slid the Indian minidress hanging in my closet off its hanger. Maroon-colored with embroidered strands of yellow, green, and red running through it, how deliciously it wrapped around my petite frame. At last, an occasion to wear my new brown leather Frye boots!


After all, I had no idea what cute guys might be hiding out in comp lit.


An hour later I wandered by myself from room to room at the crowded house party, sampling the chili and chips, sipping cheap wine from a Styrofoam cup. As I paused to admire one of the host’s many exotic Amate wall hangings, I shivered; someone was shadowing me from room to room. I pivoted to my left and yes, there he was. A man with a beautifully sculpted face. Could actor Jean-Pierre Léaud from Truffaut’s masterpiece, The 400 Blows, possibly have a twin?


“You must be French,” I blurted out. Well, there simply was no other possibility.


“Pierre,” he replied, extending his hand. “Enchanté!”


We both got an electric shock as his hand touched mine. I let out a little gasp. “Static electricity,” I explained.


He smiled. “Statique … ah, yes.”


Look at him! Silky black hair almost down to his collar, high cheekbones, pale oval face set off by his ragged black sweater. Those deep-set eyes and that slightly mocking expression. He must be a poet, I thought. Immersed in French language and culture since ninth grade, with a double major in English and French, I’d always had a love affair with all things French.


I was a goner.


“Follow me,” he said, reaching for my hand again. He led me to a corner of the living room where we crowded in together. Leaning close, he rested a hand on the wall behind me. I felt drunk breathing in his scent, and barely managed to string two sentences together. He continued boring into me with those deep-as-a-well dark eyes. I forced myself to look away, but blushed deep red down to my hair follicles. What should I do now? What does he want?


I peeked up through my wispy bangs and saw he was still there, staring, waiting. He smiled, flashing a perfect row of ivory teeth. I made note of his shoe polish–black lashes, pale complexion, perfect V torso. “There you are!” he exclaimed. “Will you come out now and play with me?” He swept his hair away from his forehead.


“I’m in trouble. Big trouble,” I muttered to myself.


“Trouble?” he repeated. “Can I help you, Lady?” He took hold of my hands and held them, leaned forward and gave me another deep-sea gaze. His hands were so warm.


I broke eye contact to gaze around the room. The grad school party was going strong. People were pairing up, and on the hi-fi Linda Ronstadt was blasting, “It’s So Easy.” No one looked our way; therefore, no classmates around to tattle on me. I spotted a skinny blonde girl, most likely an undergraduate, standing at the entrance to the room, staring at us, slightly open-mouthed, a cup of wine in each hand. “Why is that girl giving us evil looks?” I asked. “Do you know her?”


He glanced over at the skinny girl and made a dismissive gesture with his hand. “I came with her, but that is not important now.” He grinned, stroked my arm, and began—in a low, sensuous voice—to explain he was completing a master’s program in optics, having already earned an advanced degree back in France in solid state physics.


Yikes, double threat. Cute and smart!


“I am a working-class boy who somehow made it to college.”


“Obviously you are very bright—”


He responded with the classic French shrug, but I could tell he was pleased.


“So I come from France. Now I want to know about you.”


I wasn’t sure why, but I started babbling like a brook, telling him family secrets, my uncle who married and divorced the same two women five times, my brother who woke up at noon and gobbled five apples in a row, my father who turned off his hearing aids any time he was at home, my mother….


I stopped midstream and noted how he took it all in. No doubt he understood only a portion of what I said. His English was a bit limited. I’d have to help him out with language right from the get-go. He seemed mesmerized by my short dress and boots. I caught his eye and this time he blushed. “I love your knees,” he whispered.


I tried to focus but resumed my inane chattering: “One of my favorite films is Claire’s Knee! Eric Rohmer’s the director, right? What a film. I love French cinema. So … sensuous.”


Those dark eyes boring into me, eating me up. I felt hot all over. Thrilled and embarrassed at all the attention. I swept my thick, curly black hair off my shoulders. He inched closer, grinning as he inhaled the rum scent, and smoothed my hair down. He did that thing again with his eyes. I blushed; my whole body, one hot tingling mess.


An hour later when my ride signaled she was ready to leave, Pierre rested his hands on my shoulders—I breathed in his slightly smoky scent. He borrowed a pen from me and engraved my address and phone number on his palm. His hands, so beautifully sculpted, with the long fingers of an artist. He drew me in for a French farewell, four pecks on the cheeks. “A très bientôt!”


“Bye, Pierre.”


On the ride back I was absorbed by one thought only: If he doesn’t call me, I’ll die. Simple as that.


