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			“We can’t all live in Paris, but Jamie Cat Callan has shown us in her effervescent new book how to bring a little Paris into our own lives. Enchanting, wise, full of esprit—and delectable as a Ladurée macaron.”

			—Karen Karbo, author of The Gospel According to Coco Chanel

			“In this lively and upbeat book, Jamie Cat Callan inspires the reader to grasp the true meaning of charm—often described as ‘giving delight.’ A related concept, etiquette, also brings forth delight by focusing on respect and consideration. Charm and etiquette: two powerful and necessary foundations for building positive relationships in today’s hectic world.”

			 —Peggy Post, The Emily Post Institute

			“A book full of grace, charm, and that truest of feminine virtues, intelligence. The subtitle for this book should be ‘Smart girls get more!’”

			—Elizabeth Bard, author of Lunch in Paris, Picnic in Provence, and Chez Moi
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			Présentation

			IT’S A WEDNESDAY AFTERNOON IN LATE SEPTEMBER. It’s my first French lesson with the mysterious Madame M. On this particular afternoon, for our very first meeting, I arrive at Madame M.’s home precisely at three o’clock. Okay, I actually arrive at seven minutes after three. I am still reeling from my drive to her cottage in the woods, the slow approach down the steep and narrow path lined with ancient pine trees that seem to whisper to me, demanding that I respect the quiet in the cool autumn air. I park my car behind an aging silver Camry. And then I stand at her door, feeling as if I am now in the realm of the fairies, swept into an enchantment, where there are heart-shaped stones collected by the steps and the doorknocker is shaped like a dragonfly. I am thinking about the song “Over the River and Through the Woods” when Madame M. opens her door. She is a femme d’un certain age to be sure, what that age might be, I honestly couldn’t tell you. She wears her white-blond hair pulled up in an iconic French twist. She wears a cream-colored cardigan and an almost-but-not-quite-matching pencil skirt. She is wearing a delicate shade of pink/plum lipstick and a plum-toned silk scarf that’s artfully tied around her neck. She smiles at me, seemingly amused, and I can’t help but think how she looks uncannily like my own French grandmother, now long gone. But, honestly, it feels as if—here she is: my French grandmother, alive again, in front of me. And at this moment, I know without a doubt that a new story is about to begin.

			I have come to Madame M. to become fluent in French. At this point, I do not yet know that I am about to become fluent in so much more than simply French. I am about to become fluent in the secrets of French women, the mystery of allurement, and the language of charm.

			After greetings in French—Bonjour, comment t’allez vous?—she leads me into her home, past the radiant heat of the blazing fire in the fireplace, and around the table with wildflowers in little vases (I will learn later that she takes a walk every day in the woods and collects these flowers). She turns to me with intelligent eyes and tells me, “La ponctualité est la politesse des rois.”

			Madame M. waits for me to tease out what this means. She is patient as I reach back into the recesses of my mind to reconstruct the words from all the French classes and numerous visits to France to figure out that La ponctualité est la politesse des rois means “Punctuality is the politeness of kings.”

			After this, I will never be late again.

			Okay, maybe a little late, but I will always make sure to call to let her know, and Madame M. will always say, in French, of course, that I shouldn’t worry and to drive carefully.

			Weeks go by and then months and then years. We read poems and stories about Paris in the fin de siècle and the life of French farmers in the country. We translate poetry from Verlaine and Voltaire. We talk about the philosophy of Montaigne. We discuss politics and the difference between the French and the Americans. Sometimes we forget that I’m supposed to be improving my French and we switch to English because what Madame M. wants to tell me is too important to be lost in translation.

			And we talk about love. A lot. We talk about men. A lot. We talk about how a woman can garner the attention of a man she has just met, without the slightest hint that she might be dreaming of more. Madame M. tells me it’s important to keep a man guessing, wondering. This is what keeps love alive and growing. We talk about French dinner parties and her occupied village during World War II. We talk about how she met an American GI and then came to America as a young woman to teach English at Wellesley College.

			As time goes by, my French improves, but more than this, Madame M. teaches me about something much more important than my subjunctive verbs (regular and irregular)—she teaches me about the power of charm.

			Yes, charm. This is what makes French women truly irresistible. This is what truly captivates the heart. Above all the secrets to French allure and how French women find and keep love, how French women earn the reputation for being mysterious and stylish, without a doubt, the cornerstone is charm. In fact, the highest compliment Madame M. will ever give you is Trés charmant! (very charming).

