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			To Mary Jo, Eva, and Joseph

			Sorry this took so long

		

	
		
			This book was written over a several-year period, several years after the events themselves. I relied on contemporaneous journals and my own memory to reconstruct the story’s scenes and their relationship to one another. I relied on subsequent visits to the same locations to deepen some physical descriptions. Though some dialogue was captured in journals, I reconstructed other conversations to the best of my recollection. All characters are actual people, and all scenes are based on actual events. Throughout, I used the writing process and the narrative that emerged from it as an effort to understand the truth, as I felt it, of an experience that affected me profoundly and irreversibly.
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			“What do you think?” asked Mary Jo.

			“About what?”

			“About everything. The village.”

			We had just completed our first tour of Autignac, population eight hundred, burrowed deep in rural Languedoc. This was home for the next six months. This is where our two kids—Eva, fourteen, and Joseph, nine—would go to school. This is what we had picked, of all the options available.

			A knife edge of Mediterranean sunlight sliced the central square in two. To our right, in a hot wedge of shade, the white plastic tables and green plastic chairs outside the Café du Commerce were talkatively half-occupied. Two bikes leaned against the nearest table. A pair of men sat across from each other in tight jerseys and half shorts, with two glasses of white wine sweating on the table between them.

			“I think it’s a perfectly beautiful village,” I said. “It’s just not a particularly beautiful village, is all.”

			

			
				
					[image: Line drawing of garden shears.]
				

			

			“What’s seiche?” asked Joe.

			“What’s what?”

			“Seiche.”

			He was pointing to the first of four dishes the Café du Commerce was proposing for lunch.

			“Seiche Farcie à la Sétoise,” I said thoughtfully, as if deciding how best to explain it to him. But I had no idea what a seiche was, nor what the stuffing in a seiche farcie might be, nor what it meant to be à la Sétoise.

			I did not know what a Gardiane was either—item two on the laminated menu. Nor, in fact, did I know what number three, Daurade, was, or whether it would taste good grillée.

			I did recognize item number four—rather a classic—referred to in this part of France, it appeared, as Cheeseburger avec Frites.

			The owner of the café, who doubled as the waiter, had a hint of James Dean prettiness, with sandy hair swept back, and sandy stubble along a remarkable shelf of jaw. But the bruised hollows around his eyes and his dingy teeth spoke of a pack or two a day, too much coffee, and not enough sleep.

			Something about our group, whether it was our flushed, Nordic skin, our two cameras, or simply the ineffable scent of touriste américain we must have given off in spite of ourselves—something about us had evidently triggered something in him, and his sunken eyes had glared at me as he first approached our table, as if, after all these years, he finally found himself face-to-face with the bastard who had run off with his wife.

			Our two kids had received their elementary education at a public school called L’Étoile du Nord French Immersion, where the curriculum had been taught in French. As a result, we had spent a good chunk of the prime of our lives commuting more than an hour a day, five days a week, nine months a year, from a perfectly good suburban school district to the east side of Saint Paul, so our kids could speak French, like their father.

			As that era of our lives had drawn to a close, Mary Jo and I had decided that eight years of Raffi songs, multiplication cards, and French vocabulary quizzes on the morning commute would feel more worthwhile, in retrospect, were it capped by a semester in France, and (we hoped) by some pretty spanking good French emanating from the mouths of our two children.

			One of the very first things American students of French learn is how to order un Coca at a restaurant, although you would not have guessed that from Joe’s and Eva’s blank and disbelieving stares when I had ordered two beers, and invited them, in French, to order their Cokes from Monsieur. He had stood there, looking back and forth, apparently as irritated with my turning this into a teachable moment as with their refusal to speak.

			He returned now, carrying a tray, in T-shirt and Adidas sweats, walking on the collapsed heels of his espadrilles.

			He set two glasses of Kronenbourg—that ubiquitous, inoffensive, thoroughly quaffable Parisian café standard—in front of Mary Jo and me, and poured each of the kids a Coke.

			“Can you ask for some ice for the kids?” asked Mary Jo.

			The café owner stood waiting to hear something in his own language.

			“They never serve ice in France,” I said.

			“Sure they do,” she said.

			“No, they don’t,” I said.

			And what I meant was that, sure, you could ask for ice in France, and they might even have some, but it was not normal, and it made you into that person—in my case, the tall American, wearing hiking shoes, at a table with two cameras on it, speaking English to my family—who asks for ice. Nobody wants to be that person.

			“Merci,” I said to the owner, and smiled. He notched the serving tray under his armpit, and stalked off.

			Eva took a sip. “It’s warm,” she said.

			“It’s not warm. It’s cool,” I said.

			“It is warm,” said Joe.

			“It’s not warm. It’s not a thirty-two-ounce Slurpee, but it’s not warm.”

			“This is what I was talking about,” said Mary Jo. “Weren’t we literally just talking about this?”

			“Guys, we’re in France,” I said. “Things are going to be different. That’s part of why we’re here.”

			The church bell rang out the noon hour as I took a sip of beer. Across from us, the doors of a municipal library stood open, blasted by sunshine. I tried leaning back in my plastic chair, then, feeling a suspicious amount of give, sat back up.

			The talk around us was blessedly free of the English, German, Swedish, and Dutch that seem to breed in those popular places that are in the process of changing, or have already changed, from themselves into painted and tourist-hungry imitations of themselves. But the French I was hearing was a rapid-fire singsong that sounded more Spanish or Italian in many ways than French, and, despite the near French fluency on which I had long prided myself, I struggled to follow much of anything that was said around us.

			James Dean returned, and stood hipshot beside our table, as if resigned to get through this cruddy little episode so he could resume staining his teeth with dark roast and tar.

			I asked him what a Gardiane was, and he explained that it was like a daube de boeuf, but made with the meat of bulls from the Camargue. I think I had a notion at that point of what daube de boeuf was. A beef stew. Red wine. But my awareness of it was like my awareness of haggis, or stockfish, or Krumkake—something exceptionally regional and distant, more tradition than food.

			And what was Seiche Farcie, I wondered.

			He puffed his cheeks and blew. It was a fruit of the sea, like an encornet. My blank smile revealed that I did not know what an encornet was any more than a seiche, and, as he absently described a stuffing made of breadcrumbs, sausage, and aromatics, he scanned the tables surrounding us, and skipped over to a bald man in a tracksuit sitting by the door, confiscated his partially eaten plate, and placed it under my nose.