That very night though he wrote me a poem that he carried to me the next day, walking miles in the slush from the opposite end of the city. A poem!


Quand le bonheur est vrai, je crois qu’on a peur d’y penser. (When happiness is real, I think we are afraid to think about it.)


Happiness? I’d waited long enough. I wasn’t afraid. I was more than ready. Bring it on!


Three weeks passed with Pierre stopping by every single day to see me, rarely empty-handed. “Look what I brought you. Mandarin oranges. Good for your health. Shall I teach you how to prepare rice pilaf? Very nutritious.”


“I’d love that,” I said, but I hoped I was in for more than a cooking lesson, more like a hot and torrid love scene. Deflower me! No wait, a little late for that. I no longer needed to put him off, confident my birth control pills would have kicked in by then. I poured some red wine we downed in a few seconds and gave him the sultry Lauren Bacall treatment. He might not have understood the movie allusions or the exact words, but he certainly got the picture.


He appeared happy to oblige, all broad shoulders and wiry strength, lifting me up in his arms and carrying me into my bedroom. He laid me down on my white comforter and stripped off my sweatshirt, jeans, bra and panties, shoes and socks, article by article, until I was stark naked, arranged like an hors d’oeuvre on a platter, just waiting for someone to pluck me. I was breathing heavily, so lubricated an elephant could get in there.


He stepped out of his clothes, climbed in next to me, kissing me, nuzzling my breasts, running his hands up and down my body. My back arched as he crawled down the bed and kissed me there. Expertly, with a practiced aim. Within seconds I exploded in my first orgasm ever. Delicious waves of feeling rocked my body. Yes, yes, yes, this is what I’ve been waiting for. I made to return the favor but he lifted up my hips and entered me, thrusting in and out until he too came. With a moan.


Afterwards, we sat up in bed, peeling the oranges, exchanging hot and sticky kisses.


The weeks went by in a blur. The weather warmed. Generous to a fault, a real giver, Pierre insisted on treating me to a new spring coat with his larger student grant. We cooked together, played together, loved together. Best of all, he danced with me in the shadows of early morning, arms clasped around my waist, spinning me around. We stared, fascinated at our images in the mirror. So young. So vibrant. “We make a handsome couple, don’t we?” I asked, knowing he agreed. I often caught him staring at my profile.


One afternoon I was brewing us some coffee in the kitchen when he summoned me. “Come Lucie, I must show you something amazing. Leave the coffee.” I followed him to the bedroom. He sat on my beloved purple armchair, the one I found at a street sale. I approached and let him draw me onto his lap. “Now listen carefully, Lady. Years ago I drew a picture of my dream woman, ‘Sarah.’ ” He unrolled a piece of canvas for me. “Look! C’est toi!”


I picked up the profile sketched in charcoal to get a better look. Sarah, with her long black hair and seductive smile. “Isn’t this amazing?” He covered my face with butterfly kisses, getting pretty turned on by his own artwork. I went with the flow. Overnight I had a boyfriend. A French lover. All mine. Ordered up especially for me.





“I’m putting my money in this drawer,” he announced one afternoon, opening my dresser. “Take what you need. I send some money to my mother every month, but the rest is for us.” Us. Newly enriched, I was able for the first time to alter my study schedule to explore the city with him. I no longer worried as much about exceeding my six-dollar-a-week food allowance. I’d been existing on scrambled eggs and hamburger meat, but now watched carefully as he prepared onion soup, baked fish, and casseroles for me and my roommates.


“I want you with me, want to walk with you in spring, see you in your shorts and halter tops, sunbathe together in Genesee River Park. Oh, and of course, make lots and lots of love,” he’d proclaim, playfully wrestling me onto the bed.


“I don’t like it, do you, when couples close themselves off,” he said, “put a shell around themselves? Let’s not do that.” Pierre and I opened up to our friends, shared our happiness with them. We constructed quite a social life. I even hosted an elaborate Passover Seder for twenty people, only two of whom were Jewish. We all sat on the floor around an oversized tablecloth and read the entire Haggadah in English. What a magical moment that was.


This handsome Frenchman chose me to shower with affection and attention and love. I learned so much from our talks together about the world, history, and geography. “Do you understand that America uses up most of the world’s resources?”


I had no idea. We walked up and down Genesee Park Boulevard every night after dinner, discussing world affairs, a welcome new habit. “You know, you are more European than American. After all, if your grandparents had remained in Europe….” An accident of fate turned me into an American. I was relieved to learn I was not to blame for any of my country’s errors in regard to the rest of the world.