			Many things have happened since I began my studies with Madame M. For one, I wrote three books on the topic of French women’s secrets to love, joie de vivre, beauty, style, and Ooh la la! To research these books, I traveled to France many, many times, and stayed at the homes of many French women in the cities—Paris, of course, but also in the little villages in the country. In 2009 and again in 2016, I received artist fellowships from the Virginia Center for the Creative Arts to live for a time in the little village of Auvillar in the southwest of France. I’ve stayed with friends in Toulouse, Besançon, Lille, Dijon, and Gien, and I’ve discovered my French ancestors’ homeland in Normandy. I’ve traveled all around France, by train and by car. And while many people are familiar with the delights of Paris and Provence, I have found that the true heart center of France and the French people can be found in the little undiscovered villages in the countryside, where, yes, sometimes, French women do get fat, and sometimes they do get sad and lose their sense of joie de vivre for a time, but they still live a life filled with charm.

			And so, for the past ten years, I have made it my life’s mission to study all things French. I’ve interviewed over a thousand French people (women and men). I’ve met with French teachers, artists, doctors, lawyers, administrators, pharmacists, dress designers, shopkeepers, hairdressers, estheticians, laborers, and beauty experts.

			I’m proud to say I am good friends with Madame Cadolle, the director of the world’s premiere haute couture lingerie company, Maison Cadolle, and the great-granddaughter of Herminie Cadolle, the woman who invented the modern-day bra in 1890. I count as my dear friends Elizabeth Bard (author of Lunch in Paris and Picnic in Provence); Kate Kemp-Griffin (author of Paris Undressed); Beatrice, who lives in Toulouse and who is a top appointee in the French health-care system; and Sylvie, a bohemian artist, filmmaker, and translator. She was my first French girlfriend, and I often slept on the couch in her charming Left Bank studio apartment, right off Boulevard Saint-Germain.

			I’ve written about Sylvie in my previous books. Jessica Lee introduced me to her, and in turn, Sylvie is the one who organized the very first French Girl Party for French Women Don’t Sleep Alone. Through her introductions and very generous friends, we learned the secrets to French women and love. Sylvie took Jessica and me through the winding streets of the Latin Quarter, across the Seine, past the booksellers, over to the Louvre and the Tuileries, to the Musée d’Orsay. We sat in countless cafés, climbed the steps at Sacré-Coeur, drank a lot of red wine, and talked-talked-talked, deconstructing the secrets of French women. Sylvie shared with Jessica and me her thoughts on how French women don’t date, but have dinner parties.

			Sylvie showed me where to shop on the Left Bank. She brought me to her number one top secret favorite Paris boutique. She challenged me when I made generalities about how all French women do this or that. I think this might be one of my favorite personality traits of the French woman: she likes to challenge you. She keeps you on your toes, and for someone like me—who likes to dance, both literally and intellectually—this is a great gift.

			I am also so very grateful to Tania Fovart, a good French girlfriend who accompanied me on the trip of a lifetime. Together, we drove to the countryside in Normandy, where I made a pilgrimage to my ancestors’ little village of Saint-Nicolas-d’Aliermont and visited the cathedral where my great-great-grandparents were married.

			
					French charm has nothing to do with how much money you have, or how pretty you are.

				

			I have found that rediscovering my own heritage has given me a sense of what it really means to be French and what it means to possess charm. I learned that French charm has nothing to do with how much money you have, or how pretty you are, or popular you are, or well connected, or how many cute outfits you happen to own. It does have everything to do with making the most of what was given to you at birth, and even more important, what you do with life’s challenges.

			French women have explained to me that part of their heritage is to “put a flower on it.” In fact, they seem to like to “put a flower” on everything. This means that even if your jacket is worn and slightly tattered—as many of the French women’s jackets were after the war—you can still put a little flower in your lapel. In fact, to wear a flower in this instance is an act of courage and a show of defiance.

			Perhaps this is why a French woman believes it’s important to always dress nicely, even if she is staying at home, but especially when she leaves the home. French women know that when a woman is well groomed and wearing something thoughtful and charming she is a delight to all those around her. And most important, she delights herself. When she is out and about, her courage and charm enliven the world and encourage le regard (the look). And she also shares in the universal message of dignity, hope, and joy, not to mention the delights of being noticed by men.

			Now, this attention might seem alarming to us, but the truth is, French women are also reserved, careful, and considered when it comes to their clothing and style choices, and especially when it comes to their romantic relationships.

			You might find the idea of charm to be a bit dated and a little old-fashioned. Perhaps it reminds you of the classes your grandmothers talked about, created in an effort to help a gal catch a husband. Or maybe it’s something we talk about in our Jane Austen book club or something we saw on a rerun of Downton Abbey? I wonder why we let go of the notion of charm and replaced it with the manners and mores of reality television, where charm has been shouted down by the loudest, the most shocking, the attention-grabbing women and men.

