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    If you could just get rid of the bloody tourists, London would be a fabulous place in summertime. But the gawkers seem to breed … in the streets, on the monuments, across the squares and greens. And if you’re an American, you’re always taken for a tourist.

    I had longed to live in London; for years I had plotted and schemed to live in the British capital. In the end, I finally just moved. I gave my home in America to my ex-wife with a song of thanksgiving on my lips, packed a few boxes with books, stuffed my clothes into suitcases, and flew to the UK.

    I quickly found that I had focused on the wrong things – for example, I hadn’t worried much about actual immigration law, and that would prove a near-catastrophic and very expensive oversight. I thought I needed a car, and didn’t. And I didn’t worry at first about having a place to live, thinking that staying with friends would prove satisfactory, if only in the short term.

    Everywhere I went – on the Underground, on the buses, in the shops, everywhere – I did my level best to keep my mouth shut and my eyes cast downward. I bought my Oyster card and plied it with abandon on the Tube. I learned to drive in relative safety with all the other idiot motorists who populate south London.

    In other words, I did my best to fit in. All that effort went out the window when the first word went out of my mouth.

    When I opened my mouth and said something, people stopped to look. I have an American voice that, thanks to a youth spent in broadcasting, sounds like God on a mountaintop. As it turned out, that voice was something of a liability in a place that was rapidly becoming anti-American in both tone and deed.

    Actually, the tourists in summertime were something of a screen. They kept me from being viewed with abject suspicion. By early fall, when the tourists were gone, there wasn’t much to keep the locals from believing the worst: That an American had somehow made the mad decision to live among them. From the start, I wasn’t welcome.

    I had yet to experience London in fall. But by early August, 2005, I had resolved just to survive the summer and let the next season take care of itself.
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    I was living with my friends Terry and Maria in their south London flat. I inhabited their lounge – living room in American parlance – and my boxes were stored in their damp but sufficiently secure storage room at the front of the flat. Because they were trying mightily to have a baby, my agreement with Terry and Maria was that I would be 'gone' most of the weekends.

    Terry was 50 then, and he gave me to understand that for someone his age, every opportunity to make love was precious. His wife, Maria, was much younger and therefore had more patience. Suffice it to say that the task of impregnating his wife weighed more heavily on Terry than it would have on most men.

    When I went elsewhere on the weekends, I usually stayed in London, often at cheap hotels. This allowed me to indulge my fascination with London Transport all weekend long, although I seldom stayed out late and never ventured beyond the established bus routes.

    One particular weekend in early August, however, I booked a Eurostar package to Paris and reserved a room at a Best Western in the Latin Quarter. That Friday afternoon, there was a minor train accident at Clapham Junction. In London, such minor incidents are commonplace and, because the Brits lack anything approaching a work ethic, these little affairs provide an excuse for everyone involved in the entire transport system to take the afternoon off.

    I do not jest; I have seen a minor trackside fire effectively shutter the entire London Underground. You wonder, while you’re standing there, milling about, waiting for the Tube to reopen, how long it takes someone to extinguish a bloody grass fire. I imagine there must be rather a lot of paperwork involved.

    And no, I am not bitter. I am truthful, which is not always an asset when writing about London and British culture.

    This minor incident at Clapham affected my journey onward to Waterloo. The Eurostar departed from that station, and I made the train with only a few seconds to spare.

    My point is this: But for a few seconds either way, I’d have missed the train and missed meeting Rachelle. You have to believe that God has a wonderful sense of humor … or that the entire universe is nothing but a big, freakish accident.

    The punctilious Eurostar folks assign seats, which was my good fortune in this instance because the train was full. My seat was next to a young woman; she was an attractive brunette and I guessed her to be in her mid-30’s. She was chatting gaily on her cellphone when I sat down beside her; my powers of observation are fairly acute. Consequently, I could tell she was French.

    Once the train was underway, I started a conversation by telling her that this was my first visit to Paris and asking her if she'd spent much time in the city.

    Rachelle du Corday was working as a nanny for three small boys. She seemed too old to be a conventional nanny, but hers wasn’t a conventional position, since she worked with a diplomatic family in London. Rachelle had gone to school at Sacre Coeur, the famous Catholic school in Paris. Her family had lived for generations in Chambourcy, a village about 30 minutes east of the city.

    Her last name was something of a prompt for me. I told her about my interest in French Revolutionary history; thinking that she might be a descendant of Charlotte Corday, the young woman from the Calvados who had stabbed revolutionary leader Marat in his bath. There was indeed a relationship, she told me; I could even see a resemblance between Rachelle and the woman in all the contemporary drawings and paintings I knew so well.