Pierre explained he was raised by his mother, and in many ways had been on his own since he was eight. Though I came from a lower middle-class two-parent family, I quickly saw we shared the same values: hard work, perseverance, discipline, integrity.


“It’s impressive that you are pursuing a career,” he said. “You are both beautiful and smart.” He kissed me on my nose as we headed back through the deserted streets to my apartment.


His lessons were not limited to our conversations. In bed, too, I continued to be an ardent and eager student.


What a lucky girl I was! I only prayed it would last.


My roommates vamped a bit when he was around, striking sexy and alluring poses. But Pierre had no intention of straying. He stuck around even after my cat, Braveheart, scratched him. “From now on, remember,” I teased. “Never back a cat into a corner.”
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After a few months Pierre decided it was time he met my parents. He accompanied me home on a weekend visit to Queens, New York. I readied myself for battle, sure we’d run into some flak. He was not only not American but his name was Pierre Bonhomme and not Pierre Goldstein. My father, as a rule, looked down on “greenhorns.” My mother found something wrong with every guy I dated, yet she felt it her duty to warn them about my “terrible disposition.”


I was in defensive mode as we sat down in their dining room for a dinner of roasted chicken made with onion soup mix and marmalade, accompanied by instant mashed potatoes and peas from a can and lots of orange soda. Instead of fireworks, I heard my mother chatting Pierre up on every subject imaginable. “What do you think about our involvement in Vietnam?” she asked.


Uh-oh!


Pierre put down his fork. “Do you realize, Mrs. Lerner, the French were in Indochina for ten years before the Americans stepped in?”


Pierre went over some of the history with her; it became fairly obvious he was opposed to the war. I saw my father bristling. He was a World War II veteran, very patriotic, and definitely a hawk. He disapproved of boys setting their draft cards afire before running off to Canada to hide out, and of girls burning their bras and demonstrating half nude in the streets.


Luckily, Pierre caught on to the need to flatter my mother, her cooking, her lovely home. She became putty in his hands, beaming as she passed him another slice of coffee cake. She showed off her limited supply of French 101 phrases, and he praised her to the skies. My father remained tight-lipped and reserved. As usual. Was it because of his hearing impairment? I noticed his hearing aid in his left breast pocket. But was it turned on? He didn’t say much of anything but smiled and nodded the way he tended to do when my girlfriends visited and he wasn’t quite able to follow the conversation.


At the end of the visit my mother took me aside. “He’s got such good table manners!” My father kept his observations to himself but gave me some extra frozen ribeye steaks from his butcher shop to take back upstate.


Pierre’s not being Jewish had evidently become a non-issue since at twenty-four, I was, in my parents’ eyes, “over the hill.” They’d both been desperate to unload me since I turned twenty.


No obstacles here. I concluded we had their blessings. Strange, I had a sour taste in my mouth. They had accepted Pierre, the rebel, so easily. I was aching for a fight. Maybe I should have told them he was a communist?


In early May we were sitting at my kitchen table, reading and taking notes when he interrupted me once again. “How do you say insolite?


“Not sure. Unusual?” I handed him my Cassell’s French-English Dictionary. “You need to look words up.”


He didn’t get annoyed. He cracked open the dictionary, but also kept up the how-do-you-say-how-do-you-say song. Little by little his English was improving. I would have preferred to speak more French to him, but his gaining proficiency in English took precedence. I could do a pretty mean French accent, the result being we often amused our friends with a funny little routine that started with my asking, “Ow long av you been in zees contree?” We thought we were hysterical; our audience appeared to agree.


Pierre had finished his coursework a few weeks earlier and immediately received a couple of offers from well-known companies—Kodak and Bausch & Lomb. With his roommates departed for the summer, and without much discussion, he packed up his stuff and moved into the big house I shared where he insisted on buying most of the groceries. We spent almost all our time together, which was delightful, but any time he needed to return to the lab to run an experiment, I silently rejoiced. A little time to myself. We’d been having so much fun I’d been forced to take an incomplete in one course, my first ever! So shameful.


During my two years in Rochester, I had had no time or money for sightseeing or leisure-time activities, my head being stuck in a book, many books. Reading, writing, reading, writing. Now, hand in hand, Pierre and I roamed the city like tourists, visiting the George Eastman Museum downtown, and attending a reading by Lawrence Ferlinghetti and a lecture by the famous French literary critic, Roland Barthes. Once a week Pierre treated me to a romantic dinner in an off-campus pub. And on one recent unseasonably sunny day, we went canoeing on the Genesee River, and with a little gentle coaxing, I sunbathed topless in the park. Me!