			It’s true that when it comes to our private love lives, we are living in a postmodern, just-too-cool, technologically fueled antiromantic time where the idea of charm is now a cyber-wink on OkCupid or a swipe on Tinder and a provocative text message. Women are finding it difficult to simply meet a man face-to-face, let alone find the opportunity to talk and laugh and walk and take the slow, scenic route to love. And while cyber-dating seems like a “necessary evil,” it can also cause much loneliness both on- and off-line.

			Many women, and men, too, have given up on the idea of spontaneity, let alone the miracle of love at first sight—you know, that feeling that you have known that particular man in another life, perhaps. (My French teacher, Madame M., taught me that the French call this phenomenon coupe de foudre, or “a strike of lightning.”)

			Established couples sometimes find themselves trapped and perhaps even isolated by their own vows of commitment. And while they may still be completely in love, they sometimes feel captive within the confines of their own marriage. This is because many American couples have “collapsed” into a kind of passionless friendship and their partnership has settled into a predictable and overly safe routine.

			If you’re divorced or widowed and searching for a companion, well, then you quickly discover that while you were out of the American “dating scene,” the world of love took a decidedly uncharming direction. Yes, we’d like to find love, passion, and companionship, but perhaps we’re old enough to know that people are not always forthcoming and honest and it’s best to be cautious and take our time before we engage our heart in a new liaison. And the loudest voices cry out, Why wait?! Everything is moving so fast, and if we want sex, well, it shouldn’t be so difficult to find a willing co-conspirator. Certainly, there’s an app for that. But, in the end, is this fulfilling, especially if we’re looking for more than just a hookup, and we’re really looking for a relationship, something beautiful and fulfilling and charming?

			Charm can’t survive in a world where love has become a transaction, ordered up on a smartphone, using algorithms that thrive on mobility, geographical connectivity, ease of delivery, and a predictable pattern. And who wants to be predictable, anyway?

			
				
					Charm can’t be Googled. It must be cultivated.

				

			

			Real romance takes time. Real romance requires patience, attention, and knowledge of who you are in this lifetime. And even if we find love online, it’s important to note that charm can’t be Googled. It must be cultivated. This takes time and patience and intelligence.

			Yes, intelligence.

			Let’s take a cue from our French sisters and begin our search for romance by first creating a full life for ourselves, even if we are alone or brokenhearted or just feeling as if our days of love are all over.

			Begin your journey of transformation by embracing the fine art of conversation, good manners, partner dancing, and dinner parties. Let’s develop our sense of art and nature, self-love and self-care, and most important, a life of the mind. Even if you think you know all about these things, I suggest you look again at these time-proven techniques as a refresher course in how to be captivating.

			Think of this book as your course syllabus. Each chapter is a new class, where you will learn how French women create a life where they feel confident and beautiful and strong and smart. At the end of each chapter, you’ll find a Parisian Charm School Lesson. These will help you bring Parisian charm into your own life. You’ll also get homework assignments (pratiques) and tips on how to develop your own individual charm.

			One last word—be patient. Be gentle with yourself and confident that once you’ve finished your course studies and you’ve “graduated” from Parisian Charm School, you won’t need to chase after love, because love will find you.
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			CHAPTER ONE

			La Rentrée

			(Back to School)

			The only real elegance is in the mind; if you’ve got that, the rest really comes from it.

			—DIANA VREELAND

			IT IS SEPTEMBER IN PARIS, AND WE ARE IN the middle of La Rentrée. This is the time of year we might describe as “back to school,” but in France, the season has a bigger narrative because it’s when most French people come back from their six-week holiday, tanned, rested, and ready to begin anew. It also signals big events around Paris, including Fashion Week, the Salon du Vintage, Fête des Jardins, and Paris Design Week. There’s a lot of excitement over the new museum exhibits, concerts, ballet, and all the cultural happenings the City of Light has to offer her devoted citizens. It’s also the time of year when France’s top writers see their creations filling the bookstore shelves.

			I am here in Paris in search of a deeper understanding to the meaning of Parisian charm. After months and months of preparatory e-mails and phone calls, I have created a kind of course syllabus for myself—a semester’s worth of research, reading, and conversation—my own do-it-yourself charm school.

			And so, I arrive on this sunny day for my first meeting at Café de Flore on Boulevard Saint-Germain and I immediately see Edith de Belleville. You can’t miss her. She stands in front of the café, looking very pretty, wearing her signature ensemble—a kerchief in her hair, a dress with a pattern of tiny red and white polka dots, red bangles to match, high heels, and a string of beads in the style of Coco Chanel. Edith and I give a bisou (a kiss) on each cheek and agree that the day is glorious and, ah, isn’t Paris simply the most wonderful city in the world?

