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AUTHOR'S NOTE






Some names and identifying details have been changed to protect people's privacy. 


Once again, poor Gwendal didn't get that lucky.
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CHAPTER 1





PICNIC IN PROVENCE






I don't, as a rule, introduce myself to cows. But these were important cows, essential ones. If for some reason they weren't available, our dream of lowcally made Provençal ice cream would be dead before it began.


"Hello ladies," I said gamely, noting the bones jutting out from their hind quarters. To an American, they seemed a bit svelte for good lavender ice cream. But this is France, so it shouldn't surprise me that even the livestock look like they're on a diet. The cows observed me with perfect detachment as my heels sank into the early spring mud. One finally looked up and gave me her full attention. She chewed thoughtfully on a mouthful of hay, her large liquid eyes perfectly ringed with black, like Elizabeth Taylor in Cleopatra. Suddenly, her head bobbed down toward my boots and immediately back up again, as if to say, "Excusez-moi, Madame, but it's clear from the cleanliness of your shoes that you're new around here. Very, very new. And, as a rule, we don't produce milk for anyone born in Manhattan."


If you had told me on my wedding day that ten years later I'd be standing in a field in Provence making small talk with skinny cows, I would have nodded politely and, with a twist of my pearls, said that you had mistaken me for someone else. I would have been wrong.


 

***


 

We didn't come to stay. We had no intentions beyond a few days of sun and a busty bottle of Côtes du Rhône.


Céreste, an hour east of Avignon, is not what you'd call the chic part of Provence. A village of 1,300, tucked into a valley along the old Roman road, the locals are accustomed to tourists passing through on their way to more scenic hilltop towns – Saignon, Lourmarin – nearby. There is a single main street with a butcher, two boulangeries, and a café with plastic chairs and a thatched awning. It takes about twentyfive seconds to cross the village, from the moment you enter, at the roundabout near the blinking neon cross of the pharmacy, to the moment you drive out of town under a canopy of towering plane trees. If you duck to rummage in the glove compartment for an extra pair of sunglasses, you might miss it. But here we were: one exhausted French executive and his pregnant American wife, staying for ten days over the Easter holidays.


Gwendal and I rolled our bags, wheels noisy as a stagecoach, through the stone-paved courtyard of the B&B. La Belle Cour is a gracious house, full of books, sofas with deeply dented cushions, and the grave tick-tocking of grandfather clocks. As we climbed the spiral stairs to our room (no one offered me a piggyback, though I might have accepted it), I ran my hand along the white plaster walls, chilly to the touch. The plumped-up pillows on the bed were welcoming. I sat down – eased down, really – with my belly in the lead, on the quilted chenille spread.


I thought of another set of spiral stairs, three flights up to a cramped love nest in the heart of Paris. Ten years ago, I had lunch with a handsome Frenchman – and never quite went home. My French lover is now my French husband, and I'm an adopted Parisienne. I know which local bakery makes the best croissants; I can speak fluently to the man at the phone company (a bigger accomplishment than it sounds), and I can order a neatly flayed rabbit from the butcher without the slightest hesitation. 


We had spent the last five years in nearly constant motion. Gwendal founded a successful consulting company and realized his dream of working in the cinema industry. I had made the precarious transition from part-time journalist to full-time author. My first book, as well as our first child, was on the way. We had a flat with a working fireplace and some semblance of a bathtub. In our mid-thirties, deeply in love (if completely exhausted), it was all coming together. When I was a child, I had projected myself ahead to this place; I'd waited my whole life to sit atop a well-tended mountain of accomplishments, admiring the view. But lately, there was another feeling creeping in. Call it lack of oxygen. Battle fatigue. Maybe it was just the baby pressing firmly against my bladder, but it felt more and more like the mountain was sitting on top of us.


When we came down dressed for dinner, there were already four glasses and a bottle of Rosé on the wrought-iron table outside. Our English hostess, Angela, appeared with a plate of gressins, breadsticks long and thin as a flapper's cigarette holder, and a small bowl of candied ginger. She was tall and elegant with finishing-school posture, her shoulders draped in layers of cotton and cashmere with a dangle of silver earrings. Something in the way she kept her quick smile in reserve told me that she was the funny one. Her husband, Rod, wore pastel stripes that matched his pink cheeks. He had the bright eyes of someone who enjoys crying at weddings, and movies. We liked them instantly. "So what brings you to Céreste?" asked Rod, pouring a blush of wine into Gwendal's glass. Though no one ever got arrested for having a glass of wine while pregnant – particularly in France – I contented myself, begrudgingly, with sparkling water. 


Gwendal paused, trying to come up with an answer that wouldn't sound too much like we were on a pilgrimage. My husband is a great admirer of the French poet and WWII Resistance leader René Char. We knew Char had lived in Céreste during the war. Because I was entering my third trimester and wary of flying, we decided to explore the Luberon – the landscapes and events described in Char's most famous poems. If that sounds like an odd premise for a holiday, well, I suppose it is. Then again, some people bird-watch.


As soon as we mentioned Char, Angela put down her glass, disappeared inside the house and returned with a small white paperback. "Have you read the latest book?" 


As it turns out, history was living just up the road. During the war, Char had a passionate affair with Marcelle Pons Sidoine, a young woman from the village. They lived together and ran the local Resistance network from her family's home. Marcelle had a daughter, Mireille, who was eight years old in 1940. "She just published a book about her childhood with René Char," said Angela. "They're only a few houses up. On the left. Would you care to meet her?"

Gwendal's eyes got excited, then bashful. I could see his French brain ticking away: But what will I say to a perfect stranger? It takes more than ten years in bed with an American to cure a European of his natural reserve. In the end, curiosity trumped culture – there was no question of refusing. 


A phone call was made, polite greetings exchanged. Mireille would be happy to see us in a few days' time. 


 

***


 

Our appointment fixed, we settled in to explore the region. The next morning, while I read my book in the flower-filled courtyard, Gwendal went hiking. He needed to walk off the last few months at work. Two years earlier he had merged his little company with a larger entity, worked his ass off (he belongs to the rare genus of French workaholics). Now he found himself at the point where he no longer had strategic control. He was like one of those mimes pushing at the ceiling of an invisible box: he had a great salary, fancy title, but trapped nonetheless. Angela and Rod sent him up the trail behind the local cemetery to the neighboring village of Montjustin. On a clear day you can see the snow-white summits of the Alps. Gwendal returned at noon, his dark hair slick with sweat, his boots muddy. As much as I like him in a suit and tie, I had to admit, he looked five years younger in his shorts. 

Even if I weren't six months pregnant, it's debatable how much hiking I might have done. Gwendal, raised on the wild Brittany coast, has always had a closer relationship to nature than I have. He likes panoramic views, the breeze coming up off the cliffs – ruffling his hair and filling his lungs like white spirit. Me, I'm an asphalt princess, born and raised. I like the breeze coming up off the subway grates, ruffling my skirt and tickling my thighs, like Marilyn Monroe. The view I like best is of a well-laid dinner table.


To that end, we had some shopping to do. The B&B didn't serve meals, and since most afternoons were already a balmy twenty-four degrees, Gwendal and I decided to picnic. Ten miles to the west, down a road that hugged the curves of the Luberon hills, the market in Apt is an institution in this part of Provence. Every Saturday morning from 8 a.m. to 12.30 p.m., it takes over the entire town, spreading from the parking lot on the outskirts of the old city, through the narrow arches with their pointed clock towers, down the cobblestone streets, into each alley, and onto every placette – a jumble of cheese, vegetables, sausage, and local lavender honey. 


Over the years, French markets have become my natural habitat. It's fair to say that almost everything I've learned about my adopted country I've learned autour de la table – around the table. The rituals of shopping for, preparing, and sharing meals have become such an integral part of my life in France; it's difficult to remember those days in New York when "lunch" was the fifteen minutes it took me to walk to the Chinese salad bar and back to my desk. 


We had made our way no further than the first archway when I was stopped in my tracks by the scent of strawberries. Not the sight, simply the smell. Over the heads of several passers-by, I spotted a folding table and a dark-haired mother/daughter team arranging rows of small wooden baskets. The berries were heart-shaped, with neat crowns of green leaves. They were smaller and lighter in color than the blood-red monsters that normally came our way from Spain. 


We had been warned that Easter was the beginning of the tourist season, and sure enough, the prices were strangely Parisian, higher even. But a girl's got to eat. More specifically, she's got to eat the season's first strawberries from Carpentras, a purely local privilege. I bought one basket for us and one for Angela, and asked the dark-haired woman to put them aside for later. I had a feeling we were going to end up with a lot to carry. 


We passed a man selling quails eggs, tiny and spotted – the real ones barely distinguishable from their Easter candy equivalents in the window of the chocolatier. Neat bundles of the first asparagus were laid gently on pallets of straw. Resistance was futile. I felt certain that if I asked nicely, Angela would lend me a pot and a spot at her stove to blanch them. 


Our steps slowed behind the growing morning crowd. There was a bottleneck up ahead at the boulangerie. A wrought-iron cart, a more elegant version of the pretzel venders on the streets of New York, was posted outside. In addition to croissants and pains au chocolat, it was loaded with flattish ovals of yeasted bread. Some were covered with grated Gruyère cheese and bacon, some with a tangle of caramelized onions and anchovies. The script on the chalkboard sign said "Fougasse," which I took to be a type of local focaccia. I leaned toward one topped with toasted walnuts and pungent with the smell of recently melted Roquefort cheese. This would be the perfect bread for our picnic, easy to tear, and just greasy enough to give me an excuse to lick my fingers. 


The crowd on the main pedestrian street was beginning to resemble Times Square on New Year's Eve, all shuffling steps and jutting elbows. The weight of numerous plastic bags cut into my wrist, and I began to see the virtue in the brightly colored straw baskets on sale next to the Swiss chard. We ducked into a side street, passed stalls heaped with bolts of brightly colored cloth and bowls of glistening green olives, and entered a small square. I surveyed the morning's haul. All we were missing was that essential French food group: charcuterie. I approached an unmarked white van – the kind your mother warned you never to get into. The side of the van opened to reveal a pristine stainless steel counter and display case. It was packed with thick-cut pork chops, fresh sausages flecked with herbs – even boudin noir maison, homemade blood sausage (not very practical for a picnic, but I couldn't help plotting how I might get several lengths back to Paris in my suitcase). I settled on a saucisse sèche au thym – a horseshoe of dried sausage flavored with fresh thyme and black peppercorns. I was pretty sure Gwendal had remembered his father's pocketknife. 


Shopping for food in France never fails to make me hungry. Armed with a few days' worth of supplies, we were more than ready for lunch. 


 

***


 

The following Tuesday, we arrived promptly at three for coffee with Mireille, the daughter of Char's wartime love. She greeted us at the door, a dark haired woman in her seventies, wearing a wool skirt, sensible shoes, and a pink cotton blouse with a matching scarf. We walked under the stone vaults of the meticulously renovated seventeenth-century coaching inn she shared with her husband, and her mother Marcelle, now ninety-four. We were on the ground floor, the former kitchen of the inn. The stone mantel of the fireplace was almost large enough for me to step into. It was easy to imagine a hulking great cauldron of daube or soupe d'épautre hung low over the embers, ready to greet the travelers who stopped to water their horses and left at first light. 

A table was set by the only window. On the starched white cloth were a wooden pencil case and a pair of leather-covered headphones attached to a tangle of aging wire. They looked like props for an old-fashioned magic show. I wasn't sure what to expect. Up until that moment, René Char was little more than a name on our bookshelf.


When you marry a foreigner – when you are the foreigner – cultural references are one of the widest gaps to leap. Gwendal and I worshipped at different altars. When we met, he had never seen The Breakfast Club; I'd never seen Les 400 Coups. My first slow dance was to Wham!; his was to some Italian pop star I'd never heard of. My adolescent angst (such as it was) was fueled by John Donne; Gwendal preferred Rimbaud. I won't bother to tell you what happened the first time I tried to get him to eat a Twinkie. I consider myself a reasonably well-read English major, but except for the snippets Gwendal read aloud when he was particularly impressed, René Char's poetry and history were new to me. 


I knew Char had been a friend to Braque, Picasso, André Breton – at the crossroads of the intellectual life of Paris between the wars. During the Second World War, he was a leader in the French Resistance, receiving weapons drops from London, and hiding arms, refugees, and young Frenchmen who refused the service du travail obligatoire, mandatory work service in Germany. In 1944, he went to Alger to help De Gaulle prepare for the Libération of the South of France. But as we sat down at the table, I quickly sensed that the public man was not the one Mireille wanted to share with us. "Char was like a father to me," she said, showing us a handwritten letter. His writing was even, slanted, with a slight flourish – an uptick at the bottom of each capital "L". She opened his cracked wooden pencil box, touched the darkened metal nib of a quill. Although the events we were speaking of were only seventy years in the past, she handled these possessions like ancient relics. 


In true Provençal style, we lingered through the afternoon: one coffee, then a second, one cognac, then another. Mireille told us stories of false papers, village collaborators, and Char helping her with homework by the wood-burning stove. Her expression wandered between the softness of nostalgia and the grim pragmatism of the local paysans. "He made me memorize 'Maréchal, nous voilà,' the Vichy anthem, and told me to sing extra loud in school, so no one would suspect what we were doing," she said. 


"Do you have any other questions?" asked Mireille, as we stretched over our empty espresso cups. Gwendal cleared his throat, "I read that even though Char refused to publish under the German occupation, he wrote all through the war. It is said that he buried his manuscripts in the cellar of the house where he lived, and came back for them when the war was over." In fact, after the liberation, Char dug up the notebooks and sent them to Gallimard, the famous Paris publisher, where they were noticed by the future Nobel laureate Albert Camus. Published in 1946 as Feuillets d'Hypnos, these poems remain Char's masterpiece. "We've looked all over the village," said Gwendal. "Where," he asked, taking his roundabout French path to the point, "is this famous hole in the floor?" 


"That's easy to show you," said Mireille, "We still own the house."


The next morning, we found ourselves walking past the remains of the medieval château into the heart of the vieux village. The houses in this part of the village were huddled close together, stacked one on top of another like building blocks; it was hard to know where one residence ended and another began. We took a sharp left at the Place des Marroniers, with its fountain and giant chestnut trees, and walked a narrow flagstone street to La Maison Pons. 


Mireille unlocked a wrought-iron gate and took us under a porch into an interior courtyard. There was a wooden carriage wheel the height of my shoulder balanced against the stone wall; "Mon grand-père." Her paternal grandfather, she explained, had been a carrossier. We ducked through another doorway. Gwendal and I had to practically fold ourselves in half to avoid hitting our heads on the roughly hewn stones as we followed her down the steps into the wine cellar. Mireille cleared away some empty bottles and pointed to a low wooden shelf, about a foot from the earthen floor. "Le voilà. That's where Char buried his manuscript," she said. "Wrapped in an old parachute."


Gwendal looked down. This is the man I love, I thought. A man who can be so visibly moved by a dent in the dirt.


"We used to store pigs down here," continued Mireille, returning suddenly to more practical details. "In those days we ate everything. We sealed the cutlets in a layer of fat, and when you wanted one, you would dig it out." As we turned to leave, she stamped her foot on the packed earth floor. "My uncle – he was Char's driver during the war – before he died he said there might still be guns buried under here. We never looked."


Inside, the house was a maze, a series of small whitewashed rooms. Nothing was on the same level, to get from one room to another you had to take two steps up or two steps down. There were dark wooden beams and an open fireplace in the dining room that still smelled faintly of smoke. Up half a flight of stairs was the room where Char had slept. I looked out the window where he had his writing table. I could see only a sliver of the street; just enough of it, I imagined, for the poet to distinguish the calves of a pretty girl from the jackboots of a German soldier. There were three more bedrooms and two bathrooms upstairs. The master bedroom, a former attic with a sloping roof, was flooded with morning light. "This is where we used to hang the hams," said Mireille. It was clear that everywhere she looked, she saw two worlds, past and present. She was born in this house, so was her mother. I ran my hand across a beam. There was a date carved into the wood: 1753. 


Before we left, we went out to the garden, a large two-level stone terrace overlooking the surrounding fields. Shoots of new mint congregated at the foot of an heirloom rose bush. It was almost May Day, and the lilies of the valley were in bloom. Mireille picked one and pressed it into my hand. The tiny individual flowers shook like bells in the morning breeze. C'est un porte bonheur. "It's a good luck charm," she said, "for the baby." 


I didn't know what to say. Though it was only four months away, motherhood remained abstract for me. Most women carry babies in their wombs, but for now this pregnancy was mostly in my head. Gwendal already felt like a father. I certainly didn't feel like anyone's mom. Not yet. I pressed the flower to my belly, wondering if the baby could smell the springtime through my skin.


Up the steps, I looked into the mouth of the outdoor brick oven, the opening covered with ash and cobwebs. I squinted into the morning sun; I could just make out two horses, heads nodding in the grass of a nearby ridge. 


I'm not someone who knows a whole lot about contentment; my default settings tend more toward striving and mild panic. But the warmth of this place was intoxicating: the high walls of the garden cocooned between the neighboring houses, the small spirals of fern growing undisturbed between the stones. "I know it was a dangerous, terrible time," I said to Mireille, "but you can feel that your family was happy here."


"We were." Mireille smiled briefly. "But I am sad now. I gave this house to my daughter, thinking she would come back to the village with her family. Instead, she wants to sell it." 


"Ah." 


People who know me will tell you: I almost never let reality get in the way of a good story. For most of my life that's made me a dreamer, a dilettante, even – in my own head – a failure. But every once in a while we catch up to our dreams and make them real. The best decisions of my life have been made this way – a feeling, followed by a giant leap into the unknown. I never regret these choices, though I often make myself crazy with worry along the way. I think most of us wish we had more appetite for risk, not less.


Gwendal and I didn't even exchange a glance. I know my husband. We were both thinking exactly the same thing. 


We walked back along the gravel-strewn path that hugged the outskirts of Céreste. The houses were nestled on one side, the river and the open fields on the other. Huffing slightly as she mounted the small hill toward home, Mireille suddenly stopped, as if she had forgotten something very important. "The bed and breakfast doesn't serve meals," she said, crumpling her eyebrows together with concern. "Where have you been eating?" 


"We bought some things at the market in Apt on Saturday," I said. "We've been making picnics."


"C'est bien," she said, with a nod of approval. "Picnicking is good. That's what we used to do."


 

***


 

It's impossible to say exactly what it was that moved us. Some heady combination of the history, the baby – not to mention those first strawberries. It took only a moment for the absurd to become the obvious. This is where we would live the next chapter of our lives. This is where we would become a family. Gwendal and I spent a sleepless night in front of an Excel spreadsheet, and the next morning went back to ask if we could buy the house.





Recipes for a Picnic in Provence

 

FIRST ASPARAGUS WITH TAHINI YOGURT DRESSING


 

Asperges, Sauce Yaourt au Tahini






Angela did indeed lend me a saucepan to blanch my asparagus, and this was the result. The sauce, much lighter than a traditional hollandaise, has become my go-to dressing for steamed vegetables, poached salmon, and even impromptu chicken salad. 


 

500 g thin asparagus

2 tablespoons dark (unhulled) tahini

3 tablespoons plus 2 teaspoons fresh lemon juice

1¼ cups plain Greek yogurt (whole milk is best)

Small pinch of fine sea salt

Grinding of fresh black pepper


 

Wash your asparagus and cut off the tough ends of the stalk; steam them over a large pot of boiling water for 3–5 minutes, depending on thickness. It is a sin to overcook asparagus (they get limp and smelly), so watch them carefully and take them out when they are still bright green and firm, and hold their shape.


 

To make the dressing: In a medium glass bowl (or other nonreactive container) combine tahini and lemon juice until smooth. Add the yogurt and a pinch of salt, stirring to combine. Grind in the pepper. 


 

Serve the asparagus warm or at room temperature; pass the sauce on the side.


 

Yield: Serves 4 as an appetizer or side dish





CHICKPEA SALAD WITH SWEET PEPPERS AND HERBS


 

Salade de Pois Chiche aux Herbes Fraîches






Chickpeas grow abundantly in Provence and are used in everything from poischichade, the local hummus, to socca, traditional chickpea flour crêpes made in Aix. Warm and colorful, this salad travels well. It's a wonderful accompaniment to barbecued chicken or lamb chops.


 

1 red pepper

1 yellow pepper

1 yellow onion

1 red onion

Pinch of cinnamon

1 teaspoon ground Spanish ñora peppers or good quality 

smoked paprika 

½ teaspoon cumin whole seeds

½ teaspoon harissa (North African hot pepper paste), or a pinch or two of hot pepper flakes, to taste

½ cup olive oil

3 cups chickpeas (2 x 400 g cans), drained

Black pepper to taste

A good pinch of coarse sea salt

1 cup (packed) flat-leaf parsley, with stems, finely chopped

1 teaspoon (packed) fresh mint, finely chopped


 

Preheat the oven to 180°C.


 

Thinly slice the onions and peppers. In a large casserole dish, combine peppers, onions, and spices (not the parsley and mint – you'll add those at the end). If you want the salad to be a little spicy, you can double the harissa or hot pepper flakes – the amount I've suggested adds flavor, not heat. Pour in the olive oil and toss to combine. Roast in the oven for one hour, stirring twice along the way. 


 

Meanwhile, rinse your chickpeas in hot water. Take a bit of extra time to rub off and discard the waxy skins. 


 

Remove the peppers and onions from the oven – there will be a slick of lovely spiced olive oil at the bottom of the dish – and stir in the chickpeas. Add a good grinding of black pepper and a pinch of salt to taste. Let it sit 5 or 10 minutes, then stir in the parsley and mint. Serve warm or at room temperature, with a slice of lemon to squeeze on top. This can easily be made a day ahead; it gives the flavors time to mingle.


 

Yield: Serves 6





CARAMELIZED ONION AND ANCHOVY FLATBREAD


 

Pissaladière






This is a classic at Provençal buffets and aperitifs. It may be the perfect food: sweet, salty, doughy, and portable – who could ask for anything more?


 

The French use fresh yeast sold in cubes at the boulangerie to make the crust. For a simple dough using active dry yeast, I turned to Artisan Bread in Five Minutes a Day by Jeff Hertzberg and Zoë François (Thomas Dunne Books, 2007). This is a super-easy, noknead olive oil dough – and although you do have to let it rise for 2 hours, your active cooking time is almost non-existent. 


 

FOR THE DOUGH:

6½ cups (1 kg) plain flour 

1½ tablespoons granulated yeast 

1½ tablespoons coarse sea salt 

1 tablespoon sugar 

¼ cup extra virgin olive oil 

2¾ cups lukewarm water


 

FOR THE TOPPING:

¼ cup olive oil, plus one tablespoon for the baking sheet

1.2 kg sweet yellow onions 

1 teaspoon herbes de Provence 

1½ teaspoons sugar 

1 clove garlic, minced 

Pinch of coarse sea salt 

20–30 anchovies 

20–25 cured black olives


 

To make the dough: In a medium mixing bowl, measure out the flour. In your largest mixing bowl (5½ liters), whisk together the yeast, salt, sugar, oil, and water, then dump in the flour all at once and combine with a wooden spoon. You might want to finish with your hands; if so, coat your hands liberally with olive oil so the dough doesn't stick. There's no kneading in this recipe – just make sure the flour is thoroughly combined. Cover the bowl lightly with a clean cloth and let rise for 2 hours. You can use the dough the fridge for a while (it keeps, covered, for several days).

 

Meanwhile, prepare the onions. Preheat the oven to 180°C. In a medium casserole dish or stockpot with an ovenproof cover, heat ¼ cup olive oil until it sizzles, then stir in the onions, herbes de Provence, sugar, garlic, and a pinch of sea salt. Sauté over a medium heat for 10 minutes on the hob, stirring occasionally, until the onions begin to become translucent. Place the onion in the oven, covered, for 1 hour. The goal is to evaporate the water without browning the onions – that will happen when you put them on the pizza. Both the dough and the onion mixture can be made a day or two in advance.


 

Preheat the oven to 260°C (bake, not grill). You need only half your dough to make the pissaladière, so tear off half the dough, form a ball, and store in the fridge for a weekday pizza. (Not to get off the subject, but my family likes cured ham, fig, and Gorgonzola…) Line your largest baking tray with waxed paper (I use my oven tray, which is 35 cm x 45 cm). Spread 1 tablespoon of olive oil over the entire waxed paper, including up the sides. Remember, this is no-knead dough so all you need to do is shape the remaining dough into a ball by stretching the surface of the dough around to the bottom on all four sides. On the oiled baking tray, stretch the dough into a large round (about the size of a Frisbee) and then flip it over to make sure that both sides are coated with oil. Using your fingers, press the dough into a rectangle the full size of the baking tray. Using the back of a fork (or your fingertips), make lots of deep indentations (not quite holes) in the dough. 