The pièce de résistance? He borrowed a car and we drove up to Lake Canandaigua to spend the night in a friend’s cabin. We dined on pâté, mustard, and a baguette he’d picked up in a French deli in town, and I allowed myself to go way, way past my one-drink limit on wine. Afterwards we cuddled by the fire for hours, making love all night to the sound of waves crashing on the lake shore.


Hey, I was stuck in a romance novel and loving every minute!


We were an official couple on campus. How could I be this lucky? Pierre was perfect: forceful, highly intelligent, well educated. He opened me up to so many new experiences. Best of all, he had plans and goals and visions for the future, and I could hitch a ride alongside him.


Pierre pushed himself back from the table and cleared his throat. “Lucie? Where has my Lucie gone?”


I snapped out of my reverie and closed The Ring and the Book. My stomach was growling anyway. Time soon to get out the ingredients and make a pilaf. “Yes?”


“I have something to tell you.” He walked over to the window and looked out on the familiar landscape: grey and drizzly. I held my breath. Finally, he turned to me, cleared his throat and announced, “I’ve been offered an amazing job. In Mexico. I’ll be working at a scientific instituto doing research and teaching.”


Huh?


“Oh,” I managed to say. So soon for our idyll to end. My turn to get up from the table and hide my face in the refrigerator. I concentrated on pulling out eggs and milk and frozen blueberries. I decided to hell with pilaf. I’d make my signature whole wheat pancakes for lunch. “When will you leave?”


“In two weeks,” he replied. Then he tiptoed behind me and lifted me off the ground. Ignoring my mock screams, he carried me into our bedroom and threw me on the bed. In the midst of kissing me, he asked, “Why don’t you join me?” As if this was the most natural thing in the world.


Yeah, who needs a PhD when you have love?


In the weeks that followed, a Swedish male friend warned me not to go to Mexico with Pierre. “He’s too macho for you.”


“Not at all,” I protested, “he’s a feminist.”


My father mysteriously weighed in with, “Don’t marry a European,” and my mother held court from their living room couch, incapacitated with a bad case of sciatica, inquiring, “Why don’t you get married?”


She hardly appreciated my answer. “But we don’t know each other well enough to get married.” What would she tell the neighbors?


Colorado had not worked out for me. Could Puebla, Mexico, where we’d be living? On the appointed day I borrowed a car and drove Pierre to the airport, an easy drive, not long enough for me to prepare. We found his gate. No delays. He’d be boarding soon. He slipped off his backpack, set it on the floor, and we sat down to wait. My last chance to say something memorable. “Listen,” I said, “you’d better write—”


He directed one of his sexy continental glances my way. “Silly woman!” He dragged me to my feet, embraced me, covered my face with hot wet kisses and danced me around in a circle. Was that a tear I spotted? He didn’t care who was watching. Neither did I.


“Rows 25 to 32, please board now.”


He quickly composed himself. Gripping my shoulders, his face lit up as he said, “Remember, Lucie, I don’t know how busy I’m going to be, setting up the lab, the classes, lecturing, finding a place to live….”


He was beaming; I was coming apart. I plastered a silly lovesick grin on my face, watching as he shouldered his backpack and strode confidently away, eager for his next adventure.


Pierre left; I stayed behind. The time had come for me to teach a semester of freshman English, an experience I’d been looking forward to for the past two years. No way was I going to miss that opportunity: “my very own Intro to Literature class!” Days before my class started, I got word I’d aced the master’s written exam with a “commendable”— the only grad student to do so—probably due to Pierre’s tutoring which enabled me to relate the literary works we were studying to the political turmoil of the nineteenth century, the Industrial Revolution, the Napoleonic wars. All that remained was to take the orals the following spring. My dissertation on Beckett or Browning, I could probably write anywhere.


But when I called to tell my father the good news, he said, “Sorry, but in my book, you’re a failure.”


“How do you mean?” I asked.


“You’re not married!”


I flashed back to my sophomore summer internship in a day-care center. A young Hispanic mother had bemoaned her fate: “I’m twenty-five and unmarried.” She tried to explain that her life was over, she was finished, aged out of the marriage market. I was incredulous.


Learning of my father’s reaction, Pierre sent me a congratulations card featuring the staff of the Instituto throwing me a kiss. “We are very proud of you.”


Which is not to say I didn’t curse Pierre for leaving. I finally met the man of my dreams and was in love for the first time ever. Why the need to move almost three thousand miles away when everything was going so well? I’d invested quite a bit of time already in getting my degree. If I followed him, and I knew I would, what would happen?