			Edith hosts the rather famous Edith’s Paris, tours specializing in literary Paris, as well as the great Parisian women in history. Her tours are informed by her insatiable interest in French social and literary history. She was educated at the Sorbonne and she’s incredibly well-read. Edith was married to a Canadian, and while she has visited Toronto, she did not want to live in Canada because, as she tells it, “It is too cold and impossible to wear high-heel shoes in the snow!”

			I realize that this is a French woman’s particular gift—to be articulate and well traveled, but to take the conversation and effortlessly throw in a silly aside that makes you laugh and completely disarms you. And then, once disarmed, Edith will switch gears and give you a little lecture on the importance of Stendhal, the Chambre Bleue, and the great literary salons of seventeenth-century Paris life. She has a talent for presenting all this French social and literary history in a theatrical, slightly gossipy, and very funny style. Truly, after just a short time with Edith, you feel as if it’s 1925 and you’re hanging out at Harry’s Bar at the Ritz with Hemingway and Fitzgerald, and look—in walks the barefoot artist’s model, Kiki de Montparnasse. You can practically taste the sting of the dry whiskey and smell a cloud of French perfume.

			And so Edith takes my arm and pulls me past the tourists and the couples sitting at the outdoor tables drinking their café crème or their espressos and watching the theater of life passing by on the sidewalk. Edith tells me that we will not sit outside, but inside the café, upstairs. This is where the true Parisians sit, she explains. This is where we can really talk.

			• • •

			I MET EDITH YEARS AGO during a book event at the American Library in Paris, where I was speaking with the author Harriet Welty Rochefort, author of Joie de Vivre. Edith was in the audience and she stood up during the question-and-answer period and pronounced—enthusiastically, and rather provocatively—that this whole idea of the French woman is a myth. “There is no such thing as this quintessential French woman!”

			And then, with her passionate protestations, she went on to show in word and deed that she was the absolute embodiment of the quintessential French woman, because she was a mix of the most delightful and frustrating inconsistencies and a complete dichotomy. She was dressed all in vintage, wearing a red blazer with a silk flower at the lapel, and a flirty skirt, but her ideas were quite modern. She was sweet and smiled more than French women are known to smile, but she was also incredibly argumentative. In one moment she complimented me and in the next moment, she challenged me. More than anything else, she was completely her own person, and that made her very, very French and, yes, the quintessential French woman.

			It’s because of this original encounter that I wanted to meet with her and ask her about this thing called charm and why French women seem to have so much of it.

			I follow Edith into the café, past the huge mirrors and the art deco posters of Paris, up the circular stairs to the upper floor. “Simone de Beauvoir wrote The Second Sex while at the Café de Flore,” she says, a little breathless, quickly negotiating with the waiter to find us the perfect table. “The Second Sex sold over one million copies in the US in 1949 and two hundred thousand copies in the first week in France.” She gives me a serious look with her big brown eyes as we sit down at the red leather banquette, facing the window overlooking the bustling boulevard below. “So you see, it’s good luck for writers.”

			We order coffee. Edith is talking-talking-talking. It’s hard to keep up with her. She jumps from how Colette discovered Audrey Hepburn to play Gigi on Broadway to how she adores Swedish men, then on to Stendhal and Bonaparte and something called “crystallization”—a condition to describe falling in love beyond all reason.

			Edith has a Louise Brooks–style black bob with bangs, mercurial mannerisms, and, as mentioned before, big brown eyes. Oh, and red lipstick.

			She is a true Parisienne, born and bred in Belleville—across the street from Edith Piaf’s birthplace, she tells me. “I come from a working-class part of Paris, but I got a great education.”

			When I ask her about the secret to Parisian charm, she tells me it’s very simple. “Develop your intellect. Don’t show a man you’re interested in him. Show him you’re an interesting person.” She goes on to explain how even a high school student will have eight hours of philosophy each week, where they read the literature of Nietzsche, Kant, Rousseau, and Freud, among many others. “The French are expected to form their own opinions and to be able to discuss and disagree, but still maintain their charm,” she explains to me. Edith tells me how when she was a teenager, she attended the François Truffaut film festival, and how these iconic French films from the 1960s made a tremendous impact on her life.

			Edith opens her purse, takes out a book, and hands it to me. “Here, you can have this,” she tells me. “I didn’t care for it.” I take the book and thank her. It’s a well-worn English language copy of Lucy Wadham’s The Secret Life of France. For a book she doesn’t like

			
			
			
			
			
					
				

			
	
			
			GIRLS WHO WEAR GLASSES
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			READING IS SEXY
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