			“Seiche Farcie,” said the waiter.

			On the plate were two and a half ghostly white inflated ovoids smothered in tomato sauce. The half-eaten one resembled the ivory-colored stomach of a good-sized largemouth bass that had been stuffed tight with bratwurst, and the steam rising into my face was a rich perfume of mingled tomato, sausage, onion, garlic, and saltwater pier.

			“Some kind of shellfish?” I asked Mary Jo as the waiter returned the plate to its rightful owner.

			“Squid?” she asked.

			The waiter returned now to display a whole fish, like a huge bronze sunfish, branded with grill marks. “Daurade,” he said, and swept away again as the attention of our fellow diners gravitated toward us.

			He returned once more, with a plate from the baker’s table, and—whether knowingly insulting or simply thorough—explained to us that the meat patty with melted cheese on it, sandwiched between two slices of brioche, was a sheese-boor-GARE.

			“I will take the Seiche Farcie,” I said when the waiter had rejoined us.

			Despite my introvert’s tendency toward social reticence, I was, and always had been, a broad-minded and rather swashbuckling eater, willing to find room in my heart and my palate for anything that any fraction of the human population had, at some time, found to be edible fare.

			I asked the kids, in French, what they would like.

			They sat uncomfortably for a second or two, and Joe looked imploringly at Mary Jo.

			“Dad,” said Eva.

			“Stevie,” said Mary Jo.

			“What?” I asked.

			“You know what they want, just order it.”

			“And for you, Madame?” asked the waiter.

			Mary Jo appeared, for a time, willing to wait me out.

			“Madame?” asked the waiter.

			“Cheeseburger avec frites,” said Mary Jo in unselfconscious American Franglais.

			“We are not eating cheeseburgers,” I said.

			The kids both nodded at her.

			Mary Jo held up three fingers. “Trois,” she said, and the waiter nodded.

			“And,” said Mary Jo. She pointed to the kids’ glasses. “Glace?” she asked.

			He nodded again, and disappeared through the stone doorway into the café.

			“I’ve got an idea,” I said. “Let’s ask if they have Doritos.”

			“It’s the first day,” she said. “Give the kids a break.”

			I took another sip of beer. Attempted to lean back again, and changed my mind.

			“Joe, let’s go check out the library,” I said.

			It turned out to be a short visit.

			“The library is closed, Monsieur,” said a fiftyish woman in wire spectacles and a sleeveless blouse.

			“My apologies, the doors were open,” I said.

			“The doors are open, but according to the sign we are closed at noon, therefore we are closed.”

			“It’s closed,” I said when we were back at the table.

			“The doors are wide open,” said Mary Jo.

			“The doors are wide open, but the sign says they are closed at noon. Therefore, I’m told, they are closed.”

			And it had turned into the kind of day in which even such a logical and evidence-backed statement came out sounding evasive and weak.

			Our host returned with three plates of cheeseburgers, and one plate of what I would eventually learn were stuffed cuttlefish.

			There was mustard and vinegar, but not ketchup, for the fries. The cheese on the cheeseburger was not cheddar, or American, or Monterey Jack, but Emmenthal, which I could smell, along with the waiter’s armpits, as the plates were set down. And when the kids lifted their buns there was a sauce on the burgers that might have been fresh mayonnaise or possibly aioli, and they examined this new form of burger as if it had been fished from the trap in the bathroom sink, while I tried my first slice of stuffed cuttlefish, tasting like an ocean-infused dumpling.

			Mary Jo tucked more or less contentedly into her sheese-boor-gare, and Joe gave it a shot.

			But in the end, due to the particular perfume of the Emmenthal, and the French tendency to cook burgers on the rare side of medium rare, both kids abandoned their meals, pushing the smell of ripe Swiss cheese and mystery sauce to my side of the table, where the gibbous moons of their partly nibbled buns went gradually soggy in pools of blood.

			I decided that whatever we were trying to accomplish on this trip, it would not be to indulge more of this, whatever this had been. We had some work to do, we Hoffmans, if we were going to fit in around here, and with this thought, and with a practiced Parisian, I suppose the word is “insouciance,” I took a sip of beer, lifted my chin, and leaned back into my chair, which snapped with the sound of a belly flop in a quiet pool, and I went over backward with it, baptizing myself on the way down with the dregs of my Kronenbourg, before the glass slipped from my hand and shattered on the pavers near my head.

			After a dazed second or two, I began swimming up from the puddle of myself as the diners around me exclaimed and asked after my well-being, and attempted to help, and as mortifying as all of that was, it was as nothing to the sight of the café owner, already armed with broom and dustpan, cheered on in machine-gun patois by the bald man in the tracksuit, making his way across the terrace to sweep up after the new American in town.

			On the way home, with the kids still hungry, we stopped by the bakery, which had just closed for lunch, then the greengrocer’s called Le Jardin de Marie, also closed for lunch, and finally the tabac (a combination newsstand, deli, and bodega), where a rolled steel curtain drawn in front of the entrance announced, in so many words, “Closed for lunch.”

			As we descended Avenue de la Liberté, toward our new home at number 42, we passed several other pedestrians, including an attractive young couple with suggestively white teeth. Before I could make out the words they were saying, their intonation marked them as inescapably American, and so, as we passed, I made sure to greet them first, not with a “Hello,” or even a “Bonjour,” but, because it was past noon and that was the rule, and because I was in that kind of mood, driven by visions of Coca-Cola with ice, and plates of uneaten cheeseburgers, to say nothing of the miasma of spilled beer accompanying my every step—I made sure to greet them, as I say, with an intentionally snooty “Bon après-midi,” to which they grinned in that ingratiatingly confused, insipid, and apologetic way of all lost American tourists, and I discovered, to my satisfaction, that I hated them.
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			My love for France had been established early, during a sixth-grade summer class in which I discovered that my mouth and throat accepted fairly naturally the demands put on them by French pronunciation. The experience of not just sounding like, but in some sense inhabiting, a person who was not myself intoxicated me, and led me to imagine living in France someday, and speaking its language, like a spy undetected. From then on, France—the idea of France—served, in various incarnations, as an escape hatch, both from the distressing ordinariness of American suburbia, and, to a degree I didn’t entirely understand, from my own person.

			I was twenty-one when my idea of France was finally replaced by the real thing.

			I was one month into a nine-month hiatus from my junior year of college, in Paris’s unglamorous 17th arrondissement, or district.