    The original Charlotte Corday, armed with a long kitchen knife, had committed the murder that effectively launched the entire Reign of Terror which killed thousands at the height of the French Revolution. This woman had been Rachelle’s great aunt, several times removed. Charlotte’s great niece, in my opinion, did not display the hallmarks of Charlotte’s rather gritty and determined personality.

    In a word, Rachelle seemed sweet and, like her great aunt, very attractive. The woman sitting next to me had a beautiful smile, nice teeth, and a well-modulated voice. In addition, she smelled nice … there is no other way to put it. She had recently bathed (a plus in itself, and not something to be discounted when interacting with women in Britain) with Ogilvie Sisters soap.

    I found myself wondering where she’d gotten the stuff, since it hadn’t been made in years. One of my former girlfriends, a CNN news anchor at the time, had been fond of the brand, so I knew the scent. By the time I got around to telling her a little about myself, I knew much more about her than she did me … and she was regarding me with an expression ranging from open-mouthed curiosity to genuine interest.

    I gave Mademoiselle du Corday the Readers’ Digest version of me: American author, divorced, no children, living in London. At that point, she seemed intrigued; at any rate, we were still talking when we got off the train two hours later at Garde du Nord.

    Rachelle offered to meet me on Saturday afternoon and take me on a quick tour of Paris and then to dinner. She asked me where I was staying, and I told her. Rachelle suggested that I find Deux Magots, the famous bar that Hemingway and all the other great writers used as a social watering hole. I was to meet her there on Saturday afternoon. We exchanged cellphone numbers and went our separate ways.

    Friday afternoon gave way to Friday night while I was still engaged in finding my hotel. I struggled to find a restaurant where my mediocre French would be well-tolerated. Having survived dinner, I went back to my hotel, took a shower and went to bed. On Saturday morning, I partook of the hotel’s proffered breakfast. Then I took a bus tour around the city, which took up much of the morning.

    I showed up at Deux Magots at 2pm on Saturday afternoon and to my surprise, Rachelle was already there. We went walking toward the river and wound up at Notre Dame. I watched her light a candle in the sanctuary and followed her up into the bell tower.

    We sat at a bistro and had some chocolate, then walked up and down streets window-shopping. That evening, we went to a Paris landmark, Le Grand Colbert, for dinner. I enjoyed the food and Rachelle’s company.

    We exchanged e-mail addresses, then I took her to her car. She was driving an older but very pretty baby blue Mercedes 500 SL, hardtop attached. I presumed the car belonged to her parents.

    I thanked Rachelle for the tour, we kissed each other on the cheek, and I watched her drive away.
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    Rachelle Marie-Charlotte Catherine Hezwig du Corday was a full seven years younger than me. But in many ways, she was far more worldly.

    Her parents were comfortably well-off; her father owned half interest in Orient-Pacific, which handled executive and family relocations around the globe. He told people he was “in the removals business,” but the truth was something else again. Marc is one of those businessmen who can stroll around Paris with a few thousand Euros in his pocket and yet give the impression that he doesn’t have change to spare for the homeless guy around the corner.

    Born in Chambourcy, Rachelle spent her childhood close to Paris. Like many Catholic girls, she attended the all-girls academy at Sacre Coeur in Montmartre. I think she found the experience liberating in the sense that she didn’t have to live under the watchful eye of her parents day and night.

    Suzette, Rachelle’s sister, is seven years younger. When Rachelle was finishing school, Suzette was still some years away from making the transition from Chambourcy to Paris.

    Rachelle chose to attend the University of Paris; although she was not an academic standout, her father’s money assured her admission. She studied economics … at least, that was the intention. As her father later told me, Rachelle mainly studied boys.

    She finished her degree at age 22, went to work for the World Health Organization in Paris, and sat about enjoying the life of a single woman in the most beautiful city in the world. She might have lived quite lavishly – at least, lavishly compared to most 22-year-olds – when her trust fund kicked in at age 21. But Rachelle left the €50,000 per year untouched, gathering a small amount of interest in her bank account, and lived off her WHO salary.

    Rachelle had a series of boyfriends beginning at university and continuing even after she married me. One day, while in Nice on a WHO assignment, she had lunch in a popular local restaurant and met Jacques, a photographer for National Geographic. Within three months they were madly in love.

    Rachelle left WHO that summer and began traveling with Jacques. She was 28 and wanted so badly to taste some adventure in life. She also wanted Jacques, who was apparently something of a free spirit. Their travels took them all over the world; one of my favorite photos of Rachelle is one Jacques took while Rachelle was boogie-boarding off the coast of Australia.