The teaching turned out to be the best job ever, though I missed Pierre like crazy. I could be creative, come up with wacky themes for the weekly compositions, introduce a bunch of semi-literate teenagers to my favorite literary geniuses. I was only a few years older than my students. One planted himself in the front row and stared at me with what I can only call “bedroom eyes.” I was flattered; hell, tempted! I was fairly certain a touch, a hand on my shoulder, would send me into paroxysms of desire.


Pierre mailed me reams of poetry: love poems to be sure, but also vivid depictions of the sights and sounds of Puebla where he had rented a two-bedroom apartment and found a roommate to share expenses. Naturally I loved the poems and the photographs he’d taken to illustrate them. I repeatedly requested more information about what he was actually doing, which projects he was working on, who he was spending time with. All I got were more poems and Polaroids, which I pasted dutifully into an album.


During the semester I managed to travel twice to Mexico to be with Pierre and meet his new friends and colleagues. He was managing to publish scientific papers on his research while teaching classes entirely in Spanish. Everyone seemed to love him as much as I did. Each time I rejoined him, I felt I had come “home,” and I cried at the airport when I boarded the plane back to school without him. He was so in charge, so sure of himself, so irresistible. My man!





When it came time to take the orals in May, I prepared as hard as I could, putting in eight-to-ten-hour days reading and researching, but the two trips to Mexico to visit Pierre, and the lack of a good library there, did me no favors.


The oral exam results came back: the professors failed all of us graduate students save one older gentleman—an unheard-of maneuver—and they rightly got flak from the college administration. Not much help to me. The orals were repeated in one month. Surprise, surprise: This round they passed everyone, all my colleagues.


How much could they have learned in four weeks?


Meanwhile, I was too busy packing to bother sitting for the test again. Done with academia, I headed off to Puebla to start my new life with Pierre. I kept busy tutoring our Mexican friends privately in English and wandering about the mercados identifying the exotic fruits and vegetables there, the mangoes, papayas, calabacitas, meats, cheeses, chilis, and the incredible chocolate, and picking out provisions for the meals I hoped I had the talent to prepare.


“Que va llevar?” chanted the food vendors. Little by little, I gathered they were asking what I wanted to buy. Understanding the actual words being uttered took me a while longer.


On the weekends, we jumped in the little blue Renault Pierre purchased secondhand and visited the Museo Nacional de Antropologia in Mexico City, climbed the pyramids in Oaxaca, and camped out on the beaches in Veracruz. What a delightful time we were having.


My PhD? Oh well.


In Puebla, we played house. I wandered about, absorbing this new culture, took buses to the Instituto to meet Pierre. At night we sat in the zócalo, dining on brain soup, kidneys, goat. I met one Mexican girlfriend, young, fun, and flaky, who happened to be fluent in English: Chita. She showed me how to buy fabric in the market and helped me sew a dress for myself; I taught her how to consult a doctor when her period was late, much too late.


My Spanish was very rudimentary; in high school I’d taken only one semester. The only improvement occurred as I mastered cooking vocabulary, painstakingly translating ingredients. The food was tasty, the mescal with the worm in the bottle less so. I loved the Mexican people, especially their sweet embrace of their children, who were included in all activities at all hours and seemed to thrive without the strict bedtimes so popular in the States.


One weekend our whole group of twenty-year-olds, scientists and families, were lying about on the grass in a park sunning, nibbling on picnic food, tossing balls around. As usual I plastered a phony smile on my face as everyone around me gaily chattered away in Spanish. Wait! What was happening? Suddenly I understood what they were talking about, the gist of it anyway. Magic!


Though I continued to mix up Spanish and French words, I was emboldened to venture out more. I found a real job teaching English at a high school and continued tutoring students in our apartment. I wrote long letters home to Mom and Dad, detailing all my adventures in this alien culture and assuring them, no matter what, I would not be stranded. “Stop worrying!” I told them. “Pierre’s a prince. Believe me, if we break up, he’s good for a return airline ticket.”


Breaking up? Unlikely. I had my man in my sights and no intention of letting him go.
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Spinning in a 360-degree circle, arms raised like a little girl, I viewed impossibly fluffy clouds touching down on the horizon and two magnificent volcanoes, Popocatépetl and Citlaltépetl, their views unobstructed by skyscrapers, highways, power lines, or telephone cables. So this is what the sky looks like! I spun and spun, it was all so sublime.


I was the darling novia, outfitted in a dazzling white Mexican blouse festooned with brightly colored embroidered flowers and sporting faded blue jeans with two sexy patches I’d sewn on to hide a rip, two fish swimming in the neighborhood of my crotch. I wore my yellow work boots and pinned my signature long hair up, off my neck, as a concession to the blazing sun.