			I had been rehearsing a role for the first month of my stay: that of a young sophisticate, an intellectual in training, an aspiring polyglot, speaking nearly unaccented French, working on his ancient Greek, thinking of taking up modern Greek. A citizen of Paris—naturalized not by the requirements of residency but by the studied correctness of his manner—whose faint aloofness was softened by a reflexive kind of surface charm.

			Maybe it should have unnerved me how much better I already liked whoever I was becoming than whoever I had supposedly always been. How without cost it felt to let so much of what had defined me for two-plus decades simply fall away. How much hatred I had discovered in myself for largely inoffensive Roseville, Minnesota, home of early-morning golfers, and the very first Target store in the USA. As if there had been something intolerable about occupying the physical and psychic confines known as Steve Hoffman for all these years, and from which I was in the process of being liberated.

			Behind me, one of those massive, wrought-wood Parisian apartment doors crashed shut, and I joined the commuters flowing past number 9 rue Dautancourt, lent to me by Les Petits Frères des Pauvres (The Little Brothers of the Poor) in exchange for the rather dubious currency of my services.

			I wore the gray wool herringbone overcoat I had adopted as a uniform, believing it projected something convincingly Continental, although in photos from that time, the nationality of the young man in the crêpe-soled Hush Puppies, the boot-cut Levis, the plaid flannel shirt, the center-part ’80s hair, could not be more evident.

			The mission of Les Petits Frères was to offer comfort and company to elderly people, whose medical and financial needs were seen to by the French Republic, but whose isolation and loneliness were not. My job description was to spend five afternoons a week visiting the dim apartments of aging Parisians, listening and talking—but mostly listening—and, as a by-product of all of this, inhaling and exhaling great lungfuls of the French language, in what amounted to the most accelerated and comprehensive French conversation course that could reasonably be imagined.

			My arrival here had been the result of a snap decision (standing before a study-abroad poster in the modern and classical languages department of Saint John’s University, in Collegeville, Minnesota) that if I really wanted to learn French, I should go there by myself, rather than spend a semester in Aix-en-Provence among ballcap-wearing, flaxen-haired SJU undergrads, speaking conspicuous English in small coveys around town. Rating Frenchwomen’s backsides. Padding MBA applications.

			It also happened that the Little Brothers of the Poor, founded in Paris, had a satellite office in Minneapolis, Minnesota. My parents had volunteered there for years. Had served on the board.

			When I announced that I wanted to live in France for a year, a sort of familial commotion ensued. Phone calls made. A lunch or two scheduled. My parents’ network queried. And in a process I had very little to do with, and understood on some level I could not have pulled off on my own, a name in Paris rose to the surface. An American named Scott Walker. Muckety-muck of some kind in the executive offices of Les Petits Frères des Pauvres, Paris.

			An airmailed letter came back: Internship available. Lodging plus monthly stipend. Office at 12 rue Bridaine, 17th arrondissement. How is his French?

			Not good, it turned out. After nearly a decade in American classrooms, I arrived in Paris as a barely passable French technician, able, with a laborious sort of precision, to apply half-mastered rules of grammar and usage to a murky collection of vocabulary words.

			I could still re-create the hot-faced, intestine-wringing sense of shameful, unfolding disaster as on my arrival at 12 rue Bridaine for my first day of work, full of the unearned confidence that mere talent had given me among American students of French. I had entered the Little Brothers’ office, and offered a nicely enunciated “Bonjour, Madame” to the receptionist at the front desk, who corrected me with the word “Mademoiselle.” She then repeated something, over and over, each time more slowly and emphatically, as I, with a sickly smile and a furious, disbelieving effort at concentration, demanded, “Répetez, s’il vous plaît” (Repeat please), until finally she was forced to abandon her native tongue and ask, “Arrrh. Yooh. Zeh. Neeew. Eentairn?”

			In the weeks since that day, I had reached a low base camp on the ascent toward French conversational competence, although there were still lingering stretches during my working afternoons when, sitting across the room from a stately White Russian emigré, or a derby-capped widower with a face like a pecan, I would smile, nod, and, understanding nothing that was being said to me, guided by blind intuition, deploy my three emergency conversational weapons: “Comment?” (What’s that?), “Vraiment?” (Really?), and “Voilà” (Exactly!).
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			At the first stoplight, one fellow pedestrian and I drew flaring matches into our cupped hands and shook them out as we exhaled.

			Like my overcoat, smoking was a personal symbol, recent and intentionally perverse, representing a rejection of, among other things, my life as a summer tennis pro teaching the entitled children of rich parents, my clean-cut jock/brain high school persona, the insufferable Norman Vincent Peale optimism of Reagan’s America. My smoking provoked in my parents a sad and slightly panicky disgust, and though I could not quite purge the guilt I felt about this, still, in a confused way, I relished the unfamiliar outlaw feeling of courting disapproval. I had begun to sense a short-of-breath something about the tightness of my family’s inner circle. Had begun to smoke too hungrily in what was still, at the time, the greatest city in the Western world in which to smoke.

			Work was a snaking, two-cigarette walk across the 17th arrondissement. About halfway there, a line of customers spilled out the door of my morning bakery on Rue Legendre, which is what convinced me to skip my habitual sachet of rock-sugared chouquettes, and kept me on schedule to cross paths with the man who would define much of the rest of my stay in Paris, and some part of the next couple of decades of my life.

			I maneuvered around the queue, holding my left forearm horizontally across my sternum, cigarette cradled loosely, angling downward from two curled fingers, the way Frenchmen hold their cigarettes. A man a little older than my father approached in a dark suit and bright flannel scarf. He wore the lozenge-shaped wire spectacles of a kindly doctor. Held his cigarette the same way I did. Had a pair of those protective metal taps embedded into the heels of his shoes that made a sound as if he were performing a slow, ceremonial tap dance through the streets.

			A stern set to his features. Something resolute about his gait. Not in a hurry, but not willing to be late. Someone you would hesitate to interrupt. An unbothered, paternal, very French self-possession.

			As we passed, he did not so much smile as allow his face to soften. There was a friendly and nearly imperceptible slitting of his eyes. He nodded and said, “Bonjour, Monsieur.” That was it. A nothing encounter. A courtesy.