 

Using a slotted spoon to minimize the liquid, scatter the onion mixture evenly over the dough, right up to the edges (you should be able to see a bit of naked dough peeking out from underneath the onions). Make a diamond pattern on top with the anchovies, then place an olive at the corners of each diamond. Cover with plastic wrap and let sit for 20 minutes. Remove the cling film and bake for 12–15 minutes, until the crust is golden brown along the edges – take a peek underneath as well. The exact timing will depend on the size of your baking tray and the thickness of the dough.


 

Cut into small squares and serve warm or at room temperature. 


 

Yield: Serves 8 as an hors d'oeuvre

 

Tip: If you are not inclined to make your own dough (I used to be scared of yeast myself), you can substitute a high quality pre-made pizza crust or focaccia dough and bake according to the manufacturer's directions. 
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CHAPTER 2





LAST FIRST DATE






Paris in August is like the set of a science fiction movie – a planet devoid of life except for very pregnant women and stray cats. The civilized world is on holiday, walking in rolled-up jeans and summer cashmere on a beach in Brittany, or donning white linen trousers and expensive sunglasses in, well, Provence. We'd been back to Céreste only once since our leap of faith in April, just long enough to sign the initial paperwork and taste the first white peaches of the season – reason enough to pack up our boxes and go. Our annual week in Greece had been cancelled as soon as I learned my due date: August 21. Note to self: next time, get pregnant on the vacation, not instead of the vacation.


Over the past three months we'd slowly introduced the idea of the move to our friends and family. It's helpful to explain your plans to other people. It makes them real. By "other people," of course, I mean my mother. 


We tackled my mom in the rush of breathless excitement just after our first visit to the house. I approached her via the avenue that seemed most promising: home decorating. "So," I said, taking a deep breath into the phone. "How would you like to come to Provence and shop for one hundred and seventy square meters of new tiles?" Silence. I've been away from home since I was fifteen, and this was hardly the first crazy idea she'd heard from the other end of a long-distance call. She let me get through the whole story. More silence. "A vill-age," she said, giving the word a nice slow exoticism, like Brigadoon or devil worship. "What are you going to do in a vill-age?"


That's a fair question. What is a sushi-loving, window-shopping, museum-wandering city girl who can't drive a car or ride a bike going to do in the middle of all those trees? Most people don't uproot their whole lives for a crazy story about a poet and a good luck garden. But I believe in stories – the way other people believe in religion, or free market capitalism. I did my best to express what was essentially a hunch: We felt something of our future in those walls. Céreste was the answer to a question we didn't even know we'd been asking. 


As word got around, reactions seemed to be evenly divided along cultural lines. Our French friends nodded with bewilderment – how could we possibly leave our jobs, we were so settled – while others nodded admiringly. They too thought about moving to the countryside – when they retired. 


My American friends were more blunt: They give it six months.


 

***


 

With only a month till my due date, this time feels precious, removed from the everyday rush. Without thinking, Gwendal and I are retracing our steps – visiting old haunts, craving familiar tastes. We have Paris all to ourselves again, like the bubble we lived in those first months together, before I could speak French, when we couldn't get ourselves out of bed before noon, and every tarte au citron and sprinkle of  fleur de sel felt like a revelation. Tonight, we are in search of ice cream.


Gwendal and I were both students when we bumped into each other (OK, I bumped into him, a little bit on purpose) on the stairs at an academic conference in London. I'd noticed him sitting in the middle row of the lecture hall, the kind of earnest young man who would never hide all the way at the back. He was tall, handsome in a serious, scholarly way. He might have been German given his height and the hideous light blue windbreaker he was wearing. But the square jaw, dark hair and tiny glasses were pure café crème. 


A few months and one blissfully rare steak later, Gwendal lured me back to his tiny apartment in Paris with the promise of a steaming pot of mint tea. In those days the path back to his place along the Canal Saint Martin was full of soot and graffiti, a lone papy walking his dog along the cobblestone quays. Ten years later, the retirees have given way to hipsters with strollers, screenwriters on the verge of a breakthrough, and on summer nights like this one, hordes of students picnicking with bottles of wine, baguettes, and slices of pale pink ham from the Franprix. There's still graffiti, but it tends to be done by aspiring artists, or as guerilla marketing for chic new galleries and boutiques. 


I remember everything about that first weekend in Paris. It was early December, freezing and damp, the flipside of tonight's soft August haze. The dirty little secret of Paris is that the weather is exactly the same as in London. But the places to hide, oh the places to hide. We sat in cafés with fogged-up windows and tables so small you couldn't help but hold hands. We made out in secluded corners of the Louvre. Gwendal also took me to a special exhibition about death, complete with shrunken heads. I thought it took a certain confidence to suggest it, and a certain prescience, on the part of a new lover, to suspect how much I would enjoy it. 


But mostly, we ate. He slipped out in the morning and came back with crinkled waxed-paper bags of chouquettes – puffs of choux pastry studded with sugar. We went to hole-in-thewall restaurants and lingered over maffé – a West African stew thickened with peanut butter, the white butcher-paper tablecloth wrinkling under our elbows.


When I met Gwendal, I had a very clear idea of what I wanted my life to look like: I was starting a master's degree in Art History, on my way to a PhD and some version of my dream job as the Chief Curator of The Pierpont Morgan Library. There wasn't a lot of room for interruptions. Gwendal was a mass of contradictions to a type-A striver like me. He was finishing up a PhD in computer science while working full time for the National TV and radio archives, but he slept on a mattress on the floor and didn't own a tie. He was smart and well-read, but I sensed an inner goofiness (when I met him, he had just started tap dancing lessons). He seemed to be willing to wait out some of my more quaint American neuroses: an obsession with financial security, status, and unending upward mobility. Some of my finer American qualities he licked like sugar from my lips – my confidence, my optimism, my sense of endless possibility. He knew that if I stayed in France long enough "be happy" might well appear at the top of that endless to-do list I kept in my purse. Paris, and Gwendal, had that effect on me.


If I sound soppy about him, it's because I am. It's also because I know how close I came to pitching the whole thing into the Seine. It took me two years to agree to live with him, six months to accept his marriage proposal. Paris was enchanting, but I had no family there, no friends, almost no French-language skills, and definitely no job. It was hard to imagine this croissant-fueled fantasy as my real life. In the end, I sat on my doubts the way you sit on an overstuffed suitcase, just so you can close the lock. It was the right decision. Every day I feel like I'm living a life I almost missed, and it makes me grateful. 


The high summer light is fading and the clouds are lined with dusty rose as Gwendal and I make our way past the giant statue of Marianne in the Place de la République, down into the narrow streets of the Marais. I never walk very fast in Paris; I still peek in doorways, admiring inner courtyards and secret gardens. The extravagant squiggles of the wroughtiron balconies and the groaning weight of the wooden doors are the very opposite of the utilitarian symmetry of my native New York. 


We walk across the Pont-Marie onto the Île Saint-Louis, the tiny island of aristocratic mansions with beamed ceilings in the middle of the Seine. Our destination is our favourite outpost of La Maison Berthillon, Paris's most famous icecream maker. This family-owned institution has been open since the fifties, and in the true measure of French success (particularly in the ice-cream business), they sell to other cafés and restaurants, and take the whole summer off. 


Choosing your Berthillon stand is of utmost importance. There are several on the island, each with a different assortment of flavors, and all with a large number of tourists and regulars lined up in front. We always go to one on the eastern edge of the island, as far as you can get from Notre Dame without falling into the river. This evening there are only four or five people ahead of us. Just enough time to consider my choices. 


Berthillon's ice cream is dense and creamy – served, in keeping with French rules of moderation, in golf ball-sized scoops. You have to be a real purist to order a 'simple' (pronounced samp-le). I usually order a 'double' (doob-le). Menthe (fresh mint), créole (Rum raisin) and nougat miel (honey-nougat) are at the top of my list. But as good as the ice cream is, it's the sorbets that are Berthillon's real stand-outs. I almost always order cacao amer – a bitter chocolate sorbet so dark it's closing in on black. My second scoop depends on the season: pear, melon, rhubarb or framboise à la rose (raspberry with a hint of rose). But habit often sets in and I go back to my old favorite: fraise des bois (wild strawberry). These tiny gemlike fruits are the equivalent of strawberry grenades – releasing a tart, concentrated flavor that downgrades every other strawberry I've tasted to the level of Bubblicious.


We take our cones, wrapped in single paper napkins, and walk along the river. It is just dark enough for my favorite Parisian pastime, staring into the fifteen-foot windows of the grand hôtels particuliers. I like to imagine myself inside the wood-paneled libraries, or speculate which Saudi prince installed that gaudy chandelier. We pass a long-haired teenager walking a bichon frisé in sweats and a silk bathrobe – I guess you'd have to call it a smoking jacket. The shaggy wave of the boy's hair, his aquiline nose and easy but slouched posture (not to mention the smoking jacket) clearly mark him as a member of the aristocratic class. "White Russian," says Gwendal emphatically. This is one of our favorite games. When I first arrived in Paris we would walk the streets for hours, inventing identities for people we saw along the way. "Sacha-Eugène," Gwendal purrs now, imitating the high pitched voice of the boy's mother. "It's the butler's night off. Be a dear and walk the dog, chéri."


Still nibbling the tips of our cones, we walk hand in hand down the stone steps to the quay, a steep descent considering I am nine months pregnant and can barely see my toes. Just a few feet above the Seine, we could hear the lapping of the water. We step over boys with bongos, wave at the passing bateaux-mouches. We make our way down to the tip of the island, dangle our feet over the edge. From here we can see the conical fairytale towers of La Conciergerie, and as the clock strikes ten, the sweep of the giant spotlight on top of the Eiffel Tower. We've been here dozens of times since we met, but this precious month before the baby is born feels like a last first date. There's a different kind of romance beginning. We will never again be entirely alone in the world. I've been younger, God knows I've been lighter, but I've never been happier.


 

***


 

Two weeks till my due date, and I suddenly feel like I'm developing a split personality: Dr. Jekyll and Mrs. I Wouldn't Leave This Bed If There Was an Atomic Blast in My Kitchen. Yesterday I was so exhausted I couldn't even muster the will to hit the supermarket. I'd been told I needed more iron in my diet. So I found myself staring into the open refrigerator, surveying this week's odds and ends. 


When I first moved to Paris, Gwendal would often find me meditating in front of the open fridge – contemplating world peace or choosing middle names for our unborn children. This studying of the culinary stockpile seems to be a uniquely American habit. The French never open the fridge in passing, just to check if everything's still there. Personally, I draw comfort from it – like a king surveying his realm.


To be fair, I had quite a bit to contemplate. Growing a person is a heady business. 


Gwendal had been patient with me. The French tend to start their families early. He'd been ready to have kids since the day we met, maybe the day before. I kept waiting for that feeling to arrive, the one where you see a baby on the street, your eyes well up and your ovaries do a little dance. But it never happened. I'm extremely close to my own mother, and I knew I wanted to be one, but the timing never seemed right. Moving to another country set back the clock on my independence. It took me years to get my sea legs in Paris; when I woke up I was suddenly thirty-five. The expression is exactly the same in French: tic toc.


The discussion began in earnest two years ago. It had been a busy time. I had just put every ounce of my (somewhat lost) soul into helping Gwendal start his new digital cinema consulting business. He was successful and contented – even a little bit arrogant. Exactly, I suppose, what I hoped he would be. On New Year's Day, over espresso at our local café, he blithely announced: "It's a new year; I'm ready to move on to the next stage of my life – let's have a baby." I burst into tears. I didn't know what else to do. "How can I be someone's mother," I said, gulping between sobs, "when sometimes I feel like I don't even exist here?"


Gwendal is not an insensitive man. But he walks through life's doors of decision easily, while I often have to be pushed through, white-knuckled, clinging to the moldings for support. From that moment, I knew that if I wanted my life in France (not to mention my marriage) to move forward, I had no choice but to build something for myself, and in a hurry. I'd cobbled together some work in Paris – writing articles for art magazines and newspapers, giving museum tours, but nothing that met my definition of a "career." I am a master procrastinator; I knew that if I had a baby before I got my professional life up and running, I might never have a career at all. I could see myself using a child as an excellent excuse to never get anything done – ever again. A few months after that New Year's conversation, I started work on my first book – and threw away my birth control pills. I had to create something for myself before I could create someone else.


When I finally did get pregnant, my first decision was not to read any books about pregnancy. I know myself – and my natural paranoia doesn't need any encouragement. I don't want to know what to expect when I'm expecting. I want to sleep at night.


At first, I thought I would do it the American way. I wanted a doctor, preferably one with a fancy degree and a cell phone number I could call in the middle of the night. Someone who would accompany me to the delivery room and whose office would send a card on the kid's birthday. I gave it my best shot: On the first of every month, I dutifully called the hospital and every time I was told that my doctor was skiing, or at a conference, or just fully booked. Why didn't I see a sage femme, a midwife, instead? Doctors in France are technicians. They don't talk a lot. They look at test results and nod. Like car mechanics, they only go in when something needs to be fixed. The few times I did manage to see a consultant, they would squint and stare, no doubt searching for the reason I was there. In France, doctors are people you see when there's a problem. I didn't have a problem. I was just pregnant. 


It's not that I didn't have fair warning. As soon as I peed on the stick, I called a family friend, an older man who was a family practitioner on the Breton island of Belle-Île. "I'm being really careful," I said, "not standing on any chairs." 


"Attention," he scolded playfully. "Tu es pas malade." You're not sick. 


After five months of silent nodding from tactiturn doctors, I decided that if I wanted some advice about hemorrhoids or someone to actually ask me how I was feeling, I would have to approach pregnancy à la française. To this end, I decided to put myself in the hands of The System. The French are excellent at systems. The trains run on time. You just put yourself on a track and wait to be swept along like a letter in one of those pneumatic air tunnels. I made an appointment with one of the rotating cast of sage femmes at the hospital where I was planning to give birth. Sage femme literally translates to "wise woman," and now I understand why. All of a sudden the process seemed more human. The sage femme asked me how I was sleeping and what I was eating and scolded me gently when I gained more than the allotted amount of weight. I still didn't know who would be with me in the delivery room; they all blended into one reassuring pink uniform with a manila folder.


Now, two weeks before my due date, I shut the fridge with a thud. There was officially nothing in there. So I went hunting for a bag of orange lentils I was sure I had stashed at the back of a cabinet some months ago. For iron and pep, I wanted to make a cold lentil salad with a zingy orange-ginger vinaigrette, handfuls of chopped herbs and slices of white peach. (The purple-green Puy lentils, more common than the orange ones in France, just seemed too dark for a summer salad.) After unpacking half the kitchen while standing, against my better judgment, on a kitchen chair, I ended up not with orange lentils, but with a bag of yellow split peas. That would have to do. 


The split peas had been hiding up there for a while – I'm pretty sure I bought them after a trip to Puglia, where we were served warm split pea purée drizzled with wonderful glassgreen olive oil and a grind of fresh pepper. Still hankering after a cold salad, I tried cooking the dried peas al dente, as I would the lentils – but a half hour later, when the lentils would have been perfect, the split peas were a chalky, starchy mess. I decided to boil on past defeat and transform my salad into the silky purée I'd eaten with such gusto in Italy. 


When the peas were sweet and tender, and the liquid almost absorbed, I got out the power tools. I'm deeply attached to my hand blender – the dainty equivalent of a serial-killer obsession with chain saws. The orange-ginger vinaigrette was already made, so I dumped it in. The recipe's necessary dose of olive oil would have some lively company. The result was a warm, golden purée – with just enough citrus to deviate from the classic. I toasted some pain Poilâne, slathered the bread with the purée, and chopped some dill. My tartines were still lacking a bit of sunshine, so I placed a slice of white peach on top. Lunch was delicious, but more effort than I'd anticipated. Time for a nap.


 

***


 

I'm trying to multi-task, cooking rabbit with pastis while packing for the hospital. Pastis is the universal aperitif of Provence, the anise-flavored symbol of the South, and a subtle reminder of our life to come. Frankly, I think the pregnancy hormones are blocking full consciousness of our decision. That and the sheer number of things left to do before the baby arrives. 


I know the very idea of eating rabbit makes most Americans want to run home and hug the Easter Bunny. When I first arrived in France, the small flayed heads in the window of the butcher took some getting used to, but over the years it's become a one-pot staple, more interesting than chicken, fancy enough for a dinner party, but easy enough for a weeknight dinner with leftovers for lunch.


While the rabbit was browning, I cut the tags off some baby clothes. I was beginning to notice a disturbing trend. When I laid the French baby items on top of the American ones my mother sent, I found that the American clothes were about two inches wider – not longer, but wider – than their French counterparts. There's a book in here somewhere: French Babies Don't Get Fat. The baby clothes discrepancy was one of many others I'd during my pregnancy – particularly with regard to weight. The doctors and midwives, as well as the official government handbook (of course there's an official government handbook), recommend a weight gain of one kilo (just over two pounds) per month – that's a total of twenty to twentytwo pounds. When I first read it, I thought it was a typo; twenty-two pounds – that's a pimple, not a pregnancy. 


It's true that French women have babies the way they tie scarves, with an ease that belies effort and years of cultural conditioning. In fact, unless you saw the basketball belly peeking out from under a French woman's shirt, you wouldn't know she was pregnant at all. You can't tell anything from the back; they continue to wear high-heeled sandals and tight little sweaters, or ironed white blouses with low-rise jeans and polished ballerina flats below their decidedly unswollen ankles.


Now, I'm hardly a French pixie to begin with. I come from hardy Russian peasant stock; I have what my grandma would politely call "buzooms" and hips designed to give birth in a field, digging potatoes. I'm an American size ten, which, to put it kindly, puts me at the top end of the sizes sold in French boutiques. Yet, so far (fingers crossed, ankles crossed, everything crossed) I seem to be pregnant the French way. Frankly, I can't imagine gaining any more. As it is, I'm running my hands over my stomach every day, looking for the eject button. I'm carrying around the equivalent of a Butterball Turkey in here.


I shook the rabbit and added a big splash of pastis. To finish it off, I added a cup full of fresh peas, but also a quarter cup of crème fraîche. There is certainly nothing inherently virtuous about French cuisine. And while I'm sure there's no 'ideal weight' for a pregnant lady, I'm more and more convinced that my Parisian eating habits help keep things calmly, and I must say, rather deliciously, in line. I know I can't take any credit. If I were home in the States right now, I'm pretty sure I'd be eating Pillsbury vanilla frosting out of the can with a plastic spoon. This is nurture, not nature, at work. The reason that French women are back in their jeans a few weeks after giving birth is the same reason they can slip into their bikinis every summer with a minimum of fuss – they make sure they never have more than a few pounds to lose.


I think there's another reason why I'm clinging so tightly to the French prescription for weight gain: I don't want there to be a before and after. It's taken me such a long time to carve out a life for myself in France. I've just started spreading my personal and professional wings in Paris, and I can't help wondering how motherhood will change my identity. I don't want to belong to the "woman" tribe one day and the "mommy" tribe the next.


There's something else: I'm an only child, and to ask if I'm close to my mother is like asking, as Angela would say, "Does the Pope have a balcony?" My mother and I have one of those relationships a French psychoanalyst would call fusionnelle – as in nuclear fusion. Nothing less than perfect synergy or catastrophic meltdown.


When my mother wants to tell me she's proud of me (and I'm lucky to say, this happens quite often), she says: "You're the best thing I've ever done." Since I got pregnant, this phrase has started to irk me, by which I mean it wakes me up in the middle of the night so I can stare at the ceiling. 


To be fair, I don't know any daughter who isn't living at least a little of her mother's stolen life. I went to Cornell because it was a good school and a good deal for in-state students, but also because my mother once had a chance to go and didn't. She's supported all my crazy (and minimally remunerated) professional choices partly because her own parents refused to pay for full-time law school for a girl. My mother had a safe career at the New York City Board of Education, which at times she loved. She had health insurance for her type-one diabetes and an excellent pension plan to balance out an ex-husband who wasn't always capable of holding down a job or paying child support. I'm not sure how much of her life turned out exactly the way she'd imagined, except for me. And this scares the bejesus out of me. It sounds so final, as if all my future dreams are about to be transferred on to this tiny person. I want my life to be full to overflowing with stuff I haven't even thought of yet. I have an inkling that someday I might feel differently. But right this second, I'm not sure I want my kid to be the best thing I've ever done. 


 

***

 

It's been a heavy week. Literally. Here I was, so pleased with myself for being pregnant like a French woman, only to discover at yesterday's appointment with the sage femme that I'd gained eleven pounds in the last ten days – most of it, it seems, in my toes. With ten days to go, I am filling up with water like a fish tank.


I used to have very long skinny toes – but now they look like little sausages. Pigs without their blankets. It's depressing and uncomfortable. I shudder to think of the opinion of a certain foot fetishist I dated after college. He would flee in horror. 


It's also been quite a "French week" – by which I mean a week in which I find out something stupid and ridiculous about this country that I must learn to accept. It's about my family name. Or more specifically, my child's family name. 


As an only child, I'm the last to carry the Bard name, and I feel strongly that I want to pass it on. But in France, it seems to be illegal to use the mother's maiden name as a middle name. OK, not exactly illegal, but problematic. The French state has a judge who is responsible for approving the name of every child born in France, to keep parents from burdening their children with stupid (Caca Rhubarbe) or offensive (Hitler) names. In the States, of course, the First Amendment guarantees our right to be as stupid or as offensive as we like.


Apparently, this judge sometimes rejects the use of the mother's maiden name as a middle name, thinking it should be part of the last name instead. Even more bizarre, there is a new law that if you want to hyphenate your last name and your husband's last name for your child's surname, you have to use a double hyphen (- -). I think it's to distinguish plebs like my husband and me from people who are born with proper double-barreled aristocratic names. This absurdity can only lead to spelling mistakes and administrative woe for the rest of the child's life. I imagine my sixteen-year-old son, stuck in the purgatory of secondary passport control at JFK, trying to explain to a pasty-faced security officer that no, it's not a typo, no, he's not a terrorist, he's just… French. 


I try to be philosophical. Some days I succeed, some days I don't. Who knew when I moved here that I'd willingly trade my civil liberties for a decent slice of pâté.


Despite the heat, I had some dry cleaning to fetch, so I hunted around for a pair of flip-flops that wouldn't bother my swollen toes. Just as I opened the door, I heard the jangle of keys on the other side of the hall, and immediately shut it again. Non, merci. I simply couldn't face her. Just across the hall was my nemesis, or rather my platonic ideal of womanhood, my neighbor, Juliette. 


Let's be honest, every woman has someone like this in her life. Maybe it's the Pilates-toned high school friend you run into at the supermarket only when you haven't washed your hair. Perhaps it's the red-soled powerhouse that stands in front of you every day at Starbucks. The one woman who makes you feel like you should retreat back into the cave and seriously reevaluate your eye shadow. These women have two distinct qualities: They always look their best, and they always show up when you look your worst. Mine has an additional home-court advantage: She's French. 


Juliette is a thoroughbred – a pure Parisienne, raised in the 16th arrondissement. She's an editor at a popular magazine, married to the equally gorgeous and scruffy Luca, who, after business school, went to work for UNICEF. She wears fashionably louche sweaters with suede elbow patches in touch-me-soft fabrics that do not allow for a ring of fat bulging out of the bottom of one's bra. What's more, she's unbearably, unfailingly nice. On a good day, I admire her. On a bad day, I pray for an open man-hole cover. 


Juliette and Lucas have two children, Horace, five, and Zoé, two. Naturally, Juliette came home from the maternity ward in her skinny jeans. She always has on eyeliner, mascara and chunky high-heeled boots when she takes the kids to school. 


She seems genuinely excited that I'm pregnant. At thirty-eight and thirty-five, Gwendal and I are on the old side for French parents; many of Gwendal's childhood friends have near-teenagers by now. It's always difficult to get together – Parisian couples are so busy, but one afternoon the four of us paired off over beers at the local café.


French women can be notoriously hard to get to know, but childbearing seems to bring you into a sorority where otherwise off-limits personal topics are discussed with abandon. Juliette tucked her dark hair behind her ear and took a sip of her blanche. "No," she said, "I didn't breastfeed." J'avais pas envie. "It just wasn't for me," she said casually. No guilt, no judgment.


"Tu fais la rééducation?" she inquired earnestly, referring to the ten sessions of state-subsidized pelvic floor exercises that are supposed to keep me from peeing on myself for the rest of my life – and more importantly, get me back to having sex with my husband in short order. 