    The jet-setting, nomadic lifestyle lasted nearly eight years. In Jacques’ defense, he paid most of Rachelle’s expenses and, in compensation, she tagged along to most of his photo shoots as an assistant. On their infrequent trips to Chambourcy, Rachelle would tell her parents that Jacques was “the one,” but that they had no time to marry or set up housekeeping. They were, in Rachelle’s words, “having too much fun to have fun.”

    Rachelle seemed happy enough, at least to her parents. But the couple were not destined for a particularly bright future. In early 2002, they found themselves in Dallas, Texas … about an hour’s drive from the little town where I lived at the time. Jacques was out on assignment, photographing the landmark Pegasus sign which sits atop the Mobil building in downtown Dallas.

    Rachelle went out to tour Dealey Plaza and the West End, then returned to the Adolphus to meet Jacques. He came back to their hotel room late that afternoon, professing to be tired. Rachelle should go on to dinner without him, he said.

    Instead, Rachelle went to the lobby bar and had a drink. Then she went back upstairs, turned her key in the lock, and viola! She found Jacques in bed with a comely blonde.

    The blonde left while Jacques was still furiously protesting that the interloper meant nothing to him. Rachelle would have none of it. She packed her suitcase, went downstairs and called a cab. The driver took her to the airport, and Rachelle bought a first-class ticket home to Paris. She sat alone in the American Airlines lounge in Terminal B, crying softly. When her flight was ready to board, Rachelle got up and went home.

    Once she was back in France, Rachelle’s fury descended into despair. She stayed in Chambourcy for nearly a year, often spending entire days in her room. At night, she got into her little Mercedes and roamed the countryside, sometimes sleeping in the car.

    All the while, she heard nothing from Jacques. After eight years together, she expected more. God alone knew where he was now.

    All of us have different ways of coping with a broken heart; Rachelle’s particular method involved copious amounts of solitary confinement and long cross-country drives. By early December, 2002, she was finally beginning to emerge from her self-imposed exile. And her parents, Marc and Sofie, were wondering what they could do to help their daughter move back into the mainstream of living again.

    Marc went out into the town and found Rachelle a new job – at the local Catholic school, teaching English to disinterested students. The job was temporary at best; the usual instructor had become pregnant and would only be gone for the balance of the year. The work was particularly easy because Rachelle already spoke French, English, German and Portuguese. Rachelle also began a furtive but rather passionate romantic relationship with the school’s headmaster. The headmaster and his wife were good friends with Rachelle’s parents; the four of them played tennis together quite often.

    Rachelle finished the assignment in late summer 2003, when the regular instructor returned to her job. By then, her unusually indulgent father had found his eldest daughter a new opportunity. One of Marc’s friends was the father of the Portuguese Ambassador to the United Kingdom. The Ambassador’s wife was pregnant with triplets. Rachelle could go to London to help. She jumped at the chance. She had grown up adoring babies and children; now in her mid-30s with no children of her own, Rachelle looked to another family to fulfill her maternal needs. She moved to London and was beside the Ambassador’s wife when the boys were born.

    The children were not hers, but Rachelle cared for them as if they were. Up to her elbows in diapers, she felt glutted, needed, worn out … and happy. As the boys grew and began to crawl and walk, Rachelle began to crawl out of her shell. She seized on what little opportunity she had for a social life and began going to the cinema with friends. Her work schedule was punctuated by infrequent dinner dates and even more infrequent trips to Chambourcy.

    The frequency of trips home changed in early 2005. Rachelle’s younger sister gave birth to her first child. Rachelle loved little André at first sight, and found it difficult to stay away for more than a weekend or two at a time.

    Her trip to Chambourcy in August 2005 served a dual purpose: She wanted to see André, who was by then about three and a half months old. And that Sunday was also Rachelle’s birthday – a fact she did not then disclose to me. Her parents planned a celebratory family dinner party on Saturday night. After all, your eldest daughter doesn’t turn 39 every day.

    Rachelle came home on the evening we met, had dinner with her parents, and then proceeded to shock them: They must reschedule her birthday dinner, she said; she, the guest of honor, would be in Paris, sightseeing with an American author.

    “You’ve met someone?” her father inquired, stunned.

    “Oui. On the train today.”

    “But Cheri,” her Papa protested, “how can you cancel your birthday dinner just for that? You just met this fellow!”