			On this particular morning, with no other prompting than that, the casualness of the man’s greeting felt as if it carried with it some invitation to belong. To be accepted in an unshakable and tribal way that I craved instantly, and so powerfully that as his ringing steps faded in my wake, I felt an ache behind my eye sockets, and the street blurred in front of me. I had to stop and remove my glasses, palming my eyes clear, but as I continued on my way, they brimmed and spilled, like buckets under a slow faucet. I wiped, and snuffled, horrified at this display, but unable to hold it back. At an empty street corner, I stood against the wall to compose myself, before walking the final block to work.

			The man stayed with me for the rest of the day. The energy he gave off, that was almost audible. The powerful hum of a man whose personal melody pleased him, and harmonized effortlessly with his culture. I felt a desperate wish to pull free from the jangle of myself, and be a part of that.

			“Bonjour, Monsieur.”

			I wanted him to accept me as his compatriot, in that offhand way, over and over, for the rest of my life.

			For the remainer of those nine months, and for a long time afterward, what I wanted most in life was to be Parisian. To earn and re-earn that badge of belonging, like an inheritance, like the passing down of an heirloom, that had been granted to me, however unconsciously, by a single look, from a stranger I would never see again, amid the sounds of jackhammers and car horns on Rue Legendre, in the unremarkable 17th arrondissement.

			More even than simply to be Parisian, I wanted to be that man. To be sufficient. To be finished. I imagined him as someone who knew which wine to uncork at home, and which to order at a restaurant, and for which course. I imagined a library and a comfortable chair. A familiarity with Homer, Virgil, Molière, Hugo. A man confident in the office, the kitchen, the bedroom, and the nursery. A father and grandfather at ease with the softer virtues of comforting and care because he had mastered the hard virtues of discipline and command. I wanted, as I imagined he was, to be invulnerable in my completeness. And I understood that Paris was where such a thing might be possible for me. Where I had a chance to atone for the original sin of being Steve Hoffman, from Roseville, Minnesota.
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			I spent the next several months on an ardent, solitary, and somewhat humorless campaign to perfect my French.

			It might have been one of those occasions when, working beside people of goodwill with a vested interest in my speaking well, I could have let go. Could have allowed myself to make forgivable mistakes. Could have plunged into the language, messily, openheartedly, endearingly, and made great intuitive bounds in the direction of fluency.

			But I could not. I could not find my own mistakes endearing or imagine anyone else finding them so. Somewhere between birth and twenty-one, the healthy human instinct for embarrassment had turned ingrown and unnatural in me, associated not with minor social discomfort, but with fear and an inexcusable sort of wrongness. Imperfections were something one denied, or hid, or else overcame in the privacy of some personal hermitage, before reemerging into the waiting judgment of the world. Nobody wanted to watch Steve Hoffman fumble his way toward French conversational proficiency. Nobody wants to watch the cast yodel and declaim through all the interminable rehearsals. What people want is a ticket on opening night.

			And so I made it a priority of my self-administered French education to commit as few public mistakes as possible. I marched stiffly through spoken exchanges that often elicited admiration for my pronunciation and largely blemish-free syntactical surface, but lacked the fluidity and spontaneity, the human contours, of conversation because I would so rarely risk an exposed and improvised verbal dash into the open.

			I rehearsed entire multisentence paragraphs in my head, cross-checking them first for proper verb tense and accords of number and gender before spouting them in well-pronounced gushes of authentic-sounding Parisian. I began hearing a comment I would eventually hear a lot in France: “Mais vous parlez très bien français, Monsieur” (But your French is very good, sir), praise that singled me out as something other than the bellowing tourist herds of my sneaker-hooved, thick-calved American compatriots who stampeded through Paris every summer. The flattery warmed and encouraged me, without ever dissuading me from my understanding of the truth—that, on a fundamental level, I was still not speaking French, but performing a convincing facsimile of it.

			Meanwhile, in my private thoughts, I latched on to every mistake, every correction of vocabulary, grammar, and usage offered me; obsessed over them; consulted dictionary, thesaurus, and conjugation manual; mended their cracks, worked their rough edges into smoothness, buffed them into shine; and placed them, perfected, back into working inventory. And slowly, methodically, by pouring vast reserves of energy into this compulsive self-correction, I stocked my mental shelves with stores of correct, usable, unimpeachable French.
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			Autumn gave way to an overcast, damp, vaguely chilly time of year that was, to a lifelong Minnesotan, a laughable excuse for winter.

			In the evenings, I sat at my desk, drank Orangina and cheap red Bordeaux, lit each new cigarette from the cherry of the last, and wrote sheaves of lush, exuberant letters home that served as minor works of propaganda, blurring or omitting any reference to my loneliness and semi-reclusiveness, but drawing elaborate attention to the bright, post-metamorphosis exoskeleton I had begun to display to the world, constructed of social quickness and charm, a sort of literary-colored eloquence, a nose for the proper expressions of elevated taste, and a fascination, and growing facility, with the trappings of high culture. In these letters home, I was the hero of a journey from small-spirited regular at the Burger King on Snelling and County Road B to accomplished and fully functioning young Parisian.

			I also continued to make my weekday rounds, and with ebbing conversational friction. I memorized the Paris metro map. And, as the feeblest winter I had ever experienced meekly handed off the baton to spring, I made secret visits to Madame Villatte, always late in the morning, when my absence from the office could be mistaken for an early lunch.
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			A single bulb, dangling from a twisted cloth wire, spread an indistinct yellowish moonglow around the hallway outside her apartment door. The door, when one stood near enough to it to knock, interfered with, but did not entirely block, a faint and insinuating ammonia smell that was the work of her elderly, blind, and occasionally incontinent pug.

			Maybe ten seconds of silence followed my rap on her door, and then at some point whatever was on the other side of the door was no longer quite silence, but an almost subaudible rustling that resolved slowly into the sound of shuffling slippers, the tick and scrape of canine toenails on wood, and the muffled melody of love talk between human and animal.

			A quavering “C’est qui?”

			“C’est Steve.”

			A jingling of chain, a tock of thrown bolt, a triple thwack of French door lock, and a complaining screigh of hinges revealed two sets of impossibly bulging eyes. At about the level of my breastbone were the magnified eyes of Madame Villatte, widened by two round, rimless, double-convex lenses that gave her the permanently astonished expression of someone who has just been leaped at from behind the kitchen door. At shin height were the two milky bubbles protruding from the smashed features of Albert (ahl-BEAR) the pug, who was breathing with the sound of someone trying to squeeze the dregs from a plastic mustard jar.