I'd heard about this from other Americans who'd had babies in France. How shall I put it? La rééducation périnéale is basically physical therapy for your vagina. You pick up an electric wand (not unlike a vibrator) from the pharmacy, find a way to discreetly slip it into your purse, then head to the kine's office – mine works in a nice converted apartment complete with fancy moldings and fireplace. Then with a mix of electrical stimulation and exercises, the therapist shows you how to tighten all your interior muscles again. The sessions are completely free, and absolutely everyone does it.


Juilette checked a message on her phone. "Don't wait too long to faire l'amour," she whispered. "Six weeks is ideal." 


I must have looked stricken, or at least not appropriately ecstatic. Tu vas voir. "You'll see," she said, lightly squeezing my arm. "The day my children were born was the most beautiful day of my life." She made it sound so simple: she was beautiful, it was beautiful. And that's when it hit me. For the French, there is clearly no before and after. I was meant to be exactly the same woman, but with a re-educated vagina – and a kid.






Recipes to Substitute for a Summer Vacation


 

YELLOW SPLIT PEA PURÉE WITH ORANGE-GINGER VINAIGRETTE


 

Purée de Pois Cassée Jaune aux Agrumes


 

I first tasted this on a vacation in Puglia. It's a great alternative to traditional hummus at a party. Try serving with Prosecco – just to keep the Italian fantasy alive.


 

2 cups yellow split peas 6 cups cold water

3 tablespoons best extra-virgin olive oil

3 tablespoons freshly squeezed orange juice

3 teaspoons sherry vinegar

1½ teaspoons freshly grated ginger

Generous ¼ teaspoon coarse sea salt

Thinly sliced sourdough bread, toasted 

Fresh chopped dill, to taste

½ white peach, thinly sliced


 

In a medium saucepan, combine peas and water. Bring to the boil, lower the heat and simmer for 50 minutes to 1 hour, until most of the water is absorbed.


 

In a glass jar or airtight container, add the oil, orange juice, vinegar, ginger and salt. Give it a good shake to combine. Stir the vinaigrette into the peas; purée with your hand blender (or in a food processor).


 

Serve warm, on toasted sourdough bread, with an extra drizzle of olive oil. Top with the chopped dill and a slice of white peach.


 

Yield: Serves 4 as a light lunch (add a mixed green salad) or 8–10 as an hors d'oeuvre


 

Tip: This dish will thicken up as it cools. To reheat, add a dribble of white wine.





RABBIT WITH PASTIS, FENNEL, AND FRESH PEAS


 

Lapin aux Pastis






I was only a week from my due date when Gwendal went to sign the deed for the house in Céreste. We were so nervous that I'd have the baby on the train that I stayed behind in Paris. In this recipe, I've recreated Provence from afar. It's such a pretty summer dish, and the pastis gives it a unique licorice kick. If even after my elegies you're still feeling squeamish about rabbit, try making this with a good-quality chicken.


 

2 tablespoons butter 

2 tablespoons olive oil 

1 rabbit, with liver, cut into 8 pieces

Coarse sea salt

2 carrots, coarsely chopped

1 half bulb fennel, coarsely chopped

4–6 small shallots, left whole

2 tablespoons pastis or anisette

1 cup dry white wine

4 small carrots, halved or quartered lengthwise

1 additional bulb fennel, cut into large chunks

¼ cup crème fraîche or double cream

1 cup fresh peas

1 handful of chervil, chopped


 

In your largest frying pan or casserole dish, heat 1 tablespoon of butter and 1 tablespoon of olive oil. Brown the rabbit well on all sides; sprinkle generously with coarse sea salt. Remove the rabbit to a plate. Add the additional tablespoon of butter and oil, and sauté the chopped carrots, chopped fennel, and shallots for 5–6 minutes, until softened and slightly golden. 


 

Add the rabbit back to the pan, add the pastis, and let sizzle for a minute. Add the white wine. Tuck the large chunks of carrots and fennel in between the rabbit pieces. Bring to a boil, then lower the heat, cover, and cook for 40–45 minutes, turning the meat once at the 20-minute mark.


 

Remove the rabbit to a plate and cover with aluminium foil. Bring the sauce to a boil and reduce for 5 minutes. Add cream and stir to combine. Add the rabbit, peas, and chervil to the pan; heat through.

 

Serve with wild rice.


 

Yield: Serves 4


 

Tip: If you make this with a whole chicken, you might not need to add the second tablespoon of olive oil and butter to the pan when you sauté the veggies, as the chicken skin will probably render some fat of its own.
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CHAPTER 3





THE SUSHI AT THE END OF THE TUNNEL






"No," I grunted, my white-knuckled fingers gripping the foot board of the hospital bed. "I will. Not. Go. Downstairs. The nurse promised us a single room. I don't care if I have this baby right here on the linoleum floor. I'm not going till it's done." Even in my slightly altered state, I'd been in France long enough to know that if we went down to the delivery room before this was taken care of, someone would forget, or make a mistake, or give the room away. Giving birth seemed to me a rather private process, and I didn't relish the idea of spending the first week of motherhood in the same room with another hormonal human and her howling newborn. 


Right up till the moment the first contractions hit, I had not made a decision about the epidural. I thought about toughing it out, not because I'm so attached to the cosmic authenticity of natural childbirth, but because I was afraid the doctor might paralyze me. It was Friday, 14 August, the eve of the biggest holiday weekend of the year. Surely all the truly competent doctors were on the beach in Saint-Tropez, not stuck here on call with me.


Also, I was in no rush to get downstairs because I knew it wasn't going to be any cooler down there. The French air condition their operating theatres, but that's to keep the machines from overheating, not the people. Ask your average homme on the street and he will tell you that air conditioning is bad for your health – that it gives you colds, gout, acne, what have you. This idea seems to have its origin in a 1990s outbreak of Legionnaires' disease spread through the ventilation system at the Hôpital Pompidou in Paris. Cooling systems never got over the bad press, and we pregnant women have been suffering the consequences ever since.


Because it was August, and all normal people were away, the hospital had taken the opportunity to rip up half a wing. A small window in the delivery room was missing its glass, the space was covered with a plastic sheet, sealed with duct tape. I could hear the jackhammers going on the other side. If the air conditioning wasn't sterile, how about this? 


I would tell you what happened next, but I dozed through almost the whole thing. In theory, there are lots of reasons I'd rather have been born in another century: I like chamber music, and I think I would have looked good in a bustle. But here we are in the twenty-first – so give me the drugs. French women seem to be casually pragmatic about this, as well as other childbearing rituals. I think this is part of what they mean in France by women's liberation. To most, natural childbirth is a bit like nineteenth-century dentistry: We've moved on.


In between naps, I appeared to be meeting with everyone's approval. A doctor came in, took a look below the sheet, and in classic French fashion said, "Everything looks great, you don't need me," and promptly walked right out again. 


The presence of the sheet brings us to the small, but not inconsequential, question of who looks where. (Add this to the list of things – like nipple cream and the dangers of kitty litter – that I never thought about before getting pregnant.) My gynecologist, who like me, was a relative newcomer to France, said that when she had her first baby in Paris, her French gynecologist counseled that if, IF her husband was present for the birth, she should make sure he didn't see exactly what was going on down below, or he would never want to have sex with her again. 


In the States, people put their birthing videos on YouTube, and a friend at a big law firm once got a sonogram picture from a colleague over the office intranet. I'm pretty sure that in the US, the privacy ship has sailed. The French take a more discreet tack. 


Unsure how to proceed, in the weeks before the delivery I decided to take an informal survey. I began with my friend Keria, a platinum blonde American also married to a Frenchman. Keria is a teacher by day, jazz singer by night – and the mother of five-month-old Theo. She has the kind of split personality I love: consummately intelligent, cool under fire, but with a gift for high drama and the potty mouth to go with it. We sat down over cocktails one afternoon at a busy intersection near Jaures – the alcohol carefully timed to fit between her breastfeedings. "Oh yeah," said Keria when I asked her where her husband was positioned during the birth. "That's a big ten-four. I told Marco, 'Eyes forward mister.' Nobody needs to see that shit."


Frankly, I'm with her.


It may sound old-fashioned, but I like the idea of maintaining an aura of mystery, not to mention dignity, during childbirth. I think of it like this: when my parents were first married, my father made the mistake of offering my mother an automatic garage door opener for Valentine's Day. For ever after, practical gifts were outlawed in our house. No one wants to have sex with a garage door opener. 


 

***


 

After the strong epidural, the next few hours were mostly hurry-up-and-wait. I felt like I was meeting a train, the kind of big steam locomotive that makes a satisfying hiss when it pulls into the station and cuts the engine. I imagined myself in a long dress, a hat with a veil, a big bunch of roses in the crook of my arm. I was waiting for an honored guest – who just happened to be staying eighteen years. To make matters more interesting, we didn't know exactly who would be stepping off onto the platform.

Since we'd decided we didn't want to know the sex of the baby in advance, speculation these last few weeks had been intense. "Alors, comment va le fiston?" asked the Tunisian man who sells me my melons at the Saturday market, as he handed me a sweet juicy slice. He is sure that it's a boy. I agree. As the only daughter of a mother who is a pair of daughters, I always imagined myself as the mother of a tiaraobsessed little girl. But my life is already so different from what I imagined it would be – different country, different man, different vegetables – that I've learned to enjoy (OK, tolerate) the off-piste-ness of it all. If I can stand the suspense; life never gives me exactly what I want – it gives me something better.


After a mere six hours in the delivery room, the sage femme laid the baby on my chest, curled up like a cat, warm and sleepy. I brushed my lips to a tuft of hair. "Is it a boy or a girl?"


"Oh," said Gwendal, slightly dazed. "I forgot to look."


Gwendal picked up the baby, long skinny legs dangling in the air. The melon man was right – it was our son.


 

***


 

After a perfectly normal birth, Alexandre and I spent six days in the hospital, for free. I repeat. For free. I don't know what that sounds like to the rest of the civilized world, but for an American, that's like a week in Aruba. The single room I had huffed and puffed my way into was a whopping three hundred and sixty-seven euros extra on our private insurance. I doubt that amount would pay for the rubbery chocolate pudding on my lunch tray in the States. Yes, you have to bring your own diapers. It seems a small price to pay for universal healthcare.

I like to think of that precious week as what the French call a palier de décompression – the time you take to decompress when you come up from scuba diving – if you go too fast your head is going to explode. The nurses teach you how to bathe the baby, how to breastfeed. If you need extra help after you leave the hospital, you can arrange for home visits from a sage femme. For a few days they let you float in a liminal space – senses are heightened, somewhere between the girl you once were and the mother you are in the process of becoming.


 

***


 

I wanted to get to the market early, so I wouldn't roll over too many toes with the stroller. Gwendal had gone back to work after his eleven-day paternity leave (another federally mandated Gallic perk) and Alexandre and I had some time to get to know each other one on one. I tend to do the bulk of my worrying in advance, so as soon as he arrived, most of my existential angst about motherhood evaporated, replaced with a sleepy routine of feeding and changing and napping and bathing.


I showed Alexandre Paris the way I would a tourist friend, albeit one who comes with a lot of excess baggage. Bouncing the stroller down two flights of spiral stairs was a challenge. Whether to leave the baby at the top of the stairs or at the bottom while I performed this operation felt like a life or death decision. (I opted to leave Alexandre in his seat just outside our front door – at least anyone trying to snatch him would have to get through me first.) 


After ten months of pasteurized cheese and a week of hospital food, one not inconsiderable pleasure of coming home was access to my own refrigerator, and the right to fill it with all the forbidden favorites I hadn't tasted in almost a year. Friends rushed over to meet the baby, bearing seasonally inappropriate treats: squat glass jars of foie gras, sweet golden Sauternes wine, and saucisson marbled with fat. Watching the butcher weigh my half pound of chicken livers felt like catching Santa in the act. The good sushi place, the subject of so many midnight reveries these past few months, wouldn't open for another ten days. 


My first stop at the market was the fishmonger. The team greeted Alexandre like a long-lost nephew, one of the men dangled a sardine over the carriage in welcome. I chose two whole sea bass, slick and glistening in the early September light, and some dark meaty tuna steaks – I would make tartare, to tide us over until the chirashi got back from vacation. 


Personally, I love dinner that stares back. Gutting my first fish in Paris was an initiation rite on par with losing my virginity – who knew there was such a dangerous, bloodthirsty individual hiding behind this neo-Victorian facade. 


I've also been practicing my "fifteen-minute meals" – because as much as I love to putter around the kitchen, my time there is likely to be reduced in the coming months (and I would hate to fall asleep standing at the stove). Whole fish doesn't sound like fast food, but it is. You put in the time later, boning it at the table (which is better for digestion and conversation). I know most Americans don't like to work for their food, but deconstructing a whole fish is one of my favorite culinary activities. It looks so decadent on the plate – you feel you are playing a game ("Operation" comes to mind). The protective skin makes quick methods like grilling a real option – there's no risk of dry, charred flesh. The eyeball is basically like a self-timer – when it pops, chances are it's done. 


My Tunisian friend gave me an extra melon for the baby – gratified to know his prediction was correct. I weaved in between the morning shoppers, past the roasting chickens and sizzling potatoes, past the last blackberries and the ripening figs to my cheesemonger, Madame Richard. 


Madame Richard must be nearing seventy; she wears her hair in a bleach blond pixie cut and has an affection for hot pink parkas. She took a motherly interest in my pregnancy. In fact, I've found the relationship between a woman and her cheesemonger to be one of the more intimate in French life. They know, if you buy quite a lot, that you are having important guests, or your in-laws are in town. They know, if you buy just a little, that you are on a diet, or your husband has a problem with his cholesterol. They know your moods, your desires. They know if you're feeling brave enough for a sharp blue or need to hibernate with the rich drippy comfort of a Mont d'Or so ripe you could serve it with a spoon. 


Madame Richard was also among the first people in Paris to find out I was pregnant. Sometime in February, I rolled up with my red polka dot granny cart and said I had a friend coming for dinner who was expecting and couldn't eat raw milk cheese. The next Saturday, my poise and creativity somehow deserting me, I tried the same lame excuse. No doubt she had seen this look on the faces of a thousand women, cheeks flushed with excitement, nerves, and the genuine regret of knowing they will spend the next nine months without a single mouthful of pungent Camembert. Madame Richard smiled knowingly, and gently ushered me toward all things pasteurized.


When she spotted me with the stroller, Madame Richard quickly handed the change to her previous client and bounced out from behind the counter. "Félicitations," she said, kissing me on both cheeks. 


"Coucou, toi," she said, leaning to get a good look. 


While she was staring adoringly at Alexandre, I was staring adoringly at the cheese. I chose the drippiest, moldiest, smelliest one I could find: an Époisse soaked in marc – a kind of grappa made from the leftovers of Bordeaux grapes. I tucked the round of red-and-white checkered waxed paper into the basket of the stroller and rolled down the hill toward home. 


 

***

 

So this is the supermom challenge: two of the most important events of my life – the birth of my son and the publication of my first book – are happening right around the same time. My editor in New York only called once, just as I was going into labor. When I arrived home, I edited the galleys of Lunch in Paris with two-week-old Alexandre asleep in my lap. 


I was sitting at my desk wearing a hands-free breast pump – a 1980s Madonna-esque contraption, engineered, at the suggestion of a very organized American friend, by cutting two holes in an old sports bra to hold the suction cups in place. Three weeks in, I was getting antsy, bored, nutty. There seems to be a dearth of vocabulary for describing these feelings. The modern cult of motherhood has left women with very few options: the only acceptable emotions are pure joy and/or jocular exhaustion. I was turning in circles – dying to get out of the house but loath to leave the cocoon, the safe little triangle between the café, market and the corner boulangerie.


As my first real outing, I'd decided to accept an invitation to the new-members cocktail party of the Association of American Wives of Europeans. Putting myself into smiley networking mode was a bigger production than it used to be. I stared into my closet, eventually choosing a black Donna Karan dress with an Empire waist that I thought was fairly flattering. But even as I took it off the hanger, I wavered. In the English tradition, I associate Empire waists with the ballroom scenes in Jane Austen novels, but in France there's something about a seam underneath your bust that just screams: "lactating over here!!"


But I was already late. The dress would have to do. I found some red lipstick and a pair of flats that didn't pinch, kissed my boys and ran out the door. What I didn't have time to do before I left was eat. It was 6 p.m., and somehow lunch had escaped me. In the middle of my power-walk to the Métro at République, I stopped at our local boulangerie for a pain au chocolat. I knew I was breaking ranks, flouting etiquette. The French simply do not stuff their faces on the run. They do not eat on the street, on the Métro, at their desks, or anywhere, in fact, but in a restaurant or at the family table. Adults do not eat between meals; the privilege of a 4 p.m. goûter is reserved for school children. Books in the stores, trailers at the movies and philosophers on the national radio will tell you: Anything else leads to chaos, anarchy, the decline of French culture and the rise of obesity. Scarfing my pre-dinner pastry on the sidewalk was the culinary equivalent of waxing my legs on the Downtown A train or answering my cell phone at the opera – simply not done. But the New Yorker in me had kicked in – and I couldn't stop her. She had places to go, people to see. She was late, and she was going to multitask. 


I was chomping away on my pastry, waiting impatiently to cross the Avenue Parmentier when I heard a comment aimed in my general direction. "Attention aux kilos!" Watch your pounds. I turned around; maybe the voice was in my head? But then I heard it again. "Attention aux kilos." I looked down. There was a homeless man on the sidewalk, sitting cross-legged, like a prophet, among the empty bottles overflowing from the recycling bin. "Attention aux kilos, Madame," he said, wagging a finger unsteadily at my knees. 


I had sinned, and now I'd been punished. The light changed, and I ran. 


I had just enough pregnancy hormones left in my system that I wanted to cry. Thankfully, I had the Métro ride across Paris to collect myself. The event was in the chic 8th arrondissement, land of embassies, gleaming Haussmannian apartment buildings and boutiques selling cashmere cardigans. There were no homeless men to comment on my figure, or on anything else. 


I felt relaxed as I mounted the sweeping marble staircase of the hôtel particulier – one of hundreds of grand private residences now transformed into mundane offices. Alexandre was snug at home with his dad, drinking a bottle of breast milk. Thanks to the Star Trek-like miracle of breast pumps, it really is possible to be in two places at once. I found my name tag and followed the crowd into a high-ceilinged reception room with ornate plaster moldings and polished wood floors. I love meeting new people. I let myself enjoy the frisson of anticipation that accompanies a room full of strangers. 


An older woman in a trim wool jacket and a gold brooch – the welcoming committee – spotted a newcomer and came right over. She glanced at my name tag and immediately launched into small talk. "When's the baby due?" she smiled, tilting her head to indicate what a good listener she was.


"I gave birth three weeks ago," I croaked, doing my level best to smile in return. I took a sip of my wine and vowed to throw all empire waists in the trash as soon as I got home.


 

***


 

Though he is not quite ready for a fork, Alexandre did start smiling this past week. Why didn't I know that humans have to learn how to smile? The effect was electric, like watching the lights go on at the top of the Empire State Building. It changes everything. He doesn't just need me – I think he likes me. Of course he also smiles at Mimi the musical chicken, who has orange polka dot legs and a rattle inside her left foot. I think I could take Mimi in a fight, but for now I'm hanging back. In the immortal words of John Wayne: Never come between a man and his musical chicken.


It has been a good day – an ordinary one that somehow feels special. Gwendal is away on business, and Alexandre and I spent the afternoon browsing my favorite spice shop in the Marais and sitting under a tree in the courtyard of the Hôpital Saint Louis, a seventeenth century building that once housed Paris's first wards for patients with infectious diseases. At that time, the neighborhood was still open pasture, safely outside the city walls. 


I plucked the falling leaves off Alexandre's blanket; they were already brown and crinkly despite this past week of Indian summer warmth. On days like this, I wonder why I sometimes feel so insecure in my new role. It's not the practical bits that worry me; I just can't seem to figure out the proper distance to maintain. Some days Alexandre makes me feel crowded, claustrophobic; some days he makes me feel lonely in advance. Maybe it's because he's a boy, but I have this feeling that even though he just got here, he's already got one foot out the door. A son is a son till he takes a wife; a daughter's a daughter the rest of her life. Look who's talking – I live three thousand miles away from my mother. But no matter how far away, I'm still hers. I'm brave in the ways she's made me brave, and scared in the ways she's made me scared. I'll never belong to anyone the way I belong to her. Maybe it's a self-fulfilling prophecy, but Alexandre already feels so independent from me. 


That night, I laid him down, as gently as possible, in his bed. This doesn't always work. As often as not, he stretches and coos, then jolts himself suddenly awake, arms spread, eyes wide, as if he's been struck by lightning.


But not tonight – tonight when I laid him down, one arm fell instantly behind his head, the fingers flexed and released. The other arm fell more slowly, across his chest and then he gave a graceful outward wave, as if he were conducting a symphony.


I realized that, right up until the moment of his birth, all my thoughts about motherhood had been about myself: my fears, my work, my time, my body, my marriage. It was mysterious, fascinating, to discover the range of his feelings. That he could smile, scream, laugh, and conduct a symphony in his sleep.






Recipes for Forbidden Favorites and Fifteen-Minute Meals


 

GRILLED WHOLE SEA BASS WITH LEMON AND HERBS


 

Loup de Mer au Citron et aux Herbes






I know whole fish doesn't sound like an easy weeknight dinner, but if I was writing one of those 15-minute cookbooks, this is the first recipe I'd include. 


 

4 sea bass, 250–300 g each, gutted and scales rubbed off

1 tablespoon olive oil

Sea salt

2 slices of lemon, cut in half

Fresh parsley, thyme, dill, or other herbs


 

Preheat your oven to grill. Put a double layer of foil on a baking tray.


 

Lay out your fish and drizzle with oil. Rub the oil all over the fish, including tails and heads; this will keep them from sticking to the foil when you need to turn them. Sprinkle the cavity with a pinch of sea salt, and stuff each with a lemon slice and herbs.


 

Position your baking tray on the highest rack, about 5 centimeters down from the heat. Grill the fish for 5–6 minutes (you can start checking at 4), until the skin bubbles and chars in a few spots (sometimes the skin splits instead of bubbling). Don't worry if the fins stick straight up and burn a bit. Turn carefully; you'll need a spatula and a fork for this operation. Cook for 2–3 minutes more. You can tell if the fish is done by inserting the tip of a small knife next to the bone; if the fillet is opaque and pulls away easily, it's ready. Always err on the side of caution; it's better to undercook slightly and put it back than to turn a perfect piece of fish to mush by overcooking it.


 

Yield: Serves 4


 

Tip: Of course, individual fish can vary in weight, and a slightly larger fish (300–350 g) might need 7 minutes on one side and 4–5 minutes on the other. You'll soon get the hang of it in your oven. 





CHEF SALAD WITH CHICKEN LIVERS


 

Salade Composée au Foie de Volaille






The French long ago mastered the art of serving salad so that it doesn't feel like a punishment for something. This one is in the tradition of a salade composée – a favorite bistro lunch. In Paris you might find duck gizzard, cured ham, even a poached egg – all things I missed desperately during my pregnancy – but my favorite is the velvety texture of warm chicken livers. You can mix and match ingredients, throw in some leftover roast potatoes to sizzle with the bacon, or top with nice chunks of Comté cheese. The final impression should be one of abundance rather than restriction.


 

1 small head of red leaf or butterhead (round) lettuce 

8 chicken livers

100 g lardons (or slab bacon or pork belly), cut into 1 cm cubes 

1 large tomato 

1 large handful green beans

 

FOR THE DRESSING: 

½ cup olive oil

1 tablespoon plus 1 teaspoon red wine or sherry vinegar

1 scant teaspoon Dijon mustard

1 good pinch of coarse sea salt

A grind of black pepper


 

Wash and dry the lettuce, and set aside. Boil the green beans for about 8 minutes, until dark green and tender. 


 

Meanwhile, in a glass jar or other airtight container (I use an old jam jar), add all the ingredients for the dressing and shake vigorously to combine. This is my favorite kind of classic French vinaigrette, cloudy with mustard and grounded with good olive oil. This recipe makes enough dressing for several salads – it keeps in the fridge for weeks.


 

When the beans are done, rinse them under cold water to stop the cooking process and pat dry, then cut into roughly 4 cm pieces. Cut the tomato in half, discard the seeds, and chop into 2½ cm cubes. Put the tomato and green beans in the bottom of a large salad bowl. In a medium frying pan, cook the bacon and then remove with a slotted spoon – don't discard the fat, as you'll need it to sauté the chicken livers. Add the bacon to the tomatoes and green beans. Toss to combine.

 

When you are almost ready to serve, sauté the chicken livers in the bacon fat, with a grind of black pepper, for 2–3 minutes on each side. They should stay pink in the middle – overcooked chicken livers get kind of rubbery.


 

Add the lettuce to the salad bowl. Give the dressing a good shake, then add 2–3 tablespoons to the salad. Toss the whole lot. (If there's nobody watching, I tend to do this with my hands.)