I sat down on the grass in the noonday sun, shunning sunglasses and hat since I never burned—all I ever got were more freckles—watching Pierre play soccer with his scientist colleagues. When the game ended, he sauntered over to me. I studied his advance across the field. He was swinging his arms—so sexy and smiling and seductive and … short?


“I never noticed,” I confided that afternoon, “but you’re rather short.” How could I have missed that?


“What are you saying, Foolish Talking Bird?” He laughed and reeled me in for a kiss. “I’m at least 170 centimeters.”


I pushed him away and looked around; our friends made a show of turning their heads in the other direction. “No, you’re not, Skinny Little Laughing Skeleton,” I mocked. “You liar, you!”


By way of answer, he lifted me and swung me around until I was breathless. Taking my hand, he ran with me across the fields to our dusty little car. As we approached, I looked at him questioningly. “No more lessons for you, Lady. You’ve been a bad girl.” During our previous lesson on driving standard shift, I’d jumped out of the car three times, slamming the door each time. He’d done the same. Either I was hopeless, or he was one bad teacher. The latter was unlikely, judging by his popularity with the physics staff and the students. “Oh please, one more chance to strip the gears!” I cried out.


“Don’t forget. We’re meeting Francisco and Sofia for dinner. We have work to do beforehand,” he said, giving me a broad wink.


Ah, Francisco! Another dreamboat, but taller. My pupil as well as my friend. He who leaned in inches from my face as I tried to teach him how to pronounce “enough.” All I’d have to do would be to smile, not even bat an eye, and I’d be upside down on my Mexican serape straddled by one hunk of a man. If I were his wife, Sofia, I wouldn’t trust him too far. But no worries—he was safe with me. I was in love with my Frenchman.


Dinner? I dreamed of fish, huachinango or dorado, preceded by sopa des sesos, which I learned to love before finding out I was eating cow brains. Too late. The spicy brew was a favorite of mine now. “Ándale!” I shouted. I figured I’d have time between love-making and leaving for dinner to make more headway with my Spanish grammar book or my story. “Hey, you know what, Pierre? I’m getting borracha tonight. I’m drinking not one but two Dos Equis!”


After a short drive home, we entered the apartment which was sparsely furnished as Pierre preferred. The few pieces of furniture were made of wicker. Pierre’s roommate, Deepak, was in his room fooling around with Chita. Boy, did they make a lot of whoopee, as in “Whoopee!” We followed suit. Afterwards, I took a shower and stationed myself at my desk, facing the small square sun-drenched courtyard with its flowers, its darting lizards, its colorful pots of cacti. A paperback book, La Muerte de Artemio Cruz by Carlos Fuentes, which I’d proudly finished reading in the original Spanish, sat atop the desk. I hadn’t yet admitted to people that I’d understood almost nothing; I kept turning the pages, hoping I would get the gist of the story. Guess what? Never happened.


I was interrupted by the landlord’s two young daughters, tapping at the door. “Basura?” Five and six, sporting tiny flowered aprons tied around their waists, they came by once a day to take out our garbage. Another man came to deliver bottles of water, and an older woman showed up once a week to clean the apartment. “Gracias, muchachas,” I uttered in my horrible French-inflected Spanish. I handed them the small bag of garbage and gave them each a generous tip. They looked at each other and giggled, then ran down the stairs to knock on the next door.


I returned to my desk and pulled out my thinly disguised short story. Me watching me through the looking glass?




She hungrily took it all in: the dusty road, punctuated by rows of maguey, spiky cactus plants, barren stretches of parched earth, and the undug roadside graves of careless or tired or suicidal animals….








Dinner at dusk with our friends in the zócalo was fun, if nerve wracking, as Francisco persisted in fondling my knee under the table while lecturing Pierre. “Not a good idea to have your woman roam about the city freely” and “Why don’t you two get married?”


Was Francisco insane?


I looked over at Pierre, who hadn’t noticed any funny business. If Pierre caught on, what would he do? Challenge Francisco to a duel? En garde! And what of poor Sofia? “Oh, c’mon,” I protested, trying my best to get back in the conversation while prying Francisco’s fat fingers off my thigh. There!


Many of the scientists kept their women under lock and key, letting them out only for church or shopping. Sure, men followed me and made those lewd noises, but what of it? Was I a threat to the social order? Liable to infect the other wives with unnatural ideas? Hoped so!


I stifled a laugh and shifted my weight, moving out of range of wandering hands.