			“There he is, Albert,” said Madame Villatte. “I told you he would come.”

			“As usual,” I said, “it was necessary to escape from the office before lunch.”

			“Because he is a good boy,” she said. “N’est-ce pas, Albert?” And she led me through the morning twilight of her lace-curtained apartment to my accustomed seat on the collapsed upholstery of a dining room chair. I hung my overcoat on the chair’s slender shoulders, and sat next to the massive, dust-filmed, walnut table piled with books and newspapers. She hobbled toward the kitchen, as slight and bent as a shepherd’s crook, flesh-colored hose pooled around the knotty twigs of her ankles, a torn swag of slip dipping below the hem of her housecoat.

			“Une tisane?” she asked. “There is hot water.”

			“I can’t stay long today,” I said.

			“Bof,” she said, without breaking what there was of her stride.

			“Une verveine,” I conceded.

			I had not known that a tisane was an herbal tea, nor that a verveine was steeped lemon verbena leaves until I met Madame Villatte. I had not known any number of things that I now knew, thanks to the months I had been coming to see her.

			I had been given her phone number one morning, during an intraoffice personnel scramble to fill in for a sick colleague. I was expected to see her once or maybe twice, do the best I could, and then, when Jean-Baptiste returned to duty, I was supposed, in a manner of speaking, to give her back.

			But after my first two visits, she decided she didn’t wish to be given back. Jean-Baptiste returned to health, then returned to the office. Madame Villatte called the office, then called again. She did not wish to see Monsieur Jean-Baptiste. She wished to see Monsieur Steve, who, she assured them, wished, in turn, to see her.

			Except that it was not convenient for the office to send Monsieur Steve east to the 18th arrondissement to see Madame Villatte, only to have him travel back west, to the 16th, to visit the others on his route. Monsieur Steve was ordered, politely but unequivocally, to knock it off.

			At what should have been our final meeting, she made me promise I would keep calling on her, and several surreptitious visits later, I discovered that I did not wish to give her back either, and we had carried on like this throughout the rest of my Paris sojourn.

			She set a tray beside me on the table, and from it served one tremoring china cup and saucer to me, and one to herself, then a cup of mixed nuts, a shallow dish of olives, a fan of sliced saucisson on a cutting board.

			“Alors,” she said, backing into her chair across from me. I stood up to help her fall slowly into her seat. Folded a wing of her collar flat. Sat back down.

			Albert had been walking stiffly and a little aimlessly around the apartment, but at the sound of her voice, he veered in our direction, first bumping gently into the wall and then the leg of a chair.

			“Viens, chouchou,” she said, and reached down to stroke his back. He lowered himself, frowning, onto one hip, making wet, congested sounds, and aiming a partial erection like a twist of pink lipstick at me as he stared past my knee. “Oh, que t’es mignon,” she told him, reassuring him of his inexhaustible adorability.

			She asked for my now-habitual update, which I delivered imperfectly but less stiffly than all those months ago. First, there was general news from America, scuttlebutt from the Little Brothers’ office, updates on the old people I had visited this week, highlights of my wanderings around the city, thoughts on what I had been reading.

			I had enrolled in an advanced French grammar class a longish metro ride to the south side of Paris and—unheard of for me—early in the morning.

			“But, Steve,” my office mentor, Stephane, had just lamented the other day when I had told him about the class, “your French is very good. You make almost no faults.”

			“Almost,” I had said.

			I relayed this story to Madame Villatte, fishing for a little scrap of compliment.

			“Oh, you make plenty of faults, Ricain,” she said.

			Ricain (ree-CAN) was old World War II slang, as I had also learned from her—an abbreviation of Américain. Like Kraut, in English. Or Frog. The Brits were les rosbifs, the roast beefs.

			From the beginning, she had corrected my French sternly, insistently, exasperatedly, to say nothing of my taste in American food and French authors—“hamburgers and Camus, my God”—all with such dry affection that I was unable to find it in me to retreat from her scolding into my usual self-protective crouch.

			However she had done it, she had managed over the months of our—what was it exactly? I had tried off and on to put a word to it. “Relationship” felt too generic. “Friendship” too distant. “Courtship” carried the wrong connotations, although there had been a coy and quasi-flirtatious sort of luring one another out into the unguarded expressions of fondness we now exchanged. I thought of it as something like the months of our “closeness.”

			During that stretch of time, whatever its proper label, I had discovered in her a quality that I couldn’t ever remember sensing in the presence of anyone else. It was as if, intuitively, and without drawing the least attention to it, she had opened up a space between us, and led me to understand that while I was in there, I was—the only word is—safe. There would be some verbal roughhousing. She would thrust an occasional teasing rapier when she saw an opening. But that didn’t mean anything. What was important was the establishment, undefined and unreferred to, of something sacred at the core of our exchanges that would not be violated.

			And like some stray eyeing an open palmful of food, I crept closer to her, holding up my shield of banter and agile linguistic performance to hide the fooled-too-many-times fear of exposure and shame that I think she sensed, and at the same time, pointedly ignored.

			In that stop-and-start way, I approached her with questions of French usage—vocabulary, pronunciation, and simple turns of phrase—that would have felt humiliating to ask of anyone else. Those soon evolved into questions about Parisian mores, manners, and culture, which in turn became questions about life, about music and books, about love, including her long, happy marriage to Georges, who had departed a decade ago. Whose plain gold band she still wore loosely on a knobby left finger.

			Here, disorientingly, was something like the opposite of my self-assigned Paris project—the cultivation of a protective, ultra-civilized veneer—and yet in Madame Villatte’s living room, I had learned more about speaking French, about living in Paris, about living well generally, than I had learned over all of those months of dedicated solitary study.

			And today—already—it was time to talk about my upcoming departure back to the United States.

			“No, it is not that moment,” she said, pushing herself out of her chair, and sliding her feet back into her slippers.

			She returned from the kitchen with two stemmed glasses and a bottle of wine.

			“Madame Villatte, I can’t. You know I…”

			“Tais-toi.” Shut up.

			She poured two glasses.

			“Beaujolais nouveau,” she announced. “You should probably know about it. Terrible wine, but a pleasant tradition. You Americans adore it, so we send you as much as we can.” She raised her glass, huge eyes staring, a smile showing her long teeth and one missing incisor.