 

Divide the salad between two plates, making sure to scatter an even serving of green beans, tomatoes and bacon on each. Top each salad with 3 or 4 chicken livers and serve immediately. A glass of light red would be nice.


 

Yield: Serves 2





TUNA TARTARE


 

Tartare de Thon






I had dreams about sushi all through my pregnancy. This is the post-partum recipe that tided me over until the good sushi place got back from vacation. 


 

2 teaspoons olive oil

1 teaspoon sesame oil

2 teaspoons rice vinegar

½ teaspoon fresh ginger, finely grated

Good pinch of coarse sea salt

300 g sushi grade tuna steak

¼ cup cucumber, deseeded and diced 

1 teaspoon pickled ginger, diced (optional, but very nice)

1½ teaspoons chives, minced

1 small avocado, halved

Mixed green salad


 

In a glass jar or other non-reactive container, combine oils, vinegar, fresh ginger, and salt, and whisk or shake to combine. Cut the tuna into roughly ½ cm pieces; store in the fridge until ready to use. Five minutes before serving, combine fish, cucumber, pickled ginger, chives, and dressing. Let rest for 5 minutes (if you leave it any longer, the vinegar starts to cook the fish and you have ceviche, not tartare). Divide into two portions and press each portion into a bowl or a biscuit cutter to mold it. Unmold onto two plates. Serve with half an avocado and mixed green salad on the side.


 

Yield: Serves 2 as a main course or 4 as a light appetizer


 

Tip: If you want to serve this as an hors d'oeuvre, you can make it portable by putting a spoonful on top of an endive leaf.
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CHAPTER 4





SACRIFICIAL LAMB






Today we sacrificed a lamb in honor of my firstborn son. I always hoped I would have a reason to write a sentence so thoroughly biblical.


Le méchoui, a North African lamb roast, is a long-standing tradition in my husband's family. There was one when Gwendal was born, and one for the birth of each child since. Somewhere in the archives, there is a photo from the 1970s of my father-in-law with a waist-length beard, munching – Neanderthal style – on a leftover leg of lamb. This meal is a rite of passage, both hello and goodbye. It's a celebration of the transition to our new life as parents, and from city dwellers to villageois. 


The past year had seen as many changes as one person has a right to live through in three hundred and sixty-five days. Alexandre was five months old when we took our first trip to New York for the book launch; I had to hold him up for his passport photo. When the book hit the stores, just before Valentine's Day, I waited for some current of electricity that would send me a jolt whenever someone read the first line. I wasn't sure what this day would feel like. Would I wake up in a fairy-tale ball gown – or turn into a pumpkin?


I was fortunate to get some advice on this very topic from Diane Johnson, author of Le Divorce and other tales of expat adventure. (I suspect she has a dark side. She is also the coauthor of the screenplay for The Shining.) She agreed to meet me one afternoon for macaroons at Ladurée in Saint Germain. The interior of the tearoom resembles the drawing room of an eccentric English aristocrat – one who never quite returned from colonial service in Shanghai. The walls are painted with exotic palm fronds and red lacquer screens cover the sign to the bathrooms. After we both poured our tea, I looked up from my Darjeeling and lemon macaroons. "So," I began, trying not to sound too much like an eager beaver, "what did it feel like when you published your first book?" Diane leaned over the small table – her chin was not much higher than its rim – and looked me in the eye: "Don't expect your life to change," she said. "Not one bit. When my first book came out, I was so disappointed, I went straight to the hairdresser and said, 'Make me a blonde!'" I suspect my mouth was hanging open. My first thought was, "My God, am I that transparent?" My second thought was, "My God, what if she's right?" The next time she sees me, I might be a flaming redhead.


The fact is, I did expect this book to change my life. It was my way of staking out a little place in the world, independent of my husband, my child, my parents. Planting a flag: me, here. Even if I didn't sell a single copy, just getting it out there made me more relaxed in my own skin. My great expectations and my real life inching toward each other – page by page.


 

***


 

We arrived at Gwendal's godparents' house at dusk. The fields were recently shorn of summer wheat, the hay rolled and tied in bundles neat as giant spools of thread. The apéritif – wherever my mother-in-law goes, champagne will follow – was served on a cracked wooden wheelbarrow in a shady corner of the garden. 

Affif and Annick have been my in-laws' best friends for forty years, back to their 1968 student days. Even now, it's easy to imagine them at a café, hand-rolled cigarettes and beer in hand, arguing the merits of the Beatles vs Brassens. 


Affif and Annick live in a stone farmhouse that has been in her family for several generations. They've turned the old barns into a gallery and the hayloft into a sprawling bedroom for their two daughters and pack of grandsons. They keep chickens out back. There are two tortoises, the color of fallen leaves, who roam the grounds, looking for scraps. They eat very well. There is a kitten with one blue eye, one brown, who rubs herself up against the glass of the kitchen window each morning. Affif keeps a pair of binoculars handy to show his grandchildren the foxes that sometimes sprint across the neighboring fields. 


The next morning I rose early – but, as usual, not quite early enough. Affif had been in the kitchen since dawn, roasting peppers, peeling onions and plunging tomatoes into boiling water to remove their fragile skins. Affif was born and raised in Algeria, and though he has been in France for thirty years, his meals are often a marriage of two cultures – a lamb tagine cooked with white wine instead of water, stuffed cabbage laced with cumin but topped with a handful of grated Gruyère. When he heard the creak of my footsteps on the wooden staircase, he looked up from his knife. His curly hair was gray and cut short now, but it must have made for quite the afro back in the day.


"Bonjour, ma belle. S'il te plaît, will you fetch me some thyme from the garden and some bay leaves from the tree in the corner of the yard?" I saw him watch me from the window as I ran to the far end of the lawn. Even after all this time, he's never sure his favorite city girl will come back with the right thing.


Over the past decade Affif has become a cooking mentor to me. He is an artist, and he cooks the way he paints, with the confidence of long practiced technique and a flourish of inspiration. His "recipes," such as they are, are not much more than a list of ingredients. I stick close to him in the kitchen, as he beheads a handful of parsley or mixes olive oil with a thick dab of spicy harissa. It's the only way. Precious bits of advice drop like pebbles that I sort and collect over time. 


The side dish to the roast lamb would be a traditional stew of white beans with tomatoes and herbs. The beans had been soaking overnight in a cool corner of the kitchen. In a bowl on the counter were bunches of fresh coriander and onions stuck with cloves. 


After breakfast, my mother-in-law sat down to peel a pile of carrots. Alexandre sat beside her in the highchair, trying out his new teeth by gnawing on the skinny end of a carrot. With her dancer's posture and her gray-blonde hair cascading halfway down her back, Nicole remains my paragon of French womanhood. She adjusted the sleeve of her simple black top as it slipped off her shoulder. I thought to myself, and not for the first time, that she was far too glamorous to be anybody's grandmother. She, like most French women d'un certain âge, would not see the contradiction in terms. 


I sat down beside her and picked up a knife. I was still doing a bit of tiptoeing around my mother-in-law. My book had had some unintended, but nonetheless serious, consequences. 


It had begun a few months before at the dining room table of our apartment in Paris. I had given Nicole the galleys of the book, and I was looking forward to hearing her opinion. 


She began softly. Nicole is a psychoanalyst; she speaks in a calm, even tone that I imagine is very soothing to her patients. J'ai été choquée. "I was shocked that you used our real names." I put down my fork, leaving a large leaf of lettuce half-pinned to the plate. The French don't cut their salad, they fold it, and this intricate origami still required some concentration on my part. 


The scope of my error rose like a lump in my throat. I had read every chapter aloud to Gwendal. I showed each of my friends the passages that concerned them, asked if they would like their names changed. My own parents were so excited for me that it simply never occurred to me to ask them. Why hadn't I asked Nicole? I suddenly felt like one of those clueless tourists who takes a picture of a remote African tribesman and steals his soul. It was the faux pas of the century – a white elephant so enormous, I didn't notice it until it sat on me. Though her English was good enough for her to read for content, I was pretty sure she hadn't caught the tone, which was warm and affectionate. I simply never considered that she might view the book as an invasion of her privacy, a deeply wounding form of voyeurism. I just assumed that, like my own parents, she would be proud of me. My dad had a saying: "'Assume' makes an A-S-S out of U and M-E." 


My mistake was cultural, as well as personal. The division between public and private life in France is strict and nonnegotiable. There are laws against the paparazzi taking pictures of famous people's children, and you won't catch a Parisian telling his life story to a stranger on an airplane. Although French politicians now tweet and the First Lady is an ex-model/popstar, the culture doesn't reward the kind of confessional, Oprahesque catharsis we Americans are used to. Nicolas Sarkozy's Minister of Justice had a baby out of wedlock and no one knew (or rather no one was allowed to say) who the father was. Imagine Hillary Clinton or Nancy Pelosi trying to pull off something similar.


"Et la maladie de…"


Nicole didn't even have to finish her sentence. It had been four years since my father-in-law passed away, at the age of fifty-eight, of colon cancer. I welled up with shame and self-recrimination. I should have known better. She's still struggling to put her life back together, and here you are describing his funeral to a bunch of strangers, as part of an airy-fairy piece of entertainment. You deserve to be put in the stocks and shit on by pigeons for the rest of your life.


Je suis desolée… "I didn't mean…" 


I started twenty phrases, each more inadequate than the last. My French vocabulary deserted me, as it often does in times of stress. There was something else I wanted to say, but couldn't: I lived through it too. The book was not a senseless act of voyeurism. I didn't lose a husband or a father. But I did lose someone I had come to love, an integral part of my new family. I also lost a profound sense of cultural innocence. Gwendal and I had been married for only six months when my father-in-law was diagnosed. I was just dipping my little toe into French life. Standing in hospital corridors, furious with doctors who spoke from on high, or refused to answer our questions – that was the moment France became real for me, became more than a collection of cream-filled pastries and cobblestone alleys. It was then I realized that I had given myself over to a country, a language, a professional ethos – even a healthcare system – that I didn't completely understand. I was powerless, and terrified. 


"Je ne comprends pas," Nicole continued. "Ce n'est qu'une description de notre vie." It's just a description of our life. 


There's a quote by Victor Hugo that French students learn early. "Chateaubriand ou rien." Hugo decided when he was very young that he would be a famous canon-worthy author like Chateaubriand – or nothing. In other words, if you're not going to write a masterpiece, don't write at all. In the mythic realms of French literature there is little acknowledgement of writing as craft – something you can practice, and get better at. There is a high premium on genius, provocation, and inspiration. 


To be fair, my mother-in-law wasn't the only one who was confused. As much as I tried to explain to our French friends what I was doing, they couldn't quite wrap their heads around the fact that I was telling a true story – about something as itty-bitty as my own life. The memoir genre simply doesn't exist in the same way in France as it does in the States. Mémoires in the French sense are written by former prime ministers, scientists who cure polio, or explorers who climb Everest without oxygen, not twenty-something Americans in Paris learning to whip up mayonnaise or gut their first fish. The book was hardly Tolstoy, but I hoped it had something real to say about what it meant to build a life in another culture. 


I'd spent the rest of the evening stammering through an apology; there is no direct translation for "inconsiderate." By 10 p.m. I felt like a wet rag, wrung out from one end to the other. 

"What just happened?" I said to Gwendal after I finally closed the door behind Nicole with a thud. I felt like someone had punched me in the stomach. I was so busy apologizing for my own insensitivity that I barely had time to process her dismissal. It was the n'est qu'une that killed me. But it's just a description of our life. With a few words, she had reduced the sum of my experiences in France (not to mention two years' worth of meticulous writing and editing) to the level of mere secretarial work, requiring no more talent or effort from me than if I'd transcribed the conversations from a tape recorder. The evening was a slap in the face for both of us, and it left a red welt that would take some time to fade. 


 

***


 

For my first méchoui, several years back, Affif bought the lamb from a local producer, slaughtered it, and prepared it himself. But restrictions were getting tighter on this sort of thing. So this year, he decided to order. At 9.15 a.m., Gwendal hurried out of the supermarket, carrying something the size of a small child. (What would happen, I wonder, if one tried to order a whole lamb from my mom's local ShopRite in Hackensack?) If we had any hope of eating before nightfall, it had to be over the fire by 10 a.m. 


I'd never seen a whole carcass up close; I must have slept through this part last time. The dining room table had been laid out with a pristine white cloth, an enormous sewing needle, two pairs of pliers, and a roll of wire. It looked like the equipment of a Wild West surgeon, the kind who operated with impunity on both horses and people. 


Affif stuffed the stomach cavity with a mix of quartered onions, tomatoes, peppers and whole handfuls of herbs. As the spit went in one end and out the other I took a deep breath (on the lamb's behalf). The lamb's feet were secured on either end. 


"Désolée, mon petit," Annick apologized (to the lamb) as she approached with the needle and the wire to sew up his tummy. The final image was strangely dignified: the animal resting on a white cloth, surrounded by colorful ceramic bowls full of carrots, tomatoes, and branches of fresh bay leaves, as well as several wooden cutting boards with halffinished tasks. It looked like a Dutch still life – or a Martha Stewart snuff film. I shredded the edges of a clean rag and used a bit of wire to attach it to a long stick – a homemade basting brush. A pot with wine, butter, olive oil, salt, and a bunch of thyme followed the lamb to the fire. Affif's rôtisserie is a homemade affair, rigged with rusting bicycle gears. But hey, it turns just fine.


Friends trickled in throughout the morning, and were immediately put to work. There were more carrots to be grated for salad, and tables and chairs to set up on the patch of grass between the house and the barns. I was in the kitchen chopping liver. To keep everyone going until the main event, the méchoui always begins with brochettes (skewers) of barbecued lamb's liver, marinated briefly with a slick of olive oil, spicy red harissa pepper, salt, and a good earthy dose of cumin. When Affif butchered the lamb himself, he would save la voilette – the delicate, lace-like membrane of fat that surrounds the internal organs – to wrap the hunks of liver and give it a bit of sizzle on the barbecue. Unfortunately, the supermarket butcher had chosen to throw this part away.


Gwendal's colleagues arrived from Paris. After five years of working on the bleeding edge of the digital cinema industry, they were like an army unit, full of banter and private jokes. Alex brought reinforcements: two cases of Bordeaux. My eleven-month-old son loved the liver, proving, more than any passport, the French blood coursing through his veins.


During those lazy hours when the lamb browned slowly and it was too hot to sit outside, I found myself perched on some fading couch cushions in the barn with our friend Marie. She's a teacher in a small town in the Pyrénées. She speaks classical Greek, and she refused to fill   out administrative forms asking for the profession of her students' parents: "What difference should that make?" she said indignantly. She's the kind of warm, intelligent, thoughtful person who makes a new friend feel like an old friend in a hurry. She also speaks fluent English. 


"I read your book," she said. I braced myself, waiting for another literary sledgehammer. "I really enjoyed it. It was very thoughtful, and well written." 


I was sure I didn't know her well enough to throw my arms around her neck and sob with gratitude. Because the book was not published in French, and because talking about work in France is bad form in general – aside from the family drama – there had been little reaction on this side of the Atlantic. I was living parallel lives: one in which the book was an event to be celebrated, and one in which it was barely acknowledged. I managed to clamp down my reaction to an acceptable European level. "Merci, Marie. Ça me touche beaucoup. That really means a lot to me."


 

***


 

There is nothing fundamentally graceful about a woman in a greasy oven mitt lugging forty pounds of lamb across a field. It's more about tradition, tribal ritual. I was honored with the first piece of lamb crackling, burning hot, slick and shiny like the leather on a fine first edition. I had to resist the urge to pick my entire meal off the spit with my bare hands. I sunk my teeth into the crispy fat. Take your diamonds, boys, just give me the skin.


As the afternoon heat gave way to an early evening breeze, Gwendal and I took Alexandre to the yellow cherry tree in the garden. I'm sure my father-in-law once ate cherries off this tree; he was tall enough to reach deep into the branches without a ladder. We keep the photo we took that day on the mantel: Alexandre raised above Gwendal's head, his chubby fingers grabbing at the leaves.


After the day's feast, it seemed impossible that anyone would want dinner, yet somehow the spicy merguez on the barbecue lured everyone back to the tables. Marie had brought a case of melons with her across the Pyrénées. Alexandre didn't seem to mind when the juice dripped past his elbows. 


I can't say this méchoui went as late as the one I remembered, with wine and the lilting melodies of chansons réalistes stretching late into the night. The kids, the rare Brittany heat wave, and the good Bordeaux wore us out. We were moving in a few days. I went to bed thinking about the people and places we would miss, all the boxes left to pack. We slept like little lambs, and woke up – if you can believe it – hungry.






A Recipe to Mark an Occasion

 

SEVEN-HOUR LAMB WITH NORTH AFRICAN SPICES


 

Gigot de Sept Heures aux Épices Orientales






I admit it's not every day that one roasts a whole lamb on a spit in the backyard. This recipe is a take on the slow-cooked gigot de sept heures, using the scents and spices – the inspiration – of Affif's kitchen. Get out your grandest serving platter and make this with couscous for a big family dinner – any occasion that requires a warm welcome and a flourish of presentation.


 

3 tablespoons olive oil

2.2 kg leg of lamb on the bone, shank bone trimmed (to fit  your pot), meat tied with kitchen string 

Freshly ground black pepper

750 g onions, halved and sliced ~

2 teaspoons whole cumin seeds, crushed 

1 tablespoon turmeric 

1 cinnamon stick

2 large pinches of saffron threads or ¼ teaspoon ground saffron

2½ cups white or rosé wine

1½ cups water

2 branches of celery with leaves

400 g can of chickpeas, drained

5 small carrots, scrubbed and halved

2 courgettes, cut into 5 cm chunks

½ cup green olives with pits (about 12), rinsed

12 strips of preserved lemon rind, about ½ cm wide and 2½ cm long 

Fresh coriander for garnish

 

Preheat the oven to 150°C. Make sure that your butcher has tied the meat with cooking string otherwise it will fall apart during the slow cooking. 


 

In your largest casserole dish (I treated myself to a huge Le Creuset for this recipe), heat 1 tablespoon of olive oil. Brown the leg of lamb on all sides as best you can. If your are restrained by the size of your casserole dish, have the butcher give you a deboned leg of lamb with the bones on the side; brown the bones with the meat and add to the pot for flavor. (Deboned lamb will cook more quickly.)

 

Remove the meat from the pot and set aside; season with black pepper. Add the remaining 2 tablespoons of olive oil to the pot. Add the onions and spices, and sauté for about 10 minutes, until softened. Add ¼ cup of wine, scrape the bottom of the pot, and let sizzle a minute. Add another ¼ cup of wine, and let sit a minute as well. Add the remaining 2 cups of wine and 1½ cups of water, and tuck in the celery branches. Bring to a boil.


 

Cover and put in the oven for 2 hours. Flip the meat, add chickpeas and carrots, and bring back to a boil. Cover and bake for another 2 hours. Carefully flip the meat again. Add courgettes, cover and bake 1 hour more. Remove from the oven and let rest. Cut the interior from the preserved lemon and slice the rind into thin strips. Twenty minutes before serving, add preserved lemon and olives, and reheat. 


 

Carefully remove the meat to a large shallow serving dish (you'll need two large spatulas or slotted spoons to keep it intact as you lift it). Surround the meat with the vegetables and pour over the sauce. Serve with couscous that has been tossed with a pat of butter, a handful of golden raisins and a pinch of cinnamon.


 

Yield: Serves 6


 

Tip: Preserved lemons can be found at Middle Eastern groceries and specialty stores. I use only the outer rind (usually about a ½ cm thick) and discard the inner pulp. I don't add any salt to this recipe because the preserved lemons will take care of that at the end. If you can't find preserved lemons, sprinkle some coarse sea salt on the leg of lamb as you brown it and garnish the roast with a bit of lemon zest along with the coriander.





WHITE BEANS WITH TOMATOES AND HERBS


 

Haricots Blancs aux Herbes






Fresh beans are a summer treat – I like to make a simple warm salad with herbs, olive oil, and the sweetest tomatoes I can lay my hands on. Excellent with barbecued lamb chops.


 

FOR THE BEANS:

2 kg fresh white beans, unshelled (1 kg shelled)

Handful of parsley with stems

6–7 sprigs fresh thyme

1 bay leaf

Pinch of cinnamon

A good grinding of black pepper

1 onion stuck with 5 cloves

2 liters cold water

2 medium tomatoes, whole

2 teaspoons coarse sea salt






FOR THE DRESSING:

2 tablespoons olive oil

2 tomatoes, seeded and coarsely chopped

¼ cup coriander, chopped

Black pepper to taste

Lemon wedges, to garnish


 

Place the beans, herbs, cinnamon, black pepper, and onion in a medium casserole dish. Cover with 2 liters of cold water. Bring to a boil, add the whole tomatoes, and blanch for 3 minutes. Remove the tomatoes and rinse under cold water until cool enough to handle; peel, seed, and chop them; then add them to the pot. 


 

Simmer with the cover ajar for 30 minutes. Add the salt and continue to simmer for about 30–45 minutes more, until the beans are tender. Using a slotted spoon, remove the beans to a serving dish.


 

While still warm, toss with olive oil and the chopped tomatoes. 

 

Just before serving, add the coriander and black pepper. Serve with lemon wedges. Serve warm or at room temperature.


 

Yield: Serves 6
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CHAPTER 5





PAS MAL






The French have a habit of polite understatement. Something good gets a slight nod of the head. Something marvelous might elicit a firm bien. But anything truly spectacular, knock-it-out-of-the-park nirvana-esque gets a resounding pas mal – not bad. We've only been here a few weeks, but already I can tell you: Summer in Provence is pas mal. The heat is positively shimmering. It makes everything undulate, like the landscape in a fever dream. If you can bear to roll down the windows in the car (I could write a sonnet titled "Ode to Air Conditioning"), the perfume of the freshly cut lavender fields rushes in, making everything else you've ever inhaled a distant memory.


The drive from Paris took just over twelve hours. Since we left at rush hour, it took us nearly three just to clear le périphérique – the giant ring road that encircles the city like a manacle. The movers had forgotten to pack the contents of the coat closet, so in addition to my jewelry and the family silver, the backseat was stuffed to the gills with every scarf, hat and mitten, umbrella, spare button, and bottle of shoe polish we'd accumulated over the past ten years. To the passing cars, we must have looked like a band of gypsies off to join the circus. We pulled into Céreste, wheels crunching through the heavy silence, at 4 a.m. We laid Alexandre in his crib and fell asleep on a bare mattress.


The first sign of our neighbors was a small wicker basket on the front stoop. I disappeared upstairs with a carton of books and when I came down, there it was, like a Valentine from a secret admirer. The basket was carefully arranged, overflowing with small batons of courgettes, their delicate yellow flowers still attached. There were also green peppers, longer and slimmer than the ones I knew. Balanced on top were two squat, roly-poly aubergines and le pièce de résistance: a bright yellow heirloom tomato so large it barely fit in my hand.


It didn't take long for Jean, our next-door neighbor and vegetable benefactor, to appear. When he heard a string of French curses (Gwendal almost lost control of a box of dishes), he sauntered out, the metal gate at the entrance to his house shutting with a clank behind him. Like a cow's bell, it's a sound we would soon learn to associate with his comings and goings.


At seventy-eight, Jean has close-cropped white hair, round glasses and a belly that precedes him. "Alors, les jeunes." He was still dressed in his gardening clothes, a white vest and loose gray sweatpants. Come to think of it, they may have been the only pair of sweatpants I'd seen since I arrived in France. 


He leaned against the stone wall of the courtyard and wiped his forehead with a handkerchief. Having left the house at 6 a.m., by 9 a.m. he'd already done a full day's work and was back before the late morning heat had set in. 


I kissed him on both cheeks. "Merci beaucoup," I said, turning the basket to admire the vegetables from all angles. 


He pointed to the courgettes. "You will make soup for the baby." Over the past few months I'd noticed that the French, particularly those of a certain generation, are positively dictatorial about babies and green vegetables. This has less to do with torture or nutrition than with introducing kids to the diverse flavors of the French table as early as possible. Almost as soon as they start on solid food, French children are expected to eat a miniature version of their parents' meals. Courgettes and leeks are favorite places to start. 


"You add a bit of olive oil, a bit of cream." He looked over at Alexandre, still working on his morning bottle. "Miam, miam," he said, patting his stomach. (That's French for yum, yum.) 


"Regarde ça," he said, picking up the yellow tomato and bouncing it a bit in his hand to emphasize its heft. "From my garden." 


"J'adore cuisiner." I love to cook.


"Ah," he said. "You will come any time you like. You are American?" he asked, narrowing his eyes. Though he'd met me several times and no doubt had this piece of information since we'd bought the house the year before, the tone was suspicious, a vague rumor that required confirmation or denial. Could a woman born in the land of McDonald's really have a proper appreciation for French cuisine?