The dorado fish was wonderful, but I cringed when two peasant women with babies strapped to their backs came begging for the bread in the breadbasket. Older children, seven or eight, gathered in corners till late at night selling chicklets. I was disturbed by this level of poverty and the realization that we, lucky enough to be employed, were considered rich. I started to realize how much waste there was back in the States.


One thing I could not accept was the average Mexican’s cavalier attitude toward death. Why bother with lights when out riding your bicycle at night? If you died, you’d be with God, and there’d likely be a parade as your casket made its way to the church. I knew I could not stay in such a country forever. I did not want to raise our children here. Five months, though, had passed quickly.


The next morning Pierre woke me up at dawn to breakfast with him before heading off to work. I spent the morning giving private English lessons to those of my students who deigned to show up, then hung out with Chita for another sewing lesson. I was hopeless—failed sewing in junior high—but sewing filled up the time till Pierre came home. And being with Chita and speaking English was such a relief.


That night I placed an official-looking letter that had arrived from France next to Pierre’s dinner plate. He waited until he’d eaten before opening the envelope.


“Merde!” He flung the letter to the floor. I quickly stooped to pick it up. “What is it about, Pierre?”


He poured himself another glass of wine before speaking. “I postponed my military service as long as I could. It’s compulsory in France, you know. Now either I return home and serve, or I lose my citizenship.”


No! I certainly don’t want that to happen. I love France! I love him!


By morning he’d decided to return to France. With any luck he believed as a scientist he’d be allowed to do alternate service in a lab.


I’d trotted after him from Rochester to Mexico, hadn’t I? Why not Paris?


On Saturday we hopped on the rickety bus to Cholula to see an exhibition at the university library. On the way over Pierre hammered away at me mercilessly. “What are your goals?? Where are you going?”


Are we there yet? Was it my fault he was so driven, such a scientist, so French? I shrugged.


He shook his head sadly. “I’ve known what I wanted to be since I was eleven.”


I rewarded him with a smile. What a man!


Goals? Well, let’s see. You dragged me here to Mexico. Now life as a college professor, my goal these last few years, is out.


I had no new ideas. I squinted out the dusty window, trying to remember the names of the various cactus plants. Wait! “I … I’m going to have a baby in 1976,” I finally declared. Well, it was the one thing I knew I wanted, had always wanted, since I was five.


He nodded his approval and waited. He was striking. Simply gorgeous. We’d make beautiful babies together. I imagined a little daughter with thick, curly black hair, ruby lips, his bone structure, definitely his nose, our large brown eyes. My wit.


“But you know what?” I blurted out, my Irish rising. “There’s no way I’m going to be your girlfriend when I’m forty-five!”


He rested his slender finger alongside his nose—I called it his Thinker pose—and pondered my meaning for a minute. In previous discussions he’d insisted he was not the marrying kind. But now he said, “You can have the babies, and I will travel around and come to visit!”


Hmm. “You know, Pierre, we can have any type of marriage we want,” I whispered, suddenly serious, meaning of course any type he wanted.


The bus stopped to pick up more passengers. I made room on the bench for a Native American Indian woman dressed in a sparkling white artisanal blouse and a long blue skirt. What a classic Mayan nose! She stowed her wire cage holding two live chickens in the overhead rack, sat down—careful not to disturb the sleeping infant on her back—and reached into a deep pocket, drawing out a perfect orange mango. Peeling it, she offered me a slice. I looked to Pierre for advice; he grabbed the slice, bit off half, and gave the rest to me, all the while engaging the young mother, unused to such attention from a gringo, questioning her about her life, the chickens, the baby, charming her with a torrent of fluent Spanish. He really was something, wasn’t he?


A few months and one ultimatum later, we packed up and flew to New York where we were married by the city clerk. I’d chased him, cornered him, and caught him! My parents paid for a small reception at the Villa Bianca restaurant in Queens, attended by my family and friends, and one tiny little French lady, Mamie, mother of the groom, who hastily flew in.


“Are you sure, Lucie?” Mom asked the night before.


“Look, Mom, if it doesn’t work out, we’ll get a divorce,” I blithely replied. “That’s how we do things in 1974.”


Mom stuttered, “That’s not the way to go into a marriage—”


“You don’t get it. This is my fate.”


Hand in hand, Monsieur and Madame Bonhomme headed off to France for a lifetime of adventures.
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One night after dinner Pierre led me away from our rental, up and down the twisting streets of Montmartre, to a dimly lit café with pink and orange paper lanterns hanging from the ceiling. We seated ourselves at a banquette half hidden in the corner and signaled to the server. “What should I get, Pierre? I’m not much of a drinker, as you know.”