			I did not know enough to fathom what terrible wine was, and asked her why she thought so. I considered wine to be one of those by-invitation-only cultural realms, like poetry and fly-fishing, full of secrets guarded by a guild of the knowing, who chortled among themselves at the efforts of outsiders to fathom their calling, and who I imagined did not spend much time scouring for new members among the television watchers and dependable voters of Roseville, Minnesota.

			She explained that it was the new wine of Beaujolais, a vin de primeur bottled each year just after it had fermented. An inconsequential ballerina of a wine. Still, it was nice to look at her tutu.

			She took a sip, looking over the edge of her glass at me with as devilish an expression as her telescopic eyeglasses allowed.

			Then, while we sipped, she made me read her the first three pages of Le Figaro, her newspaper of choice, and interrupted me only once, with a lashing correction of my pronunciation of the French puis (then), a tightly coiled, sharp-tipped little word that I had Americanized into a drawling “poo-eeeh,” to her intense disapproval.

			And then it truly was that moment.

			I shrugged into my coat, and told her that I would try to stop by once more before I left—whether cushioning the blow for her or for me, I couldn’t tell.

			“Who will visit you when I’m gone?” I asked.

			“I will continue to receive Monsieur Jean-Baptiste when you are gone,” she said, naming my predecessor, unwitting rival, and soon-to-be successor with a wry and agile twist of her mouth.

			“Do you have children somewhere?” I wondered, winding on a wool scarf. “Did I already ask you that?”

			“Georges and I could not have children,” she said.

			Albert had risen and was making his way by trial and error through the maze of invisible furniture toward our voices.

			“Madame Villatte,” I said. “I am sorry to have asked. It was not…”

			“I am not sorry you asked,” she said. “Do you imagine, after all, that I do not like your interminable questions?”

			What I said next came out haltingly. I wanted to say it right, and had to think my way through it.

			“You would have been a good mother,” I said, concentrating hard on my execution of the tricky, conditional perfect construction.

			“You would have been a good son,” she said.

			I smiled and held out my hand, which she ignored, and she reached up to pull my face toward her, then kissed me on both cheeks. The vast globes of her eyes, when I straightened, were swimming behind her glasses.

			“Oh, c’est terrible,” she said. “Is it not, Albert?”

			When I couldn’t look anymore, I dropped onto my heels and stroked Albert’s head and his rotund, thatched haystack of a back. “Au revoir, Albert.”

			I stood back up, and said, “Au revoir, Madame Villatte.”

			She corrected my pronunciation, and I said it again, to her satisfaction, before she would agree to say, “Au revoir, mon petit Steve.”

			I turned and walked into the hallway’s yellow gloom. At the booming shut of her door, I paused, and then, to the accompaniment of chain, bolt, and latch, started down the dark stairwell.

			I imagined her tiny figure, followed gamely by Albert, shuffling back to the dining room table, to the filigreed serving tray, the gilt-rimmed enameled teacups, the half-empty bottle, the wine dregs like bloodshot eyes looking out from the bottoms of the two empty goblets. Her shuffling back to the kitchen with the loaded tray. The woolly Paris sky pressing feeble light through the filters of lace at her windows. I imagined a week or two of Le Figaro piling up before Jean-Baptiste would come again. Wondered if he made time to read to her. Did he accept her offers of herbal tea and mixed nuts? Of coffee and chocolate wafers? Of Porto and ginger crackers? Did he say goodbye to Albert when he left?

			Back on the street, I fished for a cigarette, squinted against a faceful of smoke and sulfur, looked up at the blank row of fifth-floor windows, talking myself into the conviction that I would, without fail, see her again. Then, moderately soothed by this thought, I set off generally westerly, threading my way among the cobweb of streets, in search of a restaurant for lunch. Whispering to myself: Puis.

			Trying it another way: Puis.

			Trying it again: Puis.

			Puis.

			Puis.

			Puis.
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			Shortly before I left Paris, a benefactor and board member of the Little Brothers invited me to dinner with his family.

			They occupied the top floor of one of those classic, six-story, mansard-roofed apartment buildings in high Haussmann style.

			We talked politely, discussing my experiences, and theirs, as part of the Little Brothers fraternity. We discovered a mutual love for classical music, surprising ourselves with a shared affection for the sacred music of Louis XIV’s court composer, Jean-Baptiste Lully.

			I don’t remember all that was served, except that it was the classic French coursed dinner, le repas gastronomique français. Wines were refreshed, if not at every course then nearly so, and the meal concluded with coffee and a digestif—I chose Armagnac because I found its slight obscurity in comparison to Cognac satisfyingly esoteric.

			I told them about a trip to Greece I had been planning. I wanted to visit Mycenae, where Homer’s Agamemnon may have lived, and then on to Athens—to wander the Acropolis, of course, but mostly to visit the National Archaeological Museum and lay eyes on a hammered gold death mask once touted as the Mask of Agamemnon.

			This prompted the daughter-in-law to my left to reveal that she was Greek, and she wondered if I was going to visit the islands. But I wasn’t going to visit the islands. I did not plan—or particularly care—to walk a single beach, feel a single ray of Hellenic sunshine on my bare torso, flirt or propose to dance with a single other young person, or get a single whiff of salt water, aside from that furrow of the Ionian Sea plowed by the Brindisi-Patras ferry. I was going to Mycenae and Athens in search of Agamemnon, and this was just the sort of detail that a cultured Parisian family of the upper bourgeoisie would simply eat up, and when I explained that I was taking ancient Greek at school in order, I hoped, to read Homer in his own language, they ate it up still further, and then, when I explained that I had been teaching myself modern Greek at the Pompidou Center via cassette tape—and when I was able, subsequently, to conduct an extremely brief but comprehensible exchange with the Greek daughter-in-law, in modern Greek—the entire family was bedazzled and spent the rest of the meal comfortably and almost gratefully curled in the palm of my hand.

			The only other detail I remember from the evening was the son, somewhere around the cheese course, saying, “Stop!” in the middle of one of my answers to their excited questions.

			“That was the first time this evening that I have heard you make a faute de français” (a grammatical error), he said, and though I feigned surprise and a bit of bashfulness, I was inwardly aglow.

			This was my arrival on the stage I had been rehearsing for. This was who Steve Hoffman became when he had shucked off the last tatty rags of Roseville, Minnesota, and stepped into his finished, Parisian form. Speaking three languages. Talking music, antiquity, and literature in a Paris flat. Eating in luxurious sophistication, and knowing what he wished to drink. This. This was the beginning of the life that had crouched inside me, ready to spring.