"Oui," I said, smiling hopefully.


"Before the war, my grandmother was the chef de cuisine at the American consulate in Nice." 


"Ah oui?" I said, nodding and blinking rapidly. I hope I sounded suitably impressed. Sometimes the most tenuous connection is all it takes. Between grandma and the tomato the size of a small pineapple, perhaps I had found my first culinary mentor.


The clang of Jean's gate had brought Denis and Marguerite out onto their front steps. We heard the rattle of the heavy beaded curtain covering the front door. The subtle movement of the beads is meant to keep the flies out. We had our own hideous, if necessary, example, over the kitchen door.


"Ho, Playboy" – Denis calls our eleven-month-old son "Playboy" – pronounced with a broad Marseille accent "Play-bo-yah." He's a big man: big voice, big belly, big heart. He identifies himself as "L'Arménien," though his family came over from Armenia more than a century ago. It's very possible that if my great-grandchildren were to live in the village, they'd still be known as "Les New-Yorkais." 


Though I had been speaking French every day for the better part of ten years, I strained to understand the speed, lilt and expressions of France's deep south. The Provençal accent has an extra "g" at the ends of words: vin becomes ving, pain becomes paing. But Marseille natives, with their love of oneupmanship, add a whole extra syllable – an eh, oh, or ah that sounds like the one-two jab of an amateur boxer. As Denis bent forward to kiss my cheek, his large cross and nazar – a glass amulet in the shape of an eye – dangled on a gold chain into space. Marguerite appeared on the stoop with a watering can, her red hair cut Anna Wintour-style over her full cheeks. Although they are a generation older than us, they are newlyweds, recently married at the village town hall, complete with white dress and pink Cadillac. 


I heard the creak of a heavy wooden door as Claire and Arnaud joined us in the middle of the narrow street. Their house was literally stuck to ours; their daughter's room was once a part of our house, and we passed under her window to enter our small inner courtyard. Their little girl, Clémentine, scampered out from behind Claire's knees. Two and a half years old and intensely verbal, she showed me a pigeon feather she had found, carefully smoothing its edges between her small fingers. I felt the fuzzy spring of Arnaud's beard as we exchanged three rapid kisses. Depending on the region, one can spend quite a bit of time on perfunctory morning kisses in France: two in Paris, and it seems to be the same here in Céreste, but just over the river in Apt it's three, and if you happen to meet someone from northwestern France it could be four. Plus, I've never found a consistent answer to the question of which cheek to offer first. I just close my eyes, lean forward, and hope for the best. If you get it right, it feels like a dance; if you get it wrong, you can end up in a headbutt like a pair of contentious goats. I'm sure there are times when kissing people you barely know has a lot of advantages, especially for teenagers. Imagine – you're seven-eighths of the way into someone's personal space from birth.


I haven't worked in a proper office in a while, but I imagine this is what it's like, the proverbial gathering around the water cooler. But instead of discussing reality television or basketball, the men were talking about firewood. Arnaud chops his own. With his beard, plaid shirt, short ponytail, and calm, steady gaze, it is easy to imagine him taking a meditative pleasure in wielding an axe at dawn on some misty spring morning. I looked up, squinting to protect my eyes from the searing light coming though the branches of the apricot tree. Firewood? How can anyone talk about firewood when it's thirty-two degrees in the shade? I felt the moving boxes lurking behind me, waiting to be unpacked. It was unclear when or how we could excuse ourselves. It was Tuesday, and only two of our group were retired, yet no one seemed to have anywhere urgent to be. 


Paris seemed impossibly far away – too far for a comparison. Still, I guess we won't be lonely here. It was 10 a.m., I'd barely left my doorstep, and I'd already kissed eight, no actually, nine people.


 

***


 

Turned out our neighbors weren't our only neighbors. 


I was on my way to the cellar for a broom and heard a rustle. I opened the door a smidgen, heard distinct flapping, and immediately shut it again. "Gwendal, I think there's a bird stuck in there." 


"It's not a bird," said Gwendal, stamping on the last of the cardboard boxes, "it's a bat." 


"A what?"


"A bat. It probably moved in because there was no one living in the house."


"Well, can you tell him to move out?" I said, backing away from the door. There's a new sheriff in town, and she doesn't like vampire movies. 


"Don't worry," he said, "they eat the mosquitoes." 


Buying an apartment in Paris had taught us all about squatters, and the bat wasn't our only encounter with the local wildlife. There were also scorpions – probably not the kind that could kill you, but even so. They hide in damp corners and behind laundry hampers, lounge in shower drains. No bigger than a match book, they seem completely unaware of their own puniness. When confronted with a shoe, they raise their pincers and flail around like Godzilla. You have to admire their pluck. Spiders are considered positively friendly. When the carpenter came by to measure the bookshelves, he patted the plaster walls and nodded up to a spiderweb across the kitchen ceiling. "Ça veux dire que la maison est saine." It means the house is healthy. Flies are considered an acceptable nuisance; instead of screen doors, most homes sport beaded fly curtains. When we bought the house, I wondered about this decorative touch. The last time I'd seen one of those was in the ladies' room of our local Chinese restaurant. In 1978. 


At least I recognized the pigeons. I used to count the ones lined up on the roof of the A&P on the corner of Eighth Avenue, just around the corner from my dad's apartment. These pigeons had decided, like the bats, that a house that hadn't been lived in for twelve years was more theirs than ours. 


The locals told us to buy an anti-pigeon sonar – which accomplished nothing at all. Then one day on my way to the café I saw a guy walking around the Place des Marroniers with a long leather glove and a sleek, glassy-eyed falcon perched near his elbow. At first I thought the bird might be stuffed, which was weird enough, but then I saw its eyes dart back and forth, and its feathers ruffle with impatience. I looked around for the cameras, sure they were filming a costume drama of some kind – Robin Hood was about to prance out from behind the iron gate of the château in tights. Not wanting to miss a village movie star sighting, I asked the man what was going on.


"Ça fait peur aux pigeons," he said. The falcon is supposed to scare the pigeons.


Scare them? Pigeons, if I remember correctly, have very small brains. This brings up existential questions: do pigeons experience trauma? Can they even remember being scared, from one day to the next? 


Sometimes translating from one language to another leaves a mental lag that allows concrete consequences to fall through the cracks. Just after our arrival, I started finding enormous wasp-like creatures in the dining room, two or three each evening. They were yellow and black, and made a sound like a remote control helicopter. I brought a dead one in a plastic bag over to Arnaud. Frelon, I was told, very dangerous, a few stings can kill a small child. But, somehow the word "frelon" just didn't sound that serious. If I'd known then what I know now – that there was a hornets' nest at the base of my chimney – I would have gone after them with something sturdier than a paperback copy of Me Talk Pretty One Day. 


And then there's the scratching. It's no wonder people used to think their houses were haunted. It began during one of Gwendal's trips back to Paris for work. Thinking maybe the bat had migrated from the cellar to the upstairs hall, I gathered my courage, rolled last week's New Yorker into a makeshift baton and went to face the enemy. There was no one there. At least no one I could see. I sat up most of the night, listening to the claws of the invisible intruder racing to and fro above my head.


"It's probably a loir," said Angela. Over the year we were preparing the move to Céreste, Rod and Angela, our English B&B hosts, had become dear friends, not to mention a valuable source of local information. My hands were still shaky from a sleepless night when she gave me a much needed espresso the next morning. 


"What's a loir?" I said, imagining a huge slinky rodent with eight feet and four eyes. 


"I think it's a dormouse." 


"It didn't sound like a dormouse. It sounded like a yeti." 


And then there's Guy. Stealthy as a fox, silent as a dead mosquito, and hunted by his clients with the zeal of the wild boar. Guy is our plumber. He walks around town in a royal blue jumpsuit, which should make him easier to spot than a general in the Napoleonic wars, but just when you see him and think you can catch him without breaking into an undignified run, he manages to dip around a corner, or through a gate, and disappear. The extraordinary calcium levels in the local water require the timely replacement of our hot water heater. It's been a few weeks now, "timely" being a relative term here in Provence. Guy has an excellent reputation, but like the hares that scamper across the roads at night, you can never tell when there's going to be a sighting. I don't run around the house naked anymore, because one day, on a non-aforementioned date – weeks, perhaps months, after my urgent call – I'll find him staring, patiently, through the window of the kitchen door at 8 a.m., waiting for the key to the cellar.


 

***


 

I set out to follow Jean's soup instructions. The first thing I noticed when I walked into the minimart on the main street was that the olive oil was almost the same price as bottled water. There were supermarket varieties, and local ones – glass green or clear and golden, like honey. I'd been cooking almost exclusively with olive oil since I moved to France – mostly because I can't stand the smell of melting butter (forgive me, Julia Child). There was even a three-liter bidon – with a plastic screw cap, like a jerry can of gasoline. 


Angela had warned me to leave some extra time for the butcher. When we first signed for the house, she wrote us a letter. 


 

I met Mireille at the butcher's this morning and she said again how happy she was that you were buying the house because it was the home of René Char. There were several people in the shop, so no doubt the whole village will soon be au courant with the news.

 

Apparently, if you had a rumor to spread, gossip to chew over, or simply needed to hear the hum of other human beings, the butcher was the place to be. I walked in the door to the murmur of a Greek chorus. As each customer joined the line, he or she was required to greet and be greeted by the entire cast. Following the example of the man in front of me, I sang out "Bonjour, Messieurs, Dames," to nobody in particular.


My butcher shop in Paris was a razor-sharp affair, gleaming white, clinically efficient – this was more laissez-faire. Women chatted with neighbors, two kids pressed their noses against the glass display – when they looked up, they were each given a mini saucisson, the size of a Tootsie Roll, cut from strings hanging like party streamers from the ceiling. A long wooden bench had been installed against one wall for older customers who preferred to sit while they waited. No one sat at the butcher in Paris. 


After my general greeting, I went mostly unnoticed. Seeing my straw hat (I had a fantasy that living in Provence, coupled with my sensitive skin, would give me license to wear such things), and hearing my slight accent, they must have taken me for a tourist, just another of the many English, Dutch and Germans who had summer homes in the area. 


I began to consider my purchases. On one side were cuts of meat, neat little caille – tiny quails with their legs tucked primly underneath them. The summer selection was clearly skewed toward the BBQ – thin sausages spiced red with smoky piment d'Espelette, and something called Rouleau de Céreste that looked like rolled pork belly with paprika and persillade. Without giving the impression of cutting in line, which would surely cause a diplomatic incident, if not an arrest by the local gendarmes, I pressed myself closer to the corner of the glass case. Unlike my butcher in Paris, who sold only meat, in Céreste the butcher is also a traiteur, which means he sells a number of prepared foods – homemade pâtés, goat's cheese wrapped in paper thin slices of jambon cru soaking in olive oil and herbs, a classic salad of grated carrots in vinaigrette. 


I felt an odd sensation – not exactly déjà vu, but déjà vécu, already lived. Suddenly, I was eight or nine, staring at the long glass case at Zabar's. 


My parents divorced when I was seven, and my father moved from our house in Northern New Jersey back to New York City. Sometimes, on a summer day like this one, there would be an open air opera in Central Park, or we would wait in line for tickets to Shakespeare in the Park. A picnic from Zabar's, the famous grocer on the Upper West Side, was a special treat. A quarter pound container of Orzo salad with roasted red peppers and shrimp cost twice the weekly allowance my grandparents sent me from Florida. 


Even as a small child, I understood it was better not to ask my father for things. No one had explained his diagnosis to me – in 1982 bipolar disorder was still called manic depression; it was mysterious, and not discussed at the dinner table. If I didn't quite understand his illness, I absorbed its central theme, its underlying current of unpredictability. There were years when he was so depressed he hardly spoke; others when he was so full of grandiose schemes that there was a new woman and a new business every month. Zabar's meant that things were on the upswing. I remember so clearly the queenly thrill of choosing my calamari with cold sesame noodles – the feeling that, at least this week, things were going well. My father has been dead for almost fifteen years, but as I get older, as I move from city to city, country to country, I sometimes find myself back at that counter, an odd sensation of being in two places at once; time collapses, a new experience layered with memories of other homes, meals, conversations.


I was so busy daydreaming about Zabar's and broccoli knishes that I didn't notice the man in the apron was finally standing in front of me. "Alors, Madame." He put his hands together like a pastor and gazed expectantly at me over the rim of his glasses. His voice was soft, hesitant to disturb my thoughts. I looked up, slightly startled. After twenty minutes surrounded by the hum of morning chatter and cuts of lamb, I'd almost forgotten I'd come to place an order. 


 

***


 

By dinner time, my arms ached – my twin passions of heavy books and international travel were finally catching up with me. We decided to go for a walk; the days were long, twilight stretching almost till bedtime. 


We stopped to sit at the edge of the fountain in the Place de Verdun. The locals call it Place des Marronniers – after the four towering chestnut trees that grow in the center. A year ago, when we crossed this way for the first time, Mireille told us a story. 


"This square used to be named after René Char," she'd said. "After the war – the first mayor of Céreste was a fellow Résistant – he named this place Capitaine Alexandre." Capitaine Alexandre was Char's nom de guerre. 


Why isn't it called that anymore?


"Ah, c'est compliqué…" which translates to: If you have a half hour to spare, it's a really good story.


During the war, she told me, Char had to feed his men, so from time to time he would go to the local farmers. He went to see one of the prominent landowners, a man who raised sheep. "Would you mind if occasionally one of your bêtes went missing… eaten by a wolf?" He let the question hang in the air.


The farmer refused. "Je fais pas de politique." I don't involve myself in politics, he said.


After the liberation, this same man came to Char and asked for an official attestation certifying that he had been part of the Résistance during the war.


Char looked up from his desk: "My guys eat fine now, thanks," he said and sent him on his way.


During the 1960s, this same farmer became the mayor of Céreste. "Et voilà," Mireille told us, "the first thing the new mayor did was strip away any trace of Char and rename this square the place de Verdun. It was only recently that the village finally got a rue René Char, just below your street, where you'll find la maison Taupin, the house that Char rented with his wife when he first came to Céreste." People, and places, have long memories.

We walked down the main street, the facades of the buildings painted yellow, peach and a fiery red – pigments reminiscent of the local ochre. We passed the town hall – a tall narrow edifice, its steps neatly swept of leaves, its balcony festooned with flags and flowerboxes. We turned back into the old village, the warren of narrow lanes was already deep in shadow. The stroller jumped and rattled along the uneven pavement. There was light from a small window, the muffled sound of a television, the clinking of silverware and glasses. The rue de la Liberté was so narrow I could almost touch the walls on either side with my outstretched arms. There were shutters of light blue and dark green – some freshly painted, others that needed a touch-up. I had walked down streets like this, as a tourist, out at the wrong time of day, as tourists often are. It had never occurred to me that I would live here. 


Two boys threw a ball back and forth in the small placette. We walked under a low stone arch. In the walls around me I saw echoes of other arches, a filled-in window, a goingnowhere door. These houses had been transformed so many times over the centuries that their entrances and exits, never mind their owners, were constantly subject to revision. Instead of making a jumble, these corrections gave an air of permanence, of survival. One more pair of new arrivals wasn't going to change a thing.


We took a sharp left and found ourselves in the open air. The oblong tower of the church, with its wrought-iron steeple, caught the last reflections of the sun against the hills. This is what a cinematographer would call the "golden hour," the glowing time just after the sun sinks below the horizon and before the dark sets in. It's the hour of watercolor skies – discreet layers of cotton candy pink, dusky rose and periwinkle, when the fields are their deepest green, and the wheat has a halo that rises from the surface. We were standing on the medieval ramparts, the walls that once protected this small community from the hostilities of the outside world. Just below us was a field of lavender, the rows tidy and symmetrical. Just behind, a hedge of rosemary bushes. In the distance I could make out the summit of Reillanne, golden city on a hill. We enjoyed the view in the company of a set of flowered sheets, some undershirts and two graying, pendulous brassieres. This part of the ramparts, due south, is now the site of the communal laundry line.


 

***


 

Five generations of my Russian peasant ancestors are rolling over in their graves. Long did they toil, sweat, and struggle to escape the shtetl. Hopeful, they passed through Ellis Island to live the American dream of a chicken in every pot and a dryer in every hallway. And now one of their progeny is reduced (voluntarily, no less) to hanging her washing on the line in the garden. Oy.


Gwendal, of course, thinks it's perfectly normal to hang our undies out under the stars. It smells good. It saves electricity. It's forty-three degrees in the shade. 


Yes. But. 


I'm an American. And God help me, I love a good tumble dryer. 


Not only does the sun not fluff your towels, it comes with folklore as well. One night, Gwendal hesitated on his way out with an armful of sheets and pillowcases. "I feel like there's something about not hanging your white sheets out in the full moon," he said.


Huh? 


This was how I felt the first time I burned my finger in our apartment in Paris. Gwendal sliced open a raw potato and put it on my hand. The starch, he said, would soothe the skin. Where do they learn this stuff? Where's the Bacitracin? Sometimes it's like being married to a Trappist monk. That said, the potato thing actually works. As for the sheets in the moonlight, I've since heard various theories, all having to do with the combination of UV rays and bleach. Anyone? Anyone? 


That night, I looked at my brightly colored silk underwear, swaying in the breeze like the pennants at a jousting tournament. My once plush sage green wedding towels were hopelessly matted and rough. Then again, I mused, thinking back to the brassieres-at-large over the lavender field, at least I got to hang my underwear in private. 


The T-shirts were warm – I stuck my nose into one, looking for that special smell. It must be an acquired thing. Alexandre's socks hung in tiny pairs, each clipped with a single plastic clothes peg. They were more than dry. But my mother was arriving from JFK in the morning. 


I decided, with a pinch of irony, to leave everything exactly where it was. 






Recipes from Our First Summer in Provence


 

CREAMY COURGETTE SOUP


 

Velouté de Courgettes






Jean was right: this is still among my son's favorite foods. "Creamy" here refers to texture, rather than ingredients – since there's not a drop of dairy. Good olive oil gives the soup a rich quality, without diluting the bright flavor of the vegetables. Like all recipes that count on one ingredient, buy the best courgettes you can find.


 

⅓ cup fruity olive oil 

1 large onion, coarsely chopped

1.1 kg courgettes, preferably organic, unpeeled 

1 chicken or vegetable bouillon cube 

3 cups water 

¾ cup dry white wine

 

In a stockpot, heat the olive oil, add the onion, and sauté over medium–low heat for 10 minutes, until translucent and just beginning to color. 


 

Meanwhile, wash the courgettes (leave the skin on) and cut in half lengthwise. Cut the halves into ½ cm slices. Add the courgettes to the onion and stir to coat. Cover the pot, but leave the lid slightly ajar – about 2½ cm or so. Reduce the heat a bit and sauté for 20 minutes, stirring occasionally.


 

Dissolve the bouillon cube in ½ cup boiling water. When the courgettes are tender, add the wine, stir, then add the bouillon and the remaining 2½ cups water to the pot. Let simmer for 2–3 minutes.


 

Using a hand blender, puree the soup. Leave the flavors to blend for a few minutes before serving.


 

Yield: Serves 4

 

Tip: Every once in a while, I get a batch of very bitter courgettes and end up throwing my whole pot of soup away – very disappointing, indeed. It's rare in commercially produced vegetables, but if you are using courgettes from the garden or the farm shop, always taste an unpeeled slice before you start. If the skin tastes unusually bitter, peel all your courgettes before you proceed with the recipe.





COURGETTES GRATIN


 

Gratin de Courgettes






All through that first summer, the courgettes never stopped coming. Often, the vegetables were so abundant we made a full meal of them. 


 

1.3 kg courgettes, cut into 3 mm slices 

1 red onion, diced 

¼ cup olive oil ~

¼ teaspoon coarse sea salt 

1 good pinch of cinnamon

¼ cup (packed) fresh dill, chopped, with some stems 

1 cup aged sheep's milk cheese or Parmesan, freshly grated


 

Preheat the oven to 180°C.


 

In a large mixing bowl, toss all the ingredients except the cheese together. Transfer to a 22 cm x 33 cm casserole dish. Bake for 1 hour. The key is not to move the courgettes around at all, so that the dish takes on the nice layered look of lasagna. Remove from the oven. Let it rest for 10–15 minutes. 


 

Turn on the grill. Top the courgettes with the grated cheese – I used an aged sheep's milk cheese with a texture close to Parmesan. Put the oven rack a bit higher and cook for 3–4 minutes, until the cheese is melted and beginning to brown. You can serve this alongside meat or fish, but we usually eat it as a vegetarian dinner with wild rice. 


 

Yield: Serves 4 as a side dish, or 2–3 as a light main course





WHITE PEACH AND BLUEBERRY SALAD WITH ROSE SYRUP


 

Salade de Pêches Blanches à la Rose






It's nearly impossible to improve on the white peaches in Provence, but I did find a bottle of locally made rose syrup at the boulangerie that piqued my interest. This makes a quick but surprisingly elegant dessert for guests.


 

4 perfectly ripe white peaches, cut into 1 cm slices

1 cup blueberries

1–2 teaspoons rose syrup


 

Combine all the ingredients.


 

Yield: Serves 4


 

Tip: Rose syrup is available online and from some specialty supermarkets. A small bottle will keep forever in the fridge. You can use it to make champagne cocktails, raspberry smoothies, or to flavor a yogurt cake. You may find rosewater, which is unsweetened (and very concentrated) at a Middle Eastern grocery. Use it sparingly (a few drops plus 1 or 2 teaspoons of sugar for this recipe) otherwise your fruit salad will taste like soap.








[image: ]

CHAPTER 6





LEFTOVERS






I'm reconquering my kitchen. Clearing the counters and throwing out the rice cakes. Pitching the leftovers and Wildberry fruit roll-ups. After my mother's five-week visit to our new home, I'm in need of a scorched earth campaign: Leave nothing behind that the enemy can use. Not her instant Vietnamese noodle soup, not her Skippy chunky peanut butter. Following in her Napoleonic wake, I had no choice but to dump it all, exorcise it with the ritualistic pleasure that some girls get from burning pictures of old boyfriends.


Let me be clear. I love my mother and I hate, hate, hate throwing away food. Yet every time my mom leaves France, I'm saddled with a huge bag of leftover, canned, partially hydrogenated horrors that neither I nor my family want to eat. Food is one of the central pleasures of my life here and particularly at a time when I am doing my best to lose the last of the baby weight, I simply cannot tolerate putting (excuse my French) shit in my mouth.


When we lived in Paris, the evening she left I would deposit the bag discreetly outside our building, where it would be recycled by the local population in less than fifteen minutes. Here in the village there is no spot to discreetly do anything. I can't imagine what my neighbors would say if they saw me throwing away a shopping bag full of instant Raspberry Cool iced tea and processed chorizo pizza. Would anyone here even know what to do with Raspberry Cool iced tea? For now, the bag is sitting in the vaulted stone cellar, awaiting further study.


 

***


 

I thought the August heat and the extra leg to Céreste would force my mom to pack light, but no. As we hauled the five suitcases, four carry-ons and the computer bag down the hill, my mother looked exhausted. "We're never doing this again," she sighed. Which is exactly what she said the last time.


"What the hell is in here?"


"Paul has to bring his mask." Paul is my stepfather, a title that doesn't describe at all how I feel about him. Since he came into our lives, the year I turned twenty-one, he's been my third parent. Introduced by a mutual friend, mom and Paul had their first date on a Friday night. My mother called me on Saturday morning in my dorm room – way too early – and announced: "If this man is still around on Monday, I'm going to marry him." He moved in on Wednesday and has been with us ever since. I sometimes call him my fairy godfather, because he appeared out of nowhere and made so many things better. Paul loves his gadgets: computers, adapters, telephones – you name it. He also has a super cool Darth Vader-like mask he wears for his sleep apnea. As if this contraption the size of a dust buster could account for the camel caravan that just arrived in my courtyard. 


After clomping the suitcases up the stairs, my mother began the ritual unpacking. Along with a pair of silver grape shears, out came a package of marshmallow animals (I do love a good marshmallow animal) and the apricot jam. 


"Look," she said, as if pulling a rabbit out of a hat, "Instant pistachio pudding!" I knew that this display of powdered American ingenuity was partly for me, and now, partly for Alexandre. 


The parade of American objects began almost as soon as I moved to France. At first it was nice; my mom brought over the serrated bread knife with the wooden handle that we used when I was a kid. She brought over the chipped flower pot in the shape of a Tudor house that resembled our own; it once held an ivy plant in our den. Some of it was practical: she brought over sheets and towels (they were so much cheaper at Marshalls), and clothes for the baby (you could buy a whole toddler wardrobe at OshKosh for the price of one impossibly cute French-made Catamini sweater). She brought over the silver asparagus tongs, a treasured family heirloom. I think it comforted her to see familiar objects take their place in my new, and often perplexing, foreign life. I call it the "stuff is love" theory: If you transfer enough objects from your old home to your new home, you never left. 