“Just say, ‘Un coup de vin blanc, s’il vous plaît.’ I think I’ll get the same.” The server appeared, very tall and forbidding, dressed all in black, took our order, and disappeared. We were free to spy on the other customers. “This is what French people do in the evenings,” Pierre explained. “They meet here to socialize, like those four over there.” He tilted his head in their direction. “It’s more common than visiting in each other’s homes, the way you do in the States.”


“Can you tell by looking what kind of people they are, Pierre?” I asked. A game I loved to play.


“You want to test my psychic abilities, eh? Fair enough. I’d peg the women as primary school teachers. My impression is that the men are old friends, perhaps army buddies or—”


The server approached just then with our drinks, which he deposited on a tiny white square napkin. I sipped at my ice-cold wine, but Pierre gently tugged on the waiter’s arm to detain him. “Can you tell me who won the soccer match? Ah. How do you like working in this neighborhood? Do you see a lot of tourists? What, you’re not a native to Paris? You came here all the way from Le Périgord? You must miss your family.” Pierre peppered him with questions, treating him like a person rather than a means to an end, something I often failed to do. It was a gift Pierre had, engaging with everyone, from a server in a café in Paris to a Mayan woman on a Mexican bus. The server lapped up the attention, finally bowing his head to excuse himself, leaving us to enjoy our drinks.


We’d been in Paris for two months, camping out in a one-room apartment with no bath in the posh sixteenth arrondissement while searching for jobs and a more permanent place to live. Pierre was slated to report for military service in one month, and we quickly learned no one would hire him until he satisfied this requirement. In fact, when I interviewed for a job, potential employers questioned me about what I’d do if my husband were assigned to a lab in another region of France. Wouldn’t I want to relocate to be closer to him? They were skeptical about my claim that I would stay put, even when I explained we were used to separations.


“Pierre, I know you want to buy us an apartment, and I wish I could contribute. The one we saw on Rue de la Roquette today looked promising—much better than that horrible little room in Barbès you almost moved us into.”


“Don’t remind me, please.”


“Never again will I stay behind to wash my hair while you’re out house hunting.”


“You are a very funny lady. But honestly, I thought that studio would suit us—”


“How could it? I didn’t feel safe there. All I could see were these men everywhere hanging out in the streets. Just one room with a galley kitchen. We’d kill each other there in no time.” I reached across the table to touch his hand. “What were you thinking, my love?”


“That Lady and I don’t need much space?” He attempted a lascivious wink.


“Sorry, but I couldn’t move in there. If only that landlord had believed my story about my father falling ill and our needing to return to the States immediately. I thought it was a pretty good excuse.”


“Well, that’s over. That greedy little man’s got our twenty-five hundred franc deposit.” Pierre sighed. He glanced around the room and signaled to the server that we’d take refills. “I’m going to buy the place on La Roquette. We’re running out of time.”


My head was swimming already. I was such a cheap date. I struggled to focus on the conversation. “Pierre, you do know I need a proper bathroom and shower? That’s nonnegotiable.”


He reached over and kissed me. “You’re so cute when you use big words.”


“Hey, I’m a big city girl. I know a slum when I see one. So, what’s next?”


“I’ll sign the papers and select some workmen. Tomorrow we can pick out new wallpaper and moquette.”


“Moquette is like industrial carpet back home, right?”


“That’s what one uses here. The workmen will tear out the coal chute, build us a proper bathroom—”


“Oh, stop! I’m getting hot!”


“Well, let’s go home then. Maybe I can do something about that!”


“Just what kind of woman do you think I am, Monsieur?”


We settled the bill, waved goodbye to the waiter, and walked down the hill to the métro. “We don’t need much,” he said. “A six-inch foam mattress on the floor, like you had at school, an armoire for our clothes, a small table and chairs.”


“We’ll need a few more things. A lamp or two, for example?”


“Anything you want, Lady.”


We stopped to smooch, like any other French couple, under a streetlamp on rain-slicked streets in the foggy night.


“You’re the best,” I whispered.


“Hurry,” he urged, pulling on my arm. “I have to show you something.”


“A new move?”


He stopped dead in the street. “You do realize you are what we call une femme de tempérament.”


“Meaning?”


“You like it. Do you?” He stared into my eyes.


“Let me show you how much.”


We giggled and ran off, two kids just starting out. In the flash of an eye, I became the first of my friends to be married and living in the City of Lights, in my own home, drinking café crème at all hours of the day and night.


Even my father must have been impressed.
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