			I knew that I would never see those people again in my life. Not only would I never see them again, but I had no interest in seeing them again. The performance I had put on, perfectly calibrated, nearly faultless, was all that mattered. I thought of my evening companions with gratitude, but they did not mean anything beyond their roles for that one rapturous evening, as a spellbound audience entranced by Steve Hoffman.

			I walked home, overcoat blowing in the winter wind, in as close to a state of bliss as I could remember.
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			I did go to Greece. I wandered Homer’s Mycenae and Plato’s Acropolis, feeling as if there were great secrets hidden in the stones around me to which I was not privy. At the National Archaeological Museum in Athens, I stared at the gold mask I had come for, but the impenetrable 1980s modernity of the crush of people around me obscured any glimpse the mask might have given me into the strange and brutal beauty of the Bronze Age and its heroes.

			The true casualty of the trip to Greece, however—and of the resulting rush to finish my business in Paris before flying home—was that I did not, despite my veiled promises to her, return to see Madame Villatte. I was in an unaccountable hurry to get back home. I think I was afraid that I had experienced a moment of perfection over dinner in that sixth-floor flat, and that Paris could only be tarnished from there.

			I understood this abrupt departure as a betrayal of Madame Villatte—though not, as it also was, a betrayal of that awkward, passionate, wondering, and unguarded part of myself that she had managed briefly to coax into the open, and then been willing to look upon with favor. Those few moments had been the only true triumph of Paris. And finding a way to live more often in that state perhaps the only important lesson to be learned from my time there, though I did not learn it then, despite all of my studying and striving.

			Several months after my return to the United States, I sent her a long letter, full of news, gossip, descriptions of Minnesota, questions about Albert, apologies and explanations for why I had not come to see her, and promises that I would return to Paris soon, and would be knocking again on her door.

			Two or three weeks later, I received a letter from a Monsieur Camus, no relation. Inside was a letter from him, and my own unopened letter to Madame Villatte, his next-door neighbor, who, he regretted to inform me, was deceased, after several weeks in the Hôpital L’ariboisière. He was looking after her mail, and thought I should be informed.
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			I arrived back in Minnesota in spring 1987.

			That July, I met half-Romanian, half-Scandinavian Mary Jo Lapadat, who would call me to attention with a blazing intelligence, high Swedish cheekbones, a spill of blond hair, a smoky intensity of close-set, dark-rimmed Slavic eyes, an engineer’s brain, an artist’s soul, and a frank and lusty hunger for life as a sensual celebration and a collaborative art form.

			We were set up by her sister, though initially neither of us could imagine what attraction the other might possibly hold—I, a French and ancient Greek major living among Benedictine monks; she, an engineering graduate from UW Madison.

			But we discovered, to our surprise, an instant, omnivorous hunger for each other.

			We spent that summer nauseating our friends with our greedy togetherness. Our constant touching, sure, but also a kind of mental twinning—a fascination with each other’s thoughts, intuitions, and conclusions. We lay naked on damp sheets under an oscillating fan in her apartment—“like they invented it,” complained one of Mary Jo’s friends—smoking lazy cigarettes and making plans for the remainder of our lives, which, already, after mere weeks, it seemed inevitable we would share.

			I had been raised in a family that never quite said exactly what we felt or what we wanted, in which the socially appropriate gesture was encouraged over the straight and often awkward truth. Unspoken wishes and unexpressed resentments drifted like a gas through the house of my late youth, ready to be ignited into accusation and recrimination by a careless word.

			Mary Jo’s frankness—her refusal to hedge, to mislead, to wait around for what she wanted, or to mope if she didn’t get it—was like new and healthy air I got to breathe. I felt for the first time I could remember as if I had been given exactly what I wanted, and had not had to prove I deserved it, and would not have to give it back if I made a mistake.

			Mary Jo valued, above all things, a rebellious, tomboyish autonomy—cultivated over a childhood of unsupervised summers spent in woods, lakes, and meadowish empty lots—that meant she got to decide for herself what shape her life should take, and ignore, as completely as she wished, what others might opine, openly or secretly, on the subject.

			That fall, she went to work as an aerospace engineer at Honeywell in Minneapolis. Most weekdays, unbeknown to our parents, I would drop her off in the morning, commute an hour and a half to Saint John’s for class, and drive back by dinnertime. At night I would read Jane Austen to her while she rested her head on my stomach. The year after that, she got her master’s in aeronautics and astronautics at Stanford. I wrote her almost daily letters from my dorm room, wooing her desperately. She returned to Honeywell the next summer, designing guidance systems for hypersonic vehicles. I would join her and her colleagues for late-afternoon pitchers of beer at the Polish Palace in Northeast Minneapolis, where talk was of the unstable longitudinal stability of fighter planes, the application of Newton’s F = ma to the acceleration of jet engines, the coming of digital cockpits.

			Her father had been a darkly handsome, romantic, and talented Romanian immigrant, a Marine and a pro baseball player, whose profession—selling beer for Hamm’s brewery—encouraged the kind of drinking that tends, as it did in his case, to result in outbursts of rage, volatile family relations, and a creeping and ultimately chronic unreliability.

			What Mary Jo originally saw in me, I think, was the romance and talent, however raw, of her charismatic father, balanced by a seriousness, an ambitious sort of sobriety, the combination of which looked like an answer to something she had hoped for but not expected to find. She had met an equal.

			We dreamed bigger together than we had apart.

			I proposed, a little abruptly, less than two years after we met, never imagining that she would say anything but yes.

			In September 1989, we were married.
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			I sometimes look back at our first summer—the best summer of my life with no close second, a summer spent falling in love, a summer of sun-stoked heat, of an ecstatic sense of discovery, a summer infused with an almost unbearable feeling of rightness—and I want to go back and intervene, against my own best interests, to warn Mary Jo. Because that was the best of me for a long while.

			What followed was an outwardly happy early marriage that was in a number of subtle ways a dispiriting parade of revelations that the romantic and slightly dashing young man that Mary Jo Lapadat had agreed to marry was not the whole Steve Hoffman, but a crafted persona—not intentionally deceitful, but not something, either, that he could quite sustain. His smoking, intriguingly urbane at first, began to look like a simple habit. After he had quit smoking, or claimed to, she found a pack of Marlboro Lights wedged under the front seat of her Honda Civic, and his subsequent, impeccably believable denial revealed him to be a quite accomplished teller of expedient lies. Absent the structure of college coursework and an amateur tennis career, his ambition appeared to deflate like a tent with the poles removed. His academic degrees in modern and classical languages did not offer a straightforward path to a career, and he seemed able to perform neither the gritty networking nor the intricate dreaming that finding a path would have required. He said he wanted to be a writer, but then appeared to lack some deep core out of which to write.