Over-packing aside, my mother has always been supportive of my living abroad. Once, when I was giving tours at the Louvre, I took around an American couple whose daughter had done her junior year abroad in France and was now applying for a job in Paris. "I can't help it," said the woman, reaching into her handbag for a mint, "I really hope she doesn't get it." My mom was never that person. She supported each and every one of my far-flung decisions – boarding school in Massachusetts, junior year abroad in Scotland, grad school in London, new life in Paris – even as they took me farther and farther away from the world she knew. 


But now it wasn't just me living thousands of miles away. I had kidnapped her grandson as well. And if he didn't grow up with a taste for meatloaf made with Lipton's onion soup mix, some part of him would remain distant, unknowable. "What if he doesn't speak English?" she said to me, staring down into Alexandre's crib. "What if I can't talk to him?" As if stuffing his face with instant pistachio pudding would somehow make him bilingual. 


I always try to keep mom and Paul awake for as long as possible on that first day, to help them get over the jetlag. "So," said my mom, readying herself for the highlights tour, "where to?" This is the part of village life that might take some explaining. There is not, strictly speaking, anywhere to go.


We tried taking them for a walk around the village. Between the time difference and my parents' retiree lifestyle, this required more organization than you might imagine. I tried to explain that with the summer heat (and Paul's history of skin cancer) it was best to run errands before 11 a.m. But somehow they never got out of bed before 10.30 a.m., and were still sitting at the table drinking their morning coffee when I started preparing lunch. Early afternoon was nap time all around and in any case, the shops were closed between 12.30 p.m. and 4 p.m. It was 5 p.m. before we managed to get everyone out the door.

Before our move to Céreste, my mother and I shared a rather Gertrude Stein attitude toward nature: a tree is a tree is a tree. It helps to understand that she was born in Brooklyn and has spent her entire life within a twenty-mile radius of the Empire State Building. (Paul, as Mom never tires of reminding him, was born in the Bronx.) Her family made a brief foray into Connecticut when my mother was in her teens, but after my grandmother discovered a cow blocking the entrance to the kitchen door, they gave up and moved to Levittown. Wide open spaces didn't play a big part in my childhood. After my parents' divorce, my mother and I went on a "girl bonding" trip, canoeing down the Delaware River. The six other people on the trip turned out to be a group of psychologists on a professional retreat. All I remember is the skinny-dipping. 


We followed the curve of the village downhill (downhill was better; no one in my family could be described as athletic) to the parking lot past the small stone chapel. I'm not sure it's been open since Char and his band hid guns in the rafters. The sun was still high. The lavender field had been shorn down to gray-green stumps, and thousands of white snails, no bigger than my thumb nail, clung to the tall grass at the edge of the road. Alexandre sat on Gwendal's shoulders, his chubby hands holding clumps of his father's hair. He seemed perfectly at home in his new surroundings. 


On the Pont Roman, Paul stopped to study the text of the Plexiglas explanation panel. "It's not actually a Roman bridge, or even Romanesque," I said, feeling that even our historical monuments were slightly inadequate. "It's a nineteenth-century copy. There was a real Roman bridge, with two arches, a bit further down near the edge of town; they uncovered the foundations a few years back." 


The stream that ran under the bridge was almost dry; small pools of water fluttered with insects. This was the quietest part of the day, after the bees have turned in for the night. We passed dense hedges of quince trees, hard green knobs of fruit just beginning to form among the leaves. I wondered what my parents were thinking, if they saw what we saw. If they thought it was beautiful, or just… empty.


 

***


 

"Why not?" asked my mother. 


"We just don't need it," I said, trying to keep the irritation out of my voice.


"There's not even a park."


"Mom, we live in the middle of a national park." We do – you can't put up so much as a cable antenna without asking how it's going to affect the local flora and fauna. 


The subject at hand was a green plastic slide in the shape of a dinosaur that my mom wanted to buy for Alexandre. A few days into their visit, my parents found a familiar landmark, the local hypermarché – a reassuringly vast supermarket in the industrial outskirts of Apt. It doesn't close for lunch. On the last run there, my mom spotted the slide and she has been nudging me about it ever since. I imagined a six-foot monstrosity that would block the view and take Gwendal the better part of a month to put together. Instead of just giving in and throwing it off a cliff when she left, I decided to dig my heels in.


"Fine," said my mother brightly, meaning: This discussion is not over.


It's not that I don't understand the appeal of a good supermarket. When I go to a foreign country, I love to browse the aisles, check out the tins of preserved octopus and sweet sesame paste, look at the different girls on the shampoo bottles. What my parents can't fathom is the limited – very limited – role the supermarket plays in my life in France. For most Americans, the supermarket remains the place for weekly one-stop shopping. Here, I go to the supermarket once every three or four months: we buy pasta, baking chocolate, toilet paper, cleaning supplies, and a brand of Indian-style lime pickle imported specially for the Brits. When my mom goes to the supermarket in France, she buys flabby Danish salami (I get fresh sliced ham at the local butcher) and rubbery processed Babybel cheese (I prefer the oozy Gorgonzola at my Sunday cheesemonger). And then there's the salmon roll. It's a con. Each and every time my mother comes to France, she falls for this attractive yule log, wrapped in appealingly pink smoked salmon. But – ay, there's the rub – lurking underneath is a dense grayish cylinder of fish paste. The horror, the horror. I eat blood sausage, fromage de tête, andouillette, but I've simply never been able to get near this thing. It's become a running gag, like the uncle on a sitcom who's always farting. She often buys it when it's marked down on offre spéciale – which translates roughly as "two days away from giving you food poisoning."


If seeing the salmon roll once is bad, seeing it twice is a violation of the Geneva Convention. My mom has an affection for leftovers and a long-standing love affair with plastic containers. From thirty paces, she can judge exactly what size Chinese soup container will hold the chili you need to put in the freezer. 


"Mom, the cheese is alive. It needs to breathe. Or else it gets damp and moldy. Bad moldy." In France it's important to distinguish between good mold and bad mold. Good mold makes Roquefort; bad mold is what is growing on our bedroom ceiling. Despite my warnings, all sorts of things get hermetically sealed and shoved to the back of the fridge – wilting salad, slices of red onion, half a piece of quiche. I could be excavating for weeks. 


The fridge stuffing made me feel squashed, violated even. Since I've come to France, cooking has become an essential, everyday pleasure. The kitchen is my territory, and by filling it with things my family would never eat, she was ignoring my wishes, my independence – simply turning my house into a version of hers. Ease up, you say – she's just trying to be helpful. I know, I know. She can see I'm a little overwhelmed with the move, the baby, trying to get back to my writing. And yet, this kind of help makes me want to curl up in a ball in a dark corner of the coat closet and suck my thumb. 


One morning, Gwendal slunk off, bewildered, back to Angela and Rod's bed and breakfast for an espresso and a croissant. I think he might have been tempted to check in for the week. "Sorry I snuck out," he said, when I handed him a tray of tomatoes and fresh mozzarella to take out to the garden for lunch. "I opened the refrigerator," he said. "It was completely full, and there wasn't a single thing in there that I wanted to eat."


 

***


 

We found a great babysitter for Alexandre. Amandine is a few years younger than me, but she had her first child right around the time I was sitting for my AP European History exam, so she's fifteen years and three kids ahead of me in experience. Her daughter Rose is four months older than Alexandre. They look like twins, two blond heads bent over a set of blocks.


As the weather cools, and the tourists and summer home owners head back to London and Brussels, the locals have begun to notice our presence. Older women with their woven straw shopping baskets now stop me in the street with the stroller. "You are staying the winter?" they ask. "Si c'est pas indiscret." 


I've noticed that whenever people ask me a question that doesn't involve the time or the weather, they first ask if they are being indiscreet. I find this charming, but it also makes me giggle to myself. It makes me think of a friend of mine in New York. He introduced himself to me for the first time after he walked up behind me at a table in Starbucks, put his hands on my shoulders, stared at the grad school application on my computer screen, and then said in an incredibly snide tone: "Why would anyone want to go to Yale?" He, of course, went to Harvard. Sometimes, a little discretion wouldn't kill anyone. 


One afternoon, when I came to get Alexandre, Amandine was outside with a broom. Like us, she is in a constant battle with a flock of pigeons roosting over her door. "Tu veux un café?" She has tan shoulders and a trim, girlish figure that belies her three pregnancies. She had been sorting a wooden crate of tomatoes. "Would you like some?" she said, already filling up a plastic bag. "They are from my friend's garden." I watched Alexandre and Rose crawl up and down the two steps between the kitchen and the dining area. There were no baby gates, no plastic covers for the sockets. I've never seen a French home that meets the American definition of "baby-proof."


Sitting at her kitchen table, I asked questions gingerly, not wanting to violate the code of discretion that has so kindly been extended to me. "Non, non. Je suis pas d'ici, moi." No, no I'm not from here, she said, laughing at my surprise. Her local accent was thick enough to cut with a scythe. "Je suis Parisienne, moi. We left Paris and came here when I was nine." Nine? Twenty-five years, a local husband and three kids later, and she's still not d'ici, from here. The French take the idea of terroir very seriously. Just like the wine and strawberries are proudly, irrevocably, from somewhere, people are too.


 

***

 

"I do love to watch you squeeze the fruit," said my mom, peeking over my shoulder at the Sunday market in Reillanne. "You used to do this with the Rembrandts." Not squeeze them exactly, but it's true that I now study figs with as much attention and enthusiasm as I once studied old master paintings.


Like the magnificent wrinkles in a Rembrandt self-portrait, figs are something my mother and I can agree on. Every September, I throw myself a little fig festival. A fig partay. Figapalooza, if you will. One of the many pleasures of living in Provence is that fig season seems to go on and on. I made my first fig tart over a month ago, and my favorite fruit is still very much present at the market. 


A fresh fig is a coy fruit. Fresh figs hide out a bit. Their exterior is sober, matte – a dignified, often dusky, royal purple. But crack one open, and you have a pulpy, fleshy kaleidoscope of seeds. A ripe fig, like the cheeks of a well-fed child, should give slightly when you squeeze. 


Figs make an excellent transition from summer to autumn cuisine. This is particularly useful this time of year in Provence, when we are eating in the garden one day, turning on the heat the next. Fresh figs are at home al fresco, in a rocket salad with golden delicious apples, pine nuts and picnic cheeses, or roasted with slices of Roquefort and a drizzle of honey to begin an autumn fireside   dinner. The other day, Amandine let us in on a little secret: The village has a public fig tree. It's just behind the post office; I pass it every morning on the way back from the boulangerie. "See," I wanted to say to my mom, "we may not have the Metropolitan Opera, but we have a communal fig tree." Like paid maternity leave and Camembert for school lunches – that's my kind of public service. 


That afternoon while Alexandre was asleep upstairs, my mom and I decided to make a fig tart. It was not just for us. We would be deepening our village social life this week, inviting the neighbors over for tea. Between you and me: I have an ulterior motive. I was trying to sweet-talk (or feed) Jean into taking me mushroom hunting with him when the rains come.


My mother and I talk best while doing things, cleaning out closets, shopping for clothes. She didn't necessarily get all the fun bits of my childhood. My father did the weekend things, museums, theatre, Christmas windows at Bendel's. My mom handled the weekday necessities: homework, laundry, dirty ol'chicken on the barbeque grill. We've had some of our best conversations just sitting side by side in the car, headed to the dry cleaner. We could talk about anything.


"I'm just nervous," I said, measuring out the sugar. "The book is out there, doing its thing, and I'm completely cut loose, without a concrete next project." 


"I wish you could stop worrying and enjoy all this." My mom has been telling me to stop worrying since… I can't even remember when. Where, she says, did I inherit this lousy habit of accomplishing a goal and then, ten minutes later, pushing it aside in favor of something new to panic about?


"You just don't know how lucky you are," she said, putting the measuring cup in the sink. My mother and father had been through a miscarriage and a stillbirth, and were on the verge of adoption when I came along. I too had been through a miscarriage before Alexandre was born; I was not oblivious to the gift of a healthy child. 


My mother is a very clean cook, always washing and wiping as she goes. I'm a messy one – I use every pot, spoon and spatula in the place, then leave most of it in a sticky jumble in the sink. She was rinsing the whisk when she said: "You just don't seem invested enough in being Alexandre's mom." 


"How dare you say that to me?" I said, tears suddenly streaming down my cheeks. "I'm his mother." I was as close as I'd ever been to walking out of the room during an argument. "Take it back."


"What about the stroller?"


"Oh!" I said, raising my voice in way I never did to my mother. "We're back to the stroller? I'm a bad mother because I wasn't excited to go shopping for a stroller."


Apparently, I had failed my first test of motherhood before Alexandre was even born. I couldn't fathom it. Why would my mother think that her daughter, who loves vintage coats with fur collars and rare Victorian picture books, would be ass-over-teakettle excited to shop for a stroller? It's not a hot pair of stilettos or even a hand embroidered Moses basket cover. It's a stroller. As long as it rolls and turns, and doesn't fold up like a Venus flytrap with the kid inside, what do I care? It needed to be light enough so I could drag it up three flights of spiral stairs in Paris, and sturdy enough to handle the paving stones and potholes in Céreste. It didn't matter if it had a coffee cup holder; there's no such thing as takeout coffee in France. 


But my mother was right; this argument was part of a larger and – as I was quickly learning – unacceptable, ambivalence. There's no other way to say it: Babies, and certainly all the trappings that accompany them, just don't interest me that much. There are people who are gaga for small children. My mother is one of them. I prefer kids a little later, in the Greek-myth and first-crush stage. My mom took five years off from work; it was never my intention to be a stay-at-home mom. The judgment was enormous; the guilt was even worse. 


This was not the first time I'd been made to feel this way. Before Alexandre was born, my gynecologist recommended something called haptonomie – an "affective" technique invented in the 1950s by Dutchman Frans Veldman. If there is an American equivalent, I haven't heard of it. The goal is to bring the new family together. We did this cool exercise where Gwendal put his hand on the side of my stomach and the baby actually moved over to nestle in his palm. I think haptonomie is useful for bringing fathers closer to their future children. But in our case, Gwendal wasn't the one who needed to be brought into the process – I was. 


The sessions were with a female pediatrician at the hospital, who was trained in this technique. Things immediately got off on the wrong foot. The first thing the doctor told me to do was to stop my twice-weekly yoga lessons, which I loved. "If you are thinking about your own respiration – breathing – during the birth, then you will not be fully present with your child." 


Then she asked me to lie down on the table, and put my hands over my stomach. Haptonomie begins when you're about four months pregnant, right after the baby starts moving. "How do you feel about your child?" she said, staring down at me with a beatific smile. 


I panicked. I'm a good student, and I don't like to give wrong answers. It was clear what was expected of me: I feel joy. I feel wonder. I feel life.


What I actually felt was… pregnant. Afraid. Worried about whether the child would be healthy. Unsure if I would enjoy the first years of motherhood. Gwendal and I had talked about this. One day, we were walking down the street, trying to imagine who this little person would be. "I love it already," Gwendal said, with the calm yet elated tone he maintained throughout my pregnancy. I answered truthfully. "How can you love someone you've never met?" It seemed a wonderful, but illogical, leap of faith.


On the table in the doctor's office, I searched for an answer to her question. I paged through my mental dictionary, looking for an adjective that was true but inoffensive. The only thing I could come up with was responsable. I feel responsible. I knew as soon as I said it that this was inadequate. Apparently, there was no window to settle into the idea of motherhood. As soon as the egg was fertilized, I was supposed to be on – like an actress who never suffers from stage fright. When Gwendal and I left the office, I was in tears. I felt completely alone, damaged. As if my feelings were somehow deformed.


Now here we were, a year later, a beautiful baby boy thriving, and I was getting the same treatment from my mother as I got from that doctor – a complete refusal of my doubts, a negation of my feelings. I consider myself a fairly confident person, but having a baby has made me as wobbly as the apricot jello, hypersensitive to criticism yet doubting myself at every turn. 


And yet, I knew in my heart that we were doing something right. Alexandre was born smiling, and he hasn't stopped since. He slept through the night at two-and-half months. At one year old, feeds himself with a spoon. He eats fish and broccoli – and liver. At least by French standards, we were right on target. Just look at him, I wanted to say: He's happy all the time.


A baby is a wishing well. We walk by every day and throw our pennies in. Most are bright and shiny, full of smiles and possibility. Some are tarnished with bad memories, unlucky genes. Others have been hiding under the couch cushions all these years, just waiting for someone to dig them out. A baby is a wishing well. Everyone puts their hopes, their fears, their pasts, their two cents in. 


 

***


 

On the way to Alexandre's new babysitter (Amandine, like the vast majority of French women, was going back to work), we passed by the boulangerie and picked up two baguettes for lunch. We rolled down the narrow asphalt path bordering the fields. I enjoyed these morning walks. I think my mom was pleased to be out and about, participating in my daily routine.


Valerie is a brisk grandmotherly type who has been watching village children in her home for fifteen years. Her house has a sunroom with lots of toys, a big garden with a bird bath and a friendly, fluffy dog who ran to greet us at the gate. But what caught my mother's eye was the sandpit. It was made from an old wooden construction pallet, and the corners had four rounded metal prongs that stuck up about two inches over the edge. After my mother retired from the Board of Education, she took a position as the executive director of a daycare center. So she knew all about the latest playground regulations – foam titles, heights of swings, appropriate plastics. She stared at Alexandre, who was happily scooping sand into a purple bucket. Valerie was sitting just beside him, nodding in enthusiastic agreement every time he burbled with excitement and raised the shovel. My mother seemed oblivious to Valerie's supervision and Alexandre's pleasure. I could see the wheels turning in her head. Maybe it's the fact that one in three hundred US citizens is a lawyer, but where the rest of the world sees fun, Americans see liability. 


One problem with my mother and I being as close as we are: I can read her mind. Paris was far away from home, but it was logical, beautiful, sophisticated. Céreste, it seemed, was a bridge too far. A mysterious step sideways, if not downright backward. All parents want their kids to live better than they did, and my mother couldn't see the "better" in this. On the one hand: Oh those crazy kids, but never mind – you know Elizabeth, she steps in shit and it turns to gold. On the other hand: All those degrees. I paid for a field trip to Venice for God's sake. All this so you can hang your laundry on the line like a peasant and bring up my grandson in some backwater where they don't have a decent Chinese restaurant or a natural history museum? As if just by leading our lives in this different place, in a different way, Gwendal and I were somehow damaging our son. 


Underneath the incomprehension was fear. You are slipping away from me. This is the ultimate paradox of good parenting. I'm certain that my mother raised me to live a life that is wider, grander, and more free than what she grew up with. But in giving me my liberty, she sent me running straight into the arms of a world she doesn't always understand. This makes her uncomfortable. I could hear her internal monologue. What about the schools? Won't you be lonely here? Barely having unpacked the moving boxes, I couldn't answer her questions. The truth of the matter was, I didn't know. 


We walked back from Valerie's house in silence, wheeling the empty stroller in front of us. "Bonjour, Mesdames," said Mr. André, as he overtook us on the path. 


I meet old Mr. André every morning as he heads to the sunny stone bench in front of the Mairie. There he sits, with two other men for company, until it is time to return home for lunch. He's always very friendly, though his two remaining front teeth and long tobacco-stained fingernails do suggest the character in a fairy tale who carries a sack of tasty little children over his shoulder. Even in the heat of summer, he wears so many layers it is difficult to know if that lump is the hunchback of my overactive imagination or just an arthritic stoop. He shook my hand, pointed at the baguettes in the empty stroller, said something, and laughed and laughed.


"What did he say?" asked my mom.


"He asked if I sold the baby for a loaf of bread."


"Is he kidding?"


"Maybe." I shrugged, in no mood to lessen her discomfort.


I can't say for sure if it was the sandbox, Mr. André's fingernails, or just an overdose of chlorophyll, but the very next day my mother came home from the supermarket, with Paul lugging the green plastic dinosaur slide behind her. It was only three feet tall, but it was so wide it barely fit through the garden door. I was crisp with rage. Alexandre, of course, was delighted. "See," she said, bending to give him a kiss, "Grandma knows what you like."


 

***


 

The night before my mother left, I made lentils with sausage. It's normally a winter dish, warm, slow, and hearty – the big hug I often forgot to give my parents this month. By the time she began repacking the endless suitcases, we were both exhausted. I felt overwhelmed; she felt marginalized. I felt judged; she felt stupid. A baby was supposed to bring everyone together. This was as far from each other as we'd ever been. 


The next morning, I sat with Alexandre on the edge of the fountain in the Place des Marronniers. He waved as Gwendal inched the car down La Grand Rue, a radical misnomer for this narrow path to the main road. My eyes stung. I missed them before they were even gone. Having them here was torture; not having them here was worse. 


I put Alexandre down for his morning nap and stripped the sheets off the bed in Char's room. I wandered around the house, fingering the ugly curtains left by the previous owners. These have got to go. This wasn't my house, and it wasn't her house. For the moment, it didn't quite feel like anyone's house.


I knew she'd get home, unpack, and then we would talk about all this – make our way past it. Maybe I could make her more aware of how I was feeling – ask her to take care to treat me like an adult in my own home. I hoped it would make me a better guest when I went back to the States – rather than my classic reversion to a child who comes and goes as she pleases and leaves her underwear on the bedroom floor. That's the difference between my mother and Napoleon. Napoleon never made up with anyone.


I started clearing out the plastic containers at the back of the fridge. When Alexandre woke up for lunch, I reheated some lentils in the toy-size copper pot my mom had bought for me in Paris a few years before. He didn't seem to feel my mood. The spoon made a few detours between the bowl and his mouth. There was a brown paste of lentils and green flecks of parsley all over his face and down his bib. He smiled. So did I. Then I realized: He was eating leftovers. But they were my leftovers, and somehow that made all the difference in the world. 






Figapalooza

 

ROCKET SALAD WITH CHICKEN, FRESH FIGS, AND AVOCADO


 

Salade au Poulet, Figues Fraîches, et Avocat






This is an easy option for lunch with the girls – the fresh figs make it just that extra bit special. You could add some crumbled blue cheese, or if you want to make a vegetarian version, replace the chicken with warm goat's-cheese toasts.


 

4 chicken breasts, or the meat from one small roast chicken, sliced

1 small bag of peppery salad, or 1 bag rocket

1 tablespoon olive oil

½ teaspoon balsamic vinegar

1 good pinch of coarse sea salt

Black pepper to taste

8 fresh figs, cut into quarters

2 small avocados, cut into 1 cm slices

2 tablespoons pumpkin seeds


 

In a large frying pan, cook the chicken breasts in a bit of olive oil; season with salt and pepper. (I often use meat from a roasted chicken I buy at the Sunday market.)


 

Just before serving, toss the salad with the olive oil, vinegar, and salt. I like to go easy on the dressing, as there's nothing worse than soggy salad. Divide the salad among 4 plates. Top with the chicken, avocado and figs. Scatter the pumpkin seeds on top and voilà!


 

Yield: Serves 4





ROASTED FIGS WITH ROQUEFORT AND HONEY


 

Figues Fraîches Rôties au Roquefort






These are a nice surprise with drinks. Or serve them after dinner with a green salad – a combo of cheese course and dessert.


 

8 perfectly ripe fresh figs, cut in half lengthwise

1 teaspoon olive oil

A drizzle of honey

A small wedge of blue cheese – Roquefort, Bleu d'Auvergne, Stilton, or Gorgonzola

 

Preheat the oven to 180°C. 


 

Place the figs in a ceramic baking dish and drizzle with olive oil and honey. Bake for 15 minutes until tender. Meanwhile, cut ½ cm slices of blue cheese; make them slightly smaller than the figs. As soon as the figs come out of the oven, top with a slice of cheese. (Gwendal prefers the bite of Roquefort, whereas I like the milder creaminess of Gorgonzola.) Let the cheese soften for a minute or two. Serve immediately. 


 

Yield: Serves 4 as an appetizer or cheese course





FIG AND ALMOND TART 


 

Tarte aux Figues






I've been in search of the perfect frangipane (almond cream) for most of the time that I've lived in France. The solution came from an old colleague of Gwendal's in Paris. This is the almond cream she uses to stuff her galette des rois. It's easy to make, sweet but not overwhelming, and the rum gives it the right to vote. 


 

FOR THE CRUST:

This shockingly easy pastry recipe is from our dear friend Anne. It's essentially a stir-and-go choux pastry without the eggs. 


 

125 g butter 

4 tablespoons water 

1 tablespoon sugar

250 g flour

 

In a small saucepan, combine butter, water, and sugar. When the butter is melted, turn off the heat and add the flour all at once, stirring with a wooden spoon to combine. Roll out the crust with a rolling pin until it is about 33 cm in diameter. 