			She thought wonderingly to herself, more than once, on the way to her completely stable job as an aerospace engineer, that her new husband might actually believe he could read books, or walk the streets of Paris, for a living. She sat across from him one evening as they paid their bills and saw with consternation that grew into a kind of horror that he was trying and failing to balance their checkbook.

			And then he had a kind of breakdown that was a strange hybrid of delayed teenage rebellion and early midlife crisis. They fought for several months, then separated for exactly three days.

			She spent those three days ready to be done. This was not what she had signed up for. This was not even the man she had married. They had barely begun. There were no kids. There was not yet a deep shared history linking their fates. She accepted that the brief social humiliation of an early aborted marriage would not outweigh the lifetime of frustration spent trying to discover in the chaos of her new husband’s scattered abilities the makings of an equal partner. She had always supported herself. She would be OK.

			Three things, in the end, brought her back. He was smart. And working daily with rocket scientists had revealed to her that she liked being surrounded by smart people. He made her laugh, slyly, and often. And somewhere intertwined among his cravings, his evasions, his dreaminess, his short-lived obsessions, his natural gifts, and his infuriating, cloth-headed, lazy betrayals of them, there was a shoot-the-moon enthusiasm, a willingness to dispense with the convenient and ordinary in order to gulp the inconvenient and remarkable, a high-risk, high-reward sort of anti-conventional daring that she realized still thrilled her, and that she was willing to take some risks to join forces with.

			On day three, she found him sticking out in several directions from a plaid, sour-smelling comforter on his sister’s living room floor.

			“Hey,” he said, tucking the edge of the comforter under his chin.

			“Hey,” she said.
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			Twenty years later, the two of us sat together, watching the unearthly smooth asphalt of the A75 rushing toward us at 130 kilometers per hour. We were about seven hours south of Paris, on our way to the Languedoc, where we had chosen to live for six months with fourteen-year-old Eva and nine-year-old Joseph.

			“Little-known fact,” said Joe, from the back seat of our brand-new silver-gray Renault Scénic—no less a minivan for being called, in French, a monospace.

			“Joseph Hoffman,” I said like a teacher calling on a student—a schtick we had established over many questions and answers.

			“Baby echidnas and baby duck-billed platypuses are both called puggles.”

			“Why do you know that?” asked Eva.

			The jet-lagged kids had spent most of the drive staring out at an ash-gray lid of northern European sky. Eventually, Eva’s head fell back, and she began snoring softly. Soon afterward Joseph toppled slowly onto her, like melting ice cream, and for the first time since Minneapolis, Mary Jo and I were, for lack of a better word, alone.

			The broken white shoulder stripes of the autoroute flashed at the edge of my vision, and my fingers, tapping the gearshift in rippling waves, as they did when I was anxious or ruminating, took up the same iambic heartbeat: ba-dum ba-dum ba-dum.
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			In Madame Johnson’s high school French geography class, we had veered into Languedoc long enough to learn one single fact—that it was the Langue d’Oc (the Language of Oc) because there they had once pronounced “yes” as oc, which later evolved into Occitan, or Provençal. Northern French was the Langue d’Oïl, where oïl evolved into the Parisian “oui,” which was all I needed to know as a young man in order to dismiss the Languedoc as something on the periphery of the only kind of French civilization I wanted to absorb, namely whatever civilization Paris was the capital of.

			And then I hadn’t thought about Languedoc for about thirty years.

			We had chosen it, in part, because I had settled into an improbably satisfying career as a tax preparer. I had an intense annual earning season between January and July, and, if I planned correctly, an offseason, or at most a client-maintenance season, for the remainder of the year. This meant we could just afford, moneywise and timewise, an academic semester abroad, from late summer into early winter, and southern France, unlike east-central Minnesota, was both Francophone and warm.

			Once you have decided on the south, there are really only two options—expensive and exhaustively touristed Provence, or its modest neighbor across the Rhône, Languedoc-Roussillon. From there, we had flung a squadron of electronic darts at a map of southwestern France, and one of them had landed on a tiny pinprick, about fifty minutes north of the Mediterranean and fifty minutes east of the Pyrenees. The name of the pinprick was Autignac, and the name of the owner of the rental home called Olive Tree House was Bill, an Irishman from Ballynure.

			

			
				
					[image: Line drawing of garden shears.]
				

			

			Since my short-lived collapse at age twenty-three, there had been an accumulation of mostly good years, some of them very, very good.

			After a wandering early professional life—from proofreader, to translator, to handyman, to real estate broker, to manager of several rental properties that Mary Jo and I bought and fixed up—I had eventually taken up tax preparation on the suggestion of my mother-in-law, who was in the business. Against every expectation, I found its linear, rule-based structure congenial to my own rule-seeking worldview, yet also welcomed the surprising intimacy it afforded.

			I had five hundred tax clients. Knew all their names. Could break bad news gently. Could face hard news with empathy—divorces, bankruptcies, diagnoses, prognoses, AA, chemo, insulin, Prozac, hospice, deaths of parents, deaths of spouses, deaths of children. I could ask something about each of their lives when they called.

			Mary Jo and I had never lost that deep and intuitive connectedness that had flavored our first year together with so much more than just carnality and the first flutterings of young love. We agreed, almost without having to discuss it, that the life we wanted would exist in tension between, on one hand, the comforts and reassurances, the self-restraint and occasional self-sacrifice, of middle-class domesticity, and on the other, the call to adventure, the pull of the impulsive, the ineffable, the extraordinary.

			In that spirit, we had made some of our biggest decisions with a deliberate sort of whimsy. An impromptu three months in French Polynesia in our twenties, living in tents and boardinghouses, foraging for mangoes, papayas, breadfruit, and reef fish. A summer in Brittany—memorable if misguided—when Eva was six, and Joe was not yet crawling.

			In 2005, we had bought our Minnesota house in the woods much earlier in our lives than we could afford it, blowing up our budget and our retirement savings for years, if not decades, because there was an inarticulable Nordic dreaminess about it that we both agreed made perfectly weird sense.

			We had spent more time picking out vacuum cleaners than
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