 

FOR THE FILLING:

100 g salted butter; if you can find it with sea salt crystals, so much the better 

100 g granulated sugar 

3 eggs 

1 tablespoon dark rum 

½ teaspoon almond extract, or a few drops of real bitter almond essence 

½ teaspoon vanilla extract 

150 g almond meal (ground almond flour) 

6 or 7 ripe fresh figs, sliced about ½ cm thick 

Small handful of pine nuts 

2 tablespoons icing sugar





Heat the oven to 190°C. 

 

Whip the butter until soft and airy. Add the sugar, and cream the two together until light and fluffy. Add two eggs and whisk to combine. 


 

Break the third egg into a cup and stir lightly. Pour half of the third egg into the batter. Put the cup with the remaining half egg to one side. Add the rum, and vanilla and almond extracts to the batter, and whisk to combine. Add the ground almonds and stir to combine.


 

Place the crust in a 28 cm tart pan (preferably a metal tart pan with a removable bottom – metal helps the crust to cook through). Let the extra crust hang over the edges. Prick the bottom of the crust with a fork. Top with the almond cream. Add the sliced figs on top. Scatter the pine nuts. Fold the extra crust over the top of the tart to form a little border. Mix the remaining half egg with the icing sugar and brush the top of the folded-over crust with the egg wash. 


 

Bake for 30–35 minutes, until golden and cooked through. 


 

Yield: Serves 8
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CHAPTER 7





THE BIG CHILL






I've nicknamed our new wood-burning stove Bertha, and if I wouldn't burn myself in the process, I would hug her.


Summer fled suddenly. One day we were sitting in the garden, watching the swifts circle low above our heads, drinking beer and grilling sardines on the barbecue. Then it rained for two days straight. When the sun came out, the trees had lost half their leaves and the temperature had dropped thirty degrees. Every morning while I give Alexandre breakfast, I hear Jean shuffle out in his bathrobe and slippers to check the thermometer in his garden. "Moins trois ce matin." It gives him his topic of conversation for the day.


In our poetic assessment of the house we had overlooked several things – not least among them, heat. There were only two outdated radiators in the whole house, nothing upstairs in the bedrooms or the bathrooms. At least there were bathrooms. The village didn't have running water until the mid-1950s and Mireille told us stories from her childhood about the pipi freezing in the chamber pots at night. In July it seemed funny. In November, not so much. 


The thick walls that provided a welcome retreat from the summer sun were now glacial. The charming nooks and crannies were just more corners to heat. Central heating was not an option; there was no central gas line in the village, and we couldn't install an oil burner because the truck to deliver the petrol couldn't make the turn onto our narrow street. We were left with the choice of either electric radiators (super expensive to run) or wood. Upstairs we settled on radiators (there's a limit to the number of chores I'm willing to do to warm up the toilet seat), but for the living room we decided on Bertha, a squat cream-colored wood-burning stove with a glass window so we could watch the fire. The day she was installed I felt a little like Laura Ingalls Wilder. 


Now I understand why everyone had been talking about firewood in the middle of July. When you order your firewood in July, the nice men from the company come and stack it neatly in the cellar. If you order your wood in November, they come with a pickup truck and dump the whole lot unceremoniously by the front door. Ten cubic meters of tree. The pile was as high as Gwendal's head and blocked the entire width of the street. Getting it into the cellar would take till sunset. 


The neighbors must have heard the rumble, the rusty crank of the truck, and the thundering crash of the wood hitting the pavement, because no sooner had Gwendal picked up the first log than Denis appeared in the doorway, already wearing work gloves, a support belt for his back, and his old SERNAM vest, from when he used to move freight for the national rail company in Marseille. 


"Where do you want it?" he asked as he chucked three thick logs under his arm. 


Jean and his wife Paulette came out next, then Arnaud. Jean is a retired contre-maitre. He and his teams worked all over France, fitting airtight windows for nuclear submarines. He was particularly proud to have installed the shockproof windows on the first TGV, France's famous high-speed train. Standing at the foot of our wood pile, he directed operations, instructing the men in the proper Lincoln Log technique to make a tight, stable stack. When it fell over, the uneven ground, bien sûr, and not the method, was to blame. Alexandre was still a little unsteady on the steep incline of our street, so Paulette held his hand while I grabbed slender logs to stack outside the kitchen door for kindling. 


People who grew up in small towns might be used to this kind of helping hand. When I was growing up in Teaneck, New Jersey, our neighbors, the Maddens, were an older couple, distant figures. The only significant interaction I can remember was the time my best friend Sarah and I decided to make purple scrambled eggs and leave them in the middle of the path to their garage. My mother forced me to apologize in person. Mrs. Madden may be the only person who ever looked at me and honestly thought to herself: bad seed. 


My last neighbor in New York, through no fault of his own, watched all my comings and goings through the keyhole. He was only a little older than I, and as far as I know, left the apartment only on Tuesdays, when his mother came and took him out for dinner. I think he may have had a hoarding disorder. The one time I got a glimpse of his place, I saw what looked like a ski slope of brightly colored rags piled all the way to the ceiling. 


Our nearest and dearest neighbor in Paris was Marie-Claude, who used to bellow her hellos from the open window of the apartment building across the street. She was a huge woman. Each morning, she would heave first one breast, then the other, onto the windowsill, and stay there all day long, watching the traffic back up behind the garbage trucks. We later found out she had an Egyptian husband, as reedy as she was rotund. A mental picture was unavoidable. She liked the fact that I was American. She must have heard me speaking English on the phone. One day she approached me while I was writing at a local café. "My mother," she bellowed – the fact that she was standing right in front of me and not across the street had no effect on her volume – "had American pots during the war."


Two hours later, the wood pile was done and the street swept clean. I made a mental note to triple the number of chocolate chip cookies I'd be making for Christmas.


Marguerite kept looking out the window. Apparently, Denis was supposed to have spent the morning fixing the dishwasher.


PS: There's another reason why locals order their firewood in July. Wood ordered in July has time to dry out. Wood ordered in November is wet and green and smokes like a lounge singer. It took us a half hour and an entire crumpled Monde Diplomatique to get our first real spark. It was the dumbest kind of newbie mistake. We deserved a wedgie. 


 

***


 

The other solution to the heating problem was to work from the inside out.


There is something about the first frost that brings out the caveman – one might even say the vampire – in me. I want to wear fur and suck the meat off lamb bones, and on comes my annual craving for boudin noir, otherwise known as blood sausage. You know you've been in France for nearly a decade when the idea of eating congealed blood sounds not only normal, but positively delightful.


When I was pregnant, my body craved iron in silly amounts. I could have eaten a skyscraper. It's a shame that it's not on the French pregnancy diet – forbidden along with charcuterie, liver, and steak tartare. 


It's true that boudin noir is not the sort of thing I'd buy at any old supermarket. Ideally, you want a butcher who prepares his own. I bought mine from the mustached man with the little truck in Apt market, the same one I'd spotted during our first picnic in Provence. Since our first visit, I'd returned many times to buy his delicious, very lean, saucisses fraîches, and his handmade andouillettes, which I sauté with onions, Dijon mustard, and a bit of cream.


I serve my boudin with roasted apples – this time, some Golden Delicious we picked up from a farm stall by the side of the road. I tossed the apple slices with olive oil, sprinkled the whole lot with sea salt, and added a cinnamon stick and a star anise to ground the dish with cozy autumn spices. Boudin is already cooked through when you buy it, but twenty minutes or so in a hot oven gives it time to blister, even burst. I'm an adventurous eater, but the idea of boiled (or cold) boudin makes me think about moving back to New Jersey. No, not really. 


I admit, when you first take it out of the oven, there are some visual hurdles. There's always a brief moment – particularly when I serve this dish to guests – when I think, But that looks like a large labrador shit on a plate. True enough. But once you get past the aesthetics, you have one of the richest savory tastes I can imagine. Good boudin has a velveteen consistency that marries perfectly with the slight tartness of the roasted apples. Add mashed potatoes (with skin and lumps) and a bottle of Châteauneuf-du-Pape, and wake me in the spring.


 

***


 

This winter hibernation period also presented us with the decorative realities of the house. 


When people think of a house in Provence, they think of a villa, a vineyard, a pool – and a couple of hundred thousand dollars in renovations done by a genial but not entirely reliable builder. We don't have a couple of hundred thousand dollars. As it is, we are up to our earlobes in mortgages. As for the not entirely reliable builders – you're looking at 'em. 


When we first arrived in Céreste, I was asked to write an article for the "Home" section of an English newspaper. The editor loved the René Char connection – but the paper's readers were accustomed to multimillion-pound restorations of Jacobean manors and innovative storage solutions for Devon cottages. Our wagon wheel chandeliers and two-tone orange tiles were clearly not what they had in mind. I sent pictures, shoving myself as far into the corner as I could to make the rooms look bigger, the ceilings higher. 


A few weeks later, the piece appeared as a double-page spread. The top half was a picture of a vast stone farmhouse, maybe even an entire hamlet, perched on a low hill among the lavender fields. It was a magnificent photo – of someone else's house. It must have been one of the paper's stock images of Provence. When one of Gwendal's colleagues at the head office in London saw the article, he fired off a short email: 


 

Now we understand why you moved down there. 


 

It seemed pointless to disabuse him. 


Our first priority was the tiles. It was simply impossible to decorate around them. Shiny, dark orange, and arranged in a zig-zag pattern, they sucked the light out of a room like a black hole. The house was covered with them top to bottom, including the steps, halls, even the moldings. They made a particularly pleasing contrast to the green flowered wall tiles and pink bidet in the upstairs bathroom.


Picking out new tiles (lovely light-colored stone with plenty of natural variation) was something I knew how to do. Laying tiles was another slice of saucisson altogether. Angela and Rod suggested we talk to Alain and Evelyne, a Belgian couple who lived just up the street on the Place   des Marronniers. They were retired, but sometimes did remodeling projects for fun. Just asking was humbling. We were quickly woken up to our urban uselessness, our flabby graduate school muscles. This was something we would have to get used to in Provence: people twice our age easily doing physical tasks that six months ago would have sent us running for the chiropractor. 


Alain and Evelyne were worn out from painting shutters on a villa up the hill toward Montjustin – but they agreed to lend Gwendal their tools and supervise him for a day, teaching him how to tile the floor himself. Gwendal started taking measurements and cutting tiles to size in the courtyard. With grouting on his fleece, dust in his hair and glue on his knuckles, it was a whole new vision of my husband. Kind of a turn-on, actually.


Denis, Jean and Alain stopped by at regular intervals to check his progress. "We all saw you," Denis said to Gwendal, "with your computer and your telephone. Maintenant, c'est bon. Now you do something really créatif. Creative. Something with your hands." Gwendal's masculinity quotient went through the roof that day; a rite of passage on par with nailing the Torah portion at your Bar Mitzvah. PhD, ShmeehD – this was more praise then I'd ever heard one French person bestow on another. 


Alexandre and I went off on a trip to the States. When we returned, the whole first floor of the house was done. If Gwendal was the proud creator of this decorative marvel, I was the grateful recipient. For weeks after I got back, every time Denis saw us in the street, he clapped Gwendal on the back and winked in my direction. 


T'as tiré le bon numéro, toi. You hit the jackpot.


 

***


 

My natural curves don't lend themselves to layers – more than one sweater and I end up looking like a long-haired version of the Michelin Man. I haven't quite mastered the Provençal style of dressing – it's always several degrees below freezing in the morning; at noon, if you find yourself a spot in the sun, you can strip down to a T-shirt. Most mornings, I meet Jean's wife, Paulette, fetching wine or ham or firewood from their cellar. She keeps sticking her hand underneath my single sweater. "Il faut te couvrir." You need to cover up.


These are the shortest days of the year and also the quietest. No stir of insects, only the occasional whistle of birds heading south overhead. You can smell the wood smoke, see the flash of flames in the hills, farmers burning their piles of leaves. 


We have not seen much of Mireille and Jacques since we arrived in Céreste. Her mother is not well. As the cold sets in, we see less and less of the village in general. With the clocks changing, the light begins to fade at 3 p.m.; by 4 p.m. everyone is inside, shutters closed tight for the night. 


 

***


 

It's the third Thursday in November. As I roll down to the babysitter with Alexandre, the morning frost on the fields looks like a dusting of icing sugar. By the time I make my way back along the path to the vieux village, the sun has come out and you can see the black crows hopping from branch to branch among the naked plane trees.


Thanksgiving snuck up on me this year. I doubt anyone in our tiny Provençal village even knows it's a holiday; there might have been something on the news this morning about Obama pardoning a turkey – the French can't resist a joke about a nation that executes people but pardons turkeys. I will go on with business as usual: buy some salmon and dorade from the fishmonger at our Thursday market, work for a few hours in my local café. I'm organizing my winter pantry, cocoa powder and lots of whole-wheat pasta. They are predicting snow this weekend. 


One thing that happens when no one around me is frantically cooking, polishing silver or planning their 5 a.m. Black Friday shopping marathon is that – alone in my kitchen – I have a little time to think about what Thanksgiving really means. I'm a perfectionist, which means I am often ungrateful. I expect too much – of myself, and of everything and everyone around me. I often forget to give thanks for the many gifts life has given me: a son who smiles all the time, a man who can tile a floor and recite poetry, a family who love me even when I bite back, friends who can finish my sentences, neighbors who reach out with a helping hand, a job that engages my head and my heart, and a new, glorious landscape to explore.


So this year, I'm going to stage a private celebration. I've decided to take the day off. From myself. Today, I will not feel behind. I will not worry about being a better wife, mother, daughter, housekeeper, or writer. I'm not making a fancy dinner. I'll be having quite an ordinary day, but I'll be thinking and thanking – instead of fretting and fixing. We all need one day a year when we meet our own expectations and allow the world to be as it is, instead of exactly how we would like it to be.


 

***


 

You know it's Christmas in France when the refrigerator looks like this: the fruit drawer is full of cheese, the cheese drawer is full of foie gras, the four bottles of water on the door have been replaced with champagne, and the lettuce (wrapped loosely in a dish towel) is wedged in over two broad, beady-eyed live crabs (nicknamed Gérard and Gaston). Last year, Gwendal forgot the crabs were in there. When he opened the door, they started rustling. He thought it was a poltergeist.


I was happy for the distraction. It had been a busy, bumpy year, and our little family arrived at Christmas feeling slightly bruised, like an apple that had been left too long in the bottom of someone's handbag. Thankfully, the preparations for a Provençal Christmas are so complex that every thought not directly related to mistletoe and candied orange peel is happily put aside until Lent. 


The bus for Apt market leaves at 7.32 a.m. Without a French driver's license (it's on my to-do list), I'm stuck taking the bus, so I'm up at the hour of the stray cats and the dog walkers. It's still dark, the midnight blue getting paler each minute I wait. The street lights are hidden in a Dickensian veil of fog. Despite the cold, the butcher is sitting on the terrace of the café across the street in his paper hat and apron. One more espresso before he pulls up the front window shade and starts his day. 


Like the buyers at Macy's, the citizens of Provence start planning Christmas in September. One day in the early autumn, I was on my way to the boulangerie when I noticed the open door to Jean's cellar. "Bonjour, ma puce." He had taken to calling me his "little flea," which is a term of endearment, though it doesn't quite sound that way. Amid the carefully stacked firewood and five-liter jugs of vin ordinaire, Jean was hanging a bunch of just ripe muscat grapes from a hook on the ceiling. A few inches to the left, suspended in a mesh bag was a last-of-the-season melon. Long and mottled green like a German torpedo, it was supposed to survive in this dangling position until Christmas Eve. 


These fruits are part of the Provençal tradition of les treize desserts, the thirteen desserts served on Christmas Eve. Contemporary France is an overwhelmingly secular place, but the country's Catholic past is so enmeshed in local life that it is impossible to entirely separate the apostles from the almond brittle. Everyone must taste a piece of each dessert (for luck), and, best of all, you must leave the dishes and food on the table all night, so hungry travelers can come and dine if they like. In my opinion, anything that gets me out of doing the dishes is a tradition worth adopting.


Gathering les treize desserts is a bit like a scavenger hunt designed by mischievous Keebler elves. When I arrived at the market it was only 8.10 a.m., so I had a coffee and watched the men set up their stands of tablecloths and soaps, and stir the huge, flat cast-iron skillets of paella that would be ready for lunch. The sun was glinting off the clock towers by the time I took the side street up to the North African grocery. I picked out medjool dates and tender teardrop-shaped figs from Portugal. I would need fat muscat raisins and moist prunes. Jean had already given us a large plastic bag filled with walnuts from his tree. Where, oh where, is my silver nutcracker? I need to call my mother. I bought a package of pink marzipan so Nicole and I could make fruits déguisés, dates stuffed with marzipan, each topped with half a walnut and rolled in sugar. 


There was a bustle of people in the street as I made my way to La Bonbonnière, which is quite simply the most beautiful candy store in the world.


The best thing about La Bonbonnière is that it's all windows. Before I even walk through the door, I am greeted by a fuzzy three-foot-high statue of a polar bear, trying to dip his paws into a copper cauldron filled with marrron glacés – whole candied chestnuts. Each one was meticulously wrapped in gold foil, a miniature gift in and of itself. If nothing else, Christmas in Provence reminds you of a time when sugar was a luxury as fine and rare as silk. Back to my assignment: I needed two kinds of nougat: white soft nougat made with honey, almonds and fluffy egg whites (the angel's part), and hard, dark nougat – more like honey almond brittle – for the devil.


Where are the calisson d'aix? There they are, hiding behind the cash register, small ovals of almond paste covered with fondant icing. Traditional calissons are flavored with essence of bitter almond, but I couldn't resist some of the more exotic variations: rose, lemon verbena, and génépi, an astringent mountain herb.


Though I love the tender chew of nougat and the pliant sweetness of marzipan, my favorite of the Provençal Christmas treats is the mendiant – a small disc of dark or milk chocolate topped with dried fruit and nuts, representing four religious orders: raisins for the Dominicans, hazelnuts for the Augustinians, dried figs for the Franciscans, and almonds for the Carmelites. When Alexandre is a bit older, I think we'll make these together. They seem like an ideal family project – essentially puddles of melted chocolate with fruit and nut toppings. See, as soon as you say 'puddles of melted chocolate,' everyone's on board.


Though fruits confits — candied fruit — are not, strictly speaking, part of les treize desserts, I can't resist. I think of them as the crown jewels of French confiserie, and Apt is the world capital of production. Dipped in sugar syrup, the fruits become almost translucent; whole pears, apricots and strawberries glow from within like the gems in a pirate's treasure chest. Slices of kiwi, melon, and angelica catch the light like the panes of a stained-glass window. All the dazzling tastes of a Provençal summer, frozen in time.


Knowing that I would have too many packages to carry, Gwendal took Alexandre and came to pick me up. I met them at the café on the main square. I kept dropping bags in Gwendal's lap and hurrying off to the next errand.


I went to the organic produce man for fresh grapes (since there were none hanging in my cellar), apples, pears, almonds, and hazelnuts still in their shells. There wasn't a single fresh melon to be had, so I'd make do with a candied slice. The pompe à l'huile – an olive oil-based brioche flavored with anise or orange flower water – I could order from the village boulangerie. 


I couldn't leave La Bonbonnière without the tiny sugar Santa Claus driving a marzipan car for Alexandre. He just turned sixteen months, so he'll be a more active participant in Christmas this year. When I put the car down in front of him, he looked confused: Eat the toys? Don't eat the toys? Oh well, I guess parental consistency can go out the window once a year.


 

***


 

I don't know if it's the Christmas tree lights or running the oven and three hobs at once, but the electricity keeps blowing. I'm doing my best to cook around it, but at this rate, we could be eating Christmas dinner for New Year's. 


After the gas went out for the third time under my stuffed squid, I decided to concentrate on the main course. One of the things that happens when my mother-in-law comes to town is that I end up cooking with leftover champagne. I know "leftover champagne" sounds like the culinary equivalent of a unicorn, but it does exist. I wrapped a large sea bass in cured ham and scattered some green olives with herbes de Provence alongside. Then, instead of reaching for my usual bottle of white cooking wine, I poured in a flat glass of bubbly that I'd forgotten to empty the night before.


While the fish was in the oven, Nicole went into the dining room and lifted Alexandre so he could see the crèche on the mantelpiece; it was one of Nicole's gifts to us this year. The small painted figurines are still handmade in several towns in Provence. In addition to the three wise men, there was a recalcitrant donkey, a painter with his easel, and a row of lavender plants. We would be able to add to it year after year until we had a whole tiny village. A neighbor up the road told me I was supposed to go out into the forest before Christmas Eve and find a springy piece of moss for the whole thing to sit on. I didn't quite get around to it. 


The fish was delicious, though I can't swear if it was the champagne or the idea of the champagne that made it taste so good. After dinner it was time for the recounting of the "Myth of the Christmas Cheese," one of my favorite family stories. Every year Gwendal's great-aunt Jeanne, who lives in Auvergne, sends an entire ashy discus of Saint-Nectaire and a wedge of Salers the size and weight of a family Bible. During the general strike in 1995, the cheese was held up at the postal depot. The postman arrived three weeks later, holding the odoriferous package at arm's length, "Ça. C'est à vous." This story has all the elements of a classic French tale: smelly cheese, a national strike, and a comically put-upon civil servant.


It was nearly midnight when we each put the thirteen symbolic desserts on our plates: figs, almonds, hazelnuts, raisins, prunes, white nougat, dark nougat, candied melon, grapes, pears, clementines, the anise-flavored pompe à l'huile brioche, and the sweet almond paste of the calissons d'Aix. True to tradition, we left the half-empty wine glasses right where they were, and the peel from the clementines went straight into the fire. They sent up a spark before they flamed out and disappeared.






Recipes for a Provençal Christmas

 

BLOOD SAUSAGE WITH APPLES AND AUTUMN SPICES


 

Boudin Noir et Pommes aux Épices






Don't knock it till you've tried it.


 

4 Golden Delicious apples 

1½ tablespoons olive oil 

750 g best-quality boudin (blood sausage) 

Sea salt 

2 cinnamon sticks 

1 star anise 

A glass of sweet white wine, like Muscat

 

Heat the oven to 200°C.


 

Core and cut the apples into 1 cm slices (I leave the skin on).Toss the apples with the olive oil. 


 

In a large ovenproof casserole dish with low sides, arrange the boudin (cut into individual portions) and the apples. Sprinkle with sea salt, and nestle in the cinnamon sticks and star anise. Cook for 20 minutes, or until the boudin starts to sizzle and the apples have begun to brown.


 

Add a glass of white wine to the bottom of the pan. Cook for 5–10 minutes longer. Serve immediately. If you want to double the comfort food factor, add some fluffy mashed potatoes. Although this dish is prepared with white wine, I serve it with a medium bodied red.


 

Yield: Serves 4


 

Tip: If you'd like to make this as an appetizer for 8, line a baking sheet with aluminium foil and carefully slice the boudin into coins (2 cm thick). Surround with the apples as above. I'd serve it with the Muscat I use to cook it – ideally, in front of a roaring fire. 





SEA BASS WITH PARMA HAM, GREEN OLIVES, AND CHAMPAGNE


 

Loup de Mer au Jambon Cru, Olives Vertes et Champagne


 

This is a spectacular holiday dish – the fish look so grand when you bring them to the table. It is important that you ask your fishmonger to scrape the scales off the fish – or do it yourself with a regular dinner knife (scrape against the grain) – as you want to be able to eat the crispy ham-wrapped skin.


 

4 individual sea bass (250–350 g each), gutted, with scales scraped off

Coarse sea salt

Handful of flat-leaf parsley or celery leaves

8 slices Parma ham, sliced paper-thin

⅓ cup unpitted green olives with herbs

½ cup of champagne (or white or rosé wine)


 

Heat the oven to 200°C.


 

Rinse the fish thoroughly, removing any stray scales with your fingers. Place the fish in a shallow casserole dish. Sprinkle the inside of each fish with a pinch of sea salt, and stuff with a few sprigs of parsley. Wrap each fish with 2 slices of ham, leaving the head exposed. Scatter the green olives on top. Pour a good splash of champagne in the bottom (about ½ cm), and bake for 30 minutes, until the skin is crispy and the flesh is firm and opaque down to the bone.


 

Yield: Serves 4


 

Tip: This would work equally well with thick meaty fillets like cod or monkfish – just reduce the cooking time a bit.





MENDIANTS





I predict this will soon be an annual holiday project at your house. Put them in glass jars, tie with a pretty ribbon, and give as hostess gifts.


 

400 g best-quality dark chocolate (you can use milk chocolate if you like…)

 

If you are being traditional, you'll need a generous handful each of: 


 

Dried figs (cut into small pieces)

Dark or golden raisins 

Blanched almonds

Whole hazelnuts


 

If you are feeling fancy (and don't care much for monkish symbolism) you can swap in a handful of: 


 

Dried apricots, cut into small pieces

Candied orange, lemon, or grapefruit peel

Candied ginger

Unsalted pistachios 

Macadamia nuts

Walnuts

Dried cranberries or cherries


 

Place a sheet of waxed paper on a baking tray.


 

Gently melt the chocolate in a microwave oven or in a bain-marie.


 

Place a teaspoonful of melted chocolate onto the sheet. Make sure that the discs are about 2 cm apart. Make several at a time so that the chocolate does not have time to harden.


 

Place a piece of fig, a raisin, an almond, and a hazelnut on each disk, and leave in a cool spot to harden. The mendiants are ready when the chocolate is solid and they peel off the waxed paper with ease.


 

Yield: Makes about 50 chocolates
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CHAPTER 8





ROOTS






Every once in a while, my agent calls from New York. 


"What do you do all day?" she asks tentatively, trying to hide the sound of her carefully manicured nails tapping on the table as she awaits my next project. I'm loath to explain. There's my morning workout – carrying logs from the cellar around the corner and up the steps to the wood-burning stove. There's finding where Alexandre has hidden his slippers (he can't walk on the freezing tiles without them). Then there's the half hour with the balled-up newspaper and egg cartons to light the smoky fire (thanks to our green, wet wood). The ten-minute walk to and from Alexandre's babysitter often takes the better part of an hour. In a village this size, there is no question of rushing past people in a hurry. I stop for the all-important bises and a brief but solemn evaluation of how this winter's frost will affect the peach trees. The prognosis, bien sûr, is grim. In France, optimism is akin to hubris; better to expect the worst and be pleasantly surprised. After the weather report is a frantic calculation: butcher or email? The butcher closes at half past noon; the Internet is always open. 


Then, of course, there's lunch.


Our social life has become frantic since we moved to Céreste. Our agenda fills up weeks in advance, like the dance card of a busty cashmere-clad sorority girl. Luncheons, dinners, barbeques, apéro – maybe it's the new-kids-on-the-block effect, but we've had more nights out in the eight months that we've been in Céreste than we did in the eight years we lived in Paris. Despite this flurry of kind invitations, there's one of my own I'm having trouble extending. It's Passover this week, and though I'd like to celebrate, I'm not sure we know anyone here well enough to ask them into our home for a religious occasion. 


A Passover Seder at my mother's house was thirty-five people – airline-style seating – once you sat down you didn't get up till Moses freed the slaves. My mother led the Seder herself, first out of divorcée necessity, and then, when she married Paul, to keep up the tradition. My Aunt Debbie was always in the kitchen with a vodka tonic, supervising the soup and giving gefilte fish juice to the cat. There was always a feminist contingent who wanted to get into an argument about whether we should refer to God as a He or a She. 


Passover was the only meal at our house that required a twenty-pound turkey and a yearly washing of the Lenox china, gold-rimmed with tiny enamel flowers. My mother always set the table a few days in advance. I loved to come downstairs in the morning and see the Lalique crystal wine glasses, bought on my mother and father's first trip to Paris, sparkling in the early springtime sun. If I were back in the States this week, everyone around me would be making matzo balls, grating horseradish and dipping into the freezer for a slice of Grandma Elsie's mandel bread. In Céreste, no one even knows I'm Jewish. 


It's not that I've kept it from people on purpose, exactly. But I haven't been screaming it from the rooftops either. This may sound weird, even cowardly, but Judaism in Europe is not something casual, like Seinfeld and whitefish salad in New York. It lives in the shadow of the Holocaust, and there are residual fears and cautions. When I hosted my first Seder in Paris, at the end of the meal I asked each of my guests to sign the inside cover of their Haggadah, the book used for the Passover service. It's a family tradition; I love going back through the signatures. I can trace a whole lifetime of family, friends, colleagues, and lovers. There were two French Jews at the table that night; they both hesitated: "It's no good to leave traces," they said.


Religion is a topic that confused me when I first arrived in France. There are hundreds of churches in Paris, but almost no one we know goes to Mass. Gwendal has a few Jewish friends; they knew I was far from home, but we were never invited for a holiday. Both France and the United States guarantee freedom of religion – but they go about it in completely different ways, from different starting points and with different consequences. Among America's first settlers were Puritans, who came to the New World to escape religious persecution. So America guarantees religious freedom by making sure that all citizens can practice their religion openly, whether it's by wearing a turban in school or swearing on a Bible at a Presidential inauguration. 


France has a very different history. The French Revolution sought to sever the State from the Catholic Church and the King – God's divinely ordained representative. So the French definition of laïcité – a secular state – means that all signs of religion are absent from public life. Children are not allowed to wear veils, or crosses, or yarmulkes in public school; a French president never mentions God in his speeches. Religion in France is considered a purely private matter, and as a result, no one knows much about other people's traditions. I understand the historical forces at work; I also think it's a shame. Hidden religion breeds ignorance and sustains stereotypes. I always loved having my Catholic friends at Passover, and I've enjoyed being invited to Persian New Year and Midnight Mass. 


When I went into the huge supermarket in Manosque for matzo, the woman at the customer service desk had never even heard the word Passover, Pessah, or Pâques Juive – Jewish Easter, as it's sometimes called here. Asking for the kosher aisle didn't help. I finally found a box of pain azyme, unleavened bread, in the diet aisle.


I came home in a funny mood, ready to skip the holiday altogether. Gwendal insisted I celebrate it; he knows how lonely I feel when I don't. In the end we invited Angela and Rod for a mini-Seder. I made a lamb and dried fig tagine, and steamed asparagus. Rod was a little suspicious – he has a firm anti-clerical streak – but I think he enjoyed my revised version of the holiday, which is less about prayer and more about a universal search for freedom. Angela brought one of her mother's porcelain tea cups as a present – such a lovely thought – and Alexandre got to use my mother's silver asparagus tongs, which may have been the point of the whole exercise.


 

***


 

Transition periods are never easy for me, which is problematic, since I've basically been in one for the past thirty-five years. Right now, Provence is in transition too. March is that kind of month; on Wednesday the fog was so thick you couldn't see the vieux village from the parking lot by the chapel. Today the sky is cloudless blue and the bees are hard at work among the blossoms of the apricot tree across the way. It's like the set of a Disney movie – the whole town seems ready to open the shutters and burst into song. 


This changeable weather is a perfect parallel for my mood. 


Since I got back from the United States in February, something hasn't been right. I'm simply amazed at my body's ability to manifest what's going on in my head. Getting to sleep is a challenge. So is getting up. Pushing the stroller the half mile to the sitter leaves me winded and wishing for a Sherpa. Young mothers are supposed to be tired, right? But this feels different. 


I've been trying to focus my attention on small tasks. This week I've decided to tackle the herb garden. We haven't paid much attention to the garden since our sudden hibernation in late October. We left everything as it was, the hortensia bush cut back to a stub, last season's mint brown and matted. I was afraid to do too much – I didn't want to dig up the lilies of the valley by accident or kill a rose bush with ill-timed pruning. But there is a bare section on the left, separated from the others, maybe five feet long and three feet wide, a small patch of earth that I can make perfect and orderly, beautiful and useful. 


I dug a shallow hole in the dirt – not unlike the one I'm trying to crawl out of right now. I'm in what the French call a creux, and it happens every time I have to leave one professional project and start another.


I used to think of success in terms of before and after. I had this fantasy that at some point in my life, in my career, I would just arrive. I kept waiting to cross the threshold and find my final, complete self on the other side. The self I could settle into for good, the self I wouldn't have to reinvent every time the sun set on a project. Constant reinvention – most people would call that, well… life. But at the moment I'm finding the whole thing, well… exhausting.


Many writers, artists in general, see misery as the price of creation. Personally, I've never been able to do diddly-squat when I'm miserable. When I was young, I found a book in a second hand shop called Impressive Depressives, which was about historical figures – Chopin, among others – who may have suffered from manic depression. As if being depressed might somehow be useful to me. 


As someone who grew up with a close personal relationship to mental illness, bathed in its sour stream, I know there's nothing romantic, or inspiring, about it. My father wasn't an artist, or a genius; he was sick. Like drinking polluted water, I absorbed a tiny bit of his sadness every day – it built up in my brain and my organs. I will carry that sediment around with me for the rest of my life. 


Because of my family history, the line separating a bad day or a long winter from something clinical has never been easy for me to judge. Every gray day presses some kind of internal panic button. What if this is it, the day I never quite recover from? My thoughts quickly spiral out of control. My husband won't love me anymore, because all I want to do is sleep and I never brush my hair. I condemn my son to watch what I watched, a parent melting into the stone floor like the Wicked Witch of the West. I can't write a word, and because I never leave the house, I have nothing to write about. It's like the chick lit version of a Paul Auster novel – an upright, Manolowearing member of society reduced to a bag lady, padding around in an army surplus coat stuffed with crumpled pages of the 'Style' section, pushing a shopping cart full of empty cans of Coke Zero.


My therapist once told me that if I got through my twenties without a major depressive episode, it probably wouldn't happen. I just don't trust that anymore. I look at the life I have, how full and rich it is, and I think: If you're not happy every minute of every single day, you must, objectively, be a little crazy. 


The therapy I did after my parents' divorce and during the long years of my father's illness focused on coping mechanisms – small practical things I could do to combat these feelings in the outside world. It still works. If I force myself to get out of the house for an hour, I feel better. If I write, even a few lines, I feel like I've accomplished something. If I stop watching programs about serial killers on YouTube, I feel less afraid in my bed at night. I try to focus on manageable tasks. Hence, the herb garden.


When we lived in Paris, I treated myself to a bouquet of fresh herbs every Saturday at the local market – the way some women buy themselves flowers. I put them in an old jam jar full of water on the kitchen counter or on the door of the fridge. I ripped off fresh mint leaves for tea, dill to stuff inside whole fish, flat-leaf parsley and sprigs of thyme for my braised beef, coriander for my chicken tagine. In the spring, I waited patiently for slim blades of chive to appear for my swordfish tartare. In the summer, I bought bunches of purple basil for a tomato salad.


When I first arrived in Provence, I searched the market in vain for my weekly bouquet. Nowhere to be found. Sometimes the vegetable man would throw in some free parsley with my salad and leeks. When I asked where I could find some thyme, he looked at me like I'd asked him if he could please bend down and tie my shoelaces: "Mais ça pousse partout." It grows everywhere.


He had a point. Thyme grows with wild abandon anywhere there is a patch of sun between the trees. Up in the hills, you can't walk ten feet in any direction without stepping on a small tuft. The vegetable man's meaning was clear: in Provence you never buy what you can grow or gather for free.


Taking his advice, on our last walk up the hill at Montjustin, I dug up a bunch of thyme by the root. We'll see if it will grow in captivity. 


When we'd arrived in Céreste, our neighbor Arnaud said we should go to the Musée de Salagon in Mane. In addition to its twelfth-century church and Gallo-Roman ruins, the museum has a wonderful medieval garden. The monks used these herbs to heal as well as to flavor. I've met many people in Provence who use herbal remedies, not because it's trendy, but because it's what their grandmothers taught them. My friend Lynne puts lavender oil on bug bites to reduce the swelling; I recently found Arnaud on his front steps tying small bundles of wild absinthe, which he burns to fumigate the house. Many of the pharmacies in France still sell licorice root for low blood pressure. We drink lemon verbena herbal tea for digestion. 


I also like the more poetic symbolism of the herbs. I'm planting sage for wisdom, lavender for tenderness (and, according to French folklore, your forty-sixth wedding anniversary), and rosemary for remembrance. Thyme is for courage, but there is also the Greek legend that when Paris kidnapped Helen of Troy, each tear that fell to the ground sprouted a tuft of thyme. All things being equal, I prefer courage to tears in my pot roast. 


In addition to the regular sage, I planted sauge ananas – when you rub its leaves, it smells exactly like pineapple. I don't know if it has a particular medicinal value, but I can't wait to try it with a pork roast.


I patted the earth around the thyme. Maybe I was the one who needed planting. When I was back in the States, Mom and Paul announced that they'd decided to sell my childhood home in Tea-neck, New Jersey, and move to Wilmington, Delaware, to be near my aunt. "I don't want a lawn to mow anymore, or a driveway to shovel. I don't want to worry about replacing the oil burner," said my mom, trying to sound casual. Sell our little Tudor house on the corner, with a turret in the middle that you can access only through a low door in the back of my mother's bedroom closet? It's where we stored extra wrapping paper and scarves, and my mom's collection of antique handbags.


I don't know why this should hit me so hard; I've been gone a long time. Maybe that's just it. Without saying a thing, my parents are making plans around the assumption that I'm never coming back. This seems at once obvious and terribly sad. It's my final permission slip. Go on, pussycat. I'll be fine. My mother's generosity, not for the first time, humbles me. 


I recently started to give English lessons to Julien, the tenyear-old son of Alexandre's old babysitter. We started with adjectives. We made little stickers for the wall. Today is hot, cold, sunny, cloudy. I am happy, sad, smart, funny (I left out stupid, on purpose). I told him to change it every day. When I went by last week, I realized that I'd also left out "perfect." "Perfect" is a word I use in English all the time. How's one o'clock for lunch? Perfect. Can I get back to you next week? Perfect. How's the tiramisu? Perfect. The French equivalent, parfait, is not something you hear very often. No student ever gets 100 percent on a term paper. Perfection is considered prideful, even ridiculous. This is depressing, but also true. I am perfect. It's a tall order. 


Most people are nostalgic about childhood. Not me. When I was a kid I couldn't wait to be an adult so I could control things. Surely, I thought, this would make life easier. I would have the perfect job. I would meet the perfect man. I would make perfect decisions. There have been moments – I stick to my American guns – that have been downright perfect. But as I get older, my decisions have become more tangled, less perfect, harder to uproot.


Gwendal and I wanted the garden to retain some of its disorder, some of its surprises. He had trimmed the rose bushes in the autumn. Jewel-like buds, round and tight, had begun to form on the branches; a bed of tiny violets grew at their base. The new mint, insistent as a hormonal teenage boy, began to poke through in inch-high sprouts. We had never seen the garden in this season before. I rubbed a sage leaf between my fingers; the musky oil stuck to my skin. I'd like to greet the unknown with pleasure. If I could just manage my fear, there might be something wondrous about not knowing what will pop up next.


 

***


 

Mireille's mother, Marcelle Pons Sidoine, passed away yesterday. I saw the announcement, a simple black-and-white photocopy, posted on the tree in the Place des Marronniers. 


We'd had the good fortune to meet Marcelle several times when we first came to Céreste. Even at the age of ninety-four, she was a decisive woman – short of sentence and sure of opinion. The first time we met was for a lunchtime aperitif. Mireille brought out her homemade peach wine for the occasion. 


Marcelle was seated in the garden when we arrived. She was petite and wore several layers of sweaters under a blue housecoat. In his poems, Char refers to her as la Renarde – the fox. Her quick eyes were hidden now behind large glasses; but her hair still had the pompadour-ish rise that I recognized from photos of her younger self. 


The wine was a deep rose color, infused with the leaves of local white peach trees. When her son-in-law tried to serve her a second time, Marcelle covered the top of her glass with the palm of her hand. Pas moi, she said – "One more and I'll dance the Charleston." I had a sudden flash of a girl in sensible brown shoes and an A-line dress, secretly practicing the steps in her bedroom.


When we asked about Char, she said: "He was always hanging around, ce grand, being nice to my mother. Il m'agaçait, celui là. He annoyed me." I imagined a large bee buzzing around the head of a pretty young woman. I guess love is always the same; when he starts cozying up to your mother, you're in real trouble. 


 

***


 

The funeral service was held in the local church. The walls were frigid. This is the season in Provence when the locals have stopped spending money on heating; it's often colder inside than out. We sat discreetly on a wooden pew near the back; the crackling of the antiquated sound system blotted out most of the eulogy. Marcelle had been a recognized member of the French Résistance, so there were two men in uniform in attendance, nearly Marcelle's age themselves. Heavy gold epaulettes sagged a bit on their shrunken shoulders.


We followed the hearse to the local cemetery on foot. After the chill of the church, the sun was warm and welcome. The cemetery is on a hill overlooking the village and the surrounding fields. Not a bad place to spend eternity.


When we got home, the house looked slightly different. The first thing that struck us when we'd visited the house was the danger and, at the same time, the warmth of the memories associated with the war. The following event took place in what is now our living room: 


Looking for Char, the Gestapo decided to do an impromptu search of the entire village. They ordered the townsfolk out of their homes, instructing them to leave the doors ajar. There was no way Char could present himself at such a line-up. Even if the soldiers didn't recognize his face, they'd know him because he was a full head taller than any man in Céreste. Marcelle and her mother wrapped around Char's jaw a bandage so he looked like an old woman with a toothache, and they left him in bed, pistol in hand and the covers pulled up to his chin. The room is just a short flight of stairs off the living room. 


When the Germans arrived, Marcelle was standing in front of the door, holding the key. "Leave it," said the soldiers, "go to the square." 


"I don't trust these people," she said. "There are thieves in this village. If you want to search the house, go ahead, but I will stay here and lock the door behind you." 


The Germans came in, looked around the living room, went out into the garden. They got halfway up the stairs – it's only six steps – to Char's room and turned around. "We don't have time for this. There's no one here. Let's go."


It was only after the soldiers left that Marcelle saw the grenade lying carelessly on the table in front of the woodburning stove. How had she – how had they – not noticed it? Possession of any kind of weapon (to say nothing of hiding a Resistance leader with a pistol in the bedroom) would have been enough to get the whole family shot.


It's hard to describe the room where all this happened – how small it is. "I was sick for eight days after that," said Marcelle when she told us the story. As if risking your life was like coming down with the flu. 


That afternoon, I went back to my spring cleaning, making the house our own. But we will never forget why we first came to this place, drawn by the good luck lilies of the valley and an extraordinary history.


It will always be her garden. 


 

***


 

Since Marcelle's funeral, Jean has been looking a bit down, feeling his age, perhaps. 

"It's a blow," he said, leaning against the gate. They had been good neighbors, but were hardly the best of friends. Mireille used to complain about Jean barbecuing sardines under the window of her daughter's bedroom all summer. Jean still talks about the six hundred and thirty-seven empty yogurt pots he had to clean out when he bought the property from the Pons family. No doubt if we stay another forty years they'll find a story like that about us. 


"Tiens, if it rains on Wednesday, this weekend there will be mushrooms."


My ears perked up. I'd been waiting for this moment since we arrived. Mushroom hunting in Provence is veiled in secrecy – second only to truffle hunting in the level of dissimulation and suspicion it inspires. If you are lucky enough to find a good spot, you might unearth skinny yellow and black trompettes de la mort (trumpets of death) or flat meaty pleurots (oyster mushrooms) or even small sponge-like black morels. If you are not sure exactly what you've found, you can take your basket to the local pharmacy, and the pharmacist will help you sort the culinary from the potentially deadly – it's part of their training.


"I'll show you mon coin," he said, looking pointedly at Gwendal. Being taken to a good spot is like Bluebeard drawing you a map leading straight to his buried treasure. Jean and Paulette don't have any children; we were touched that they liked us enough to bestow this legacy.


"I'll go," I piped up in my uniquely American way. 


"You'll be home with the baby," responded Jean, in a tone that brooked no argument. 


I made another attempt to stick my nose into the breach. "Gwendal can stay with the baby." 


He waved this notion away with a flick of his hand. Like a gold pocket watch, a mushroom spot was clearly something to be passed down among men.


They started out early on Saturday morning. "You must hide your sac. If anyone sees the bags, they will follow us." Jean had a large walking stick in hand, for camouflage. "We need to look like we are just out for une balade." I watched them disappear around the corner with a twinge of envy.


They were gone all morning. Alexandre had just woken up from his nap when Gwendal walked in the door.


"Did you find any?"


"No. Someone must have been there before us. But it's a beautiful walk, across the river, up around the edge of the cliff on the rock face. He would never say so," said Gwendal, trying to console me. "But I think he wanted me there instead of you because he was afraid he might slip." 






Recipes from the Herb Garden

 

ROSEMARY CAPONATA





By the time the peppers and aubergines are back at the market, my rosemary bush is in need of some judicious pruning. This is a great excuse. Served with sourdough toasts, caponata is perfect for lingering over drinks in the garden. It's a great addition to an omelette or a gourmet sandwich, layered with fresh goat's cheese and cured ham. 


 

750 g onions – a mix of red and white, cut into eights

750 g aubergines, cut into ½ cm rounds, then into ½ cm strips

500 g sweet red peppers, cut into 2 cm cubes

500 g tomatoes, chopped 

Small handful pine nuts 

3 sprigs rosemary, about 7 cm each 

¾ cup golden raisins 

½ cup fruity extra-virgin olive oil 

1 tablespoon sugar 

Grind of black pepper 

1 large handful of flat-leaf parsley, chopped

 

Preheat the oven to 180°C.


 

In a large mixing bowl, combine all the ingredients, except the parsley, and toss to coat. Line a large baking sheet with aluminium foil. Spread the mixture evenly on the baking sheet and roast for 2½ to 3 hours, stirring every 45 minutes or so, until the vegetables are tender and slightly caramelized. Remove from the oven, let rest for 10 minutes then mix in a handful of flat-leaf parsley. When you transfer the caponata to your serving bowl, be sure to get all the yummy juices as well. Serve warm or at room temperature. 


 

Yield: Serves 6–8 as an hors d'oeuvre





WHOLE GRAIN SALAD WITH CHICKPEAS AND HERBS


 

Salade de Petit Épeautre aux Herbes






Even the French don't do everything from scratch. Pre-cooked whole grains are a great thing to have around the house for a quick healthy meal. I buy an organic brand that has cool combinations like kamut, spelt, and cracked wheat, but the supermarket brands are starting to catch up. When I need an impromptu side dish for guests, I dress up the grains with chopped herbs, chickpeas, and preserved lemon. With a sliced tomato salad and some barbecued chicken, dinner is done. 


 

3 tablespoons olive oil

Juice of one lemon

¼ cup (packed) coriander, chopped

1 cup (packed) parsley with stems, chopped

1 tablespoon preserved lemon (rind only), diced

A 400 g can of chickpeas (or red beans), rinsed

Black pepper to taste

2 cups pre-cooked whole grains (quinoa, bulgar, barley, or wild rice)

 

In a medium-sized mixing bowl, whisk together lemon juice and olive oil. Add herbs, chickpeas, preserved lemon, and a good grinding of black pepper; toss to combine.


 

Heat the pre-cooked grains with very little extra water so that they remain al dente. Add the warm grains to the herb mixture and stir to combine. Serve the salad warm, cold, or at room temperature.


 

Yield: Serves 4 as a side dish


 

Tip: Preserved lemons can be found at Middle Eastern groceries and specialty stores. I use only the outer rind (about ½ cm thick) and discard the inner pulp. I don't add any salt to this recipe, as the pre-cooked grains sometimes have added salt, and preserved lemons are pickled in a salt solution. If you can't find the preserved lemons, add the zest of half a lemon instead.





MINI-ALMOND-CAKES WITH APRICOT AND LAVENDER


 

Financiers aux Abricots et à la Lavande






Just as the first sun-kissed apricots arrive at the market, lavender fields all over Provence are bursting into bloom. They are a perfect pair. These mini-almond-cakes are gluten-free, a treat for a special summer breakfast or teatime in the garden.


 

100 g unsalted butter, at room temperature

100 g sugar 

2 eggs

½ teaspoon almond extract (or a few drops of real bitter almond essence, if you can find it!)

½ teaspoon vanilla extract

180 g almond meal (ground almond flour) 

1 good pinch of coarse sea salt

¼ teaspoon lavender grains, plus a few for garnish 

6 small apricots, halved

1 teaspoon light brown sugar or raw cane sugar for garnish


 

Heat the oven to 200°C.


 

Whip the butter until light and fluffy. Add the sugar and beat until combined. Add the eggs, beating well after each addition. Add the almond and vanilla extracts, and fold in the ground almonds until thoroughly combined. Add the lavender grains and a good pinch of coarse sea salt to the mix. Stir to combine.


 

Line a muffin tin with aluminium foil cupcake cases (paper cases will stick). Divide the batter evenly into 12 mini-cakes (a heaped tablespoon of batter for each should do it).


 

Place an apricot half, skin side down, in the center of each minicake. Place one or two lavender grains (resist the urge to add more) on each apricot. Sprinkle the fruit with a pinch of brown sugar. Bake for 20 minutes until golden brown. Cool on a wire rack. I peel the wrappers before serving, but you don't have to, especially if you are taking on a picnic or otherwise transporting them. 


 

Yield: Makes 12 mini-cakes
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