    “Oui, Papa,” Rachelle said, then continued in English so her mother would not collapse and die on the spot. “But he is the man I am going to marry.”
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After that first weekend in Paris, I went back to London and then headed back to Texas the following week. At that point, I was still flying back to Texas every quarter, just to keep the income wheels spinning.
I found out while I was in America that former President Clinton would be in London on 16 September, and I was invited to dine with him at a small dinner party at the London Marriott. I e-mailed Rachelle and asked if she'd like to be my date. She sent me back a one-word reply, punctuated by an exclamation mark.
I flew in on the day of the dinner, raced from Gatwick airport to my friends' flat to change, then took a train into Victoria and met Rachelle at the Marriott. I was jet lagged out of my mind. But I enjoyed watching Rachelle. She seemed to enjoy meeting Bill, who had been my friend since I was a young teenager. Because Rachelle is an attractive woman, Bill certainly enjoyed meeting her. While everyone else watched President Clinton at dinner, I watched my date.
No matter what she did – laughing with a confectionary magnate’s wife one minute, then chatting with Bill and Chelsea the next – Rachelle seemed completely at ease. The truth was something else: She put her hand in mine while Bill was speaking after dinner, and her hand was trembling with nervousness.
Now here’s an anecdote you won’t read just anywhere: I was standing alone in the men’s room, at the urinal, when a Secret Service agent walked in and stood behind me … his back almost against my back. Bill came walking in and went directly to the next urinal. I’d been around him enough when he was president to know the drill.
“Hey, friend. What’s the story on the girl?” he asked, without seeming to break his concentration on the task at hand.
“I don’t know that there is a story, Mr. President. She’s just someone I met. I cleared her with your staff first. I didn’t know if I was going to get her past your body man out there.”
“Jim,” Bill laughed, “we’re in the men’s room. You don’t have to call me ‘Mr. President’ in here.”
“Well, I can’t call you anything else.”
“Nice looking girl. Tell your dad I said hello.” Bill finished and left me to it; the Secret Service agent left with him.
When the dinner was over, I walked Rachelle back to Marble Arch and saw her into the Underground, then caught a rattling bus back to south London.
I collapsed in bed, exhausted, and slept until mid-day on Saturday. Terry and Maria were either very quiet or surprisingly non-productive, in a purely propagational sense of course.
I didn't have a lot of time in the following couple of weeks. The next weekend was the big bus show I usually attend in Duxford, and I didn't think about asking Rachelle because I was already going up with my mate Alan, who had frequently displayed his dislike for anything French. Besides, I didn't imagine Rachelle would have much of an interest in an airfield full of double-decker buses.
Somewhere around September 30, I e-mailed her and asked her to dinner on Saturday night. She responded that she had a dinner date but asked if I'd like to go to the cinema with her on Sunday afternoon. We met in Leicester Square and caught the matinee showing of the George Clooney film Syriana. The film was playing at the Odeon, if I recall correctly. I took her to dinner afterwards at Garfunkel's across the square.
That was our first real date ... not a particularly memorable movie. And, as Rachelle would happily tell our friends in years to come, I can really pick them.
I was free again that first weekend in October, but Rachelle had gone back to France. She wanted to see Suzette’s baby, of course, but she was also anxious to spend a few hours with Bruno, the school headmaster.
Then I finally got my own tiny flat; I moved in on 8 October. Thank God for my friend Terry's little van! I used it to move my belongings, then I drove my little red Mazda MX-5 (a Miata, in American parlance) across the river for the final time and parked it in my own tiny garage.
My doctor friend Elizabeth, who was moving back to America, told me I could have her love seat if I'd come and collect it, so I borrowed Terry's van again the following week and did just that.
Happily, I discovered that the love seat unfolded into a bed, relieving me of the rather immediate need to buy a bed. I’d been sleeping on the floor; Elizabeth’s lumpy love seat felt like paradise in comparison.
I took the money I’d saved and went to Ikea and bought a big white oval table, an office chair and three bookcases. When they were delivered, I put them together, unpacked my few boxes of books, and bought a bottle of wine to celebrate.
Here I was, single, free of the United States and in my own London apartment … at last! There wasn't much in the apartment, but it was clean, quiet and relatively cheap. There was even a tiny garage where I could store my little Mazda. I’d bought the 1992-model car from an employee of the American Embassy who was headed home. The Miata didn’t have air conditioning, but I didn’t need that very often. The little car did have a hardtop, which was a consideration.
I had the Mazda detailed and T-Cut – the British version of a pretty harsh polish, designed to bring out luster in worn paint – and it looked really nice. At any rate, it looked much better than an old car, which is what it was. But I found that I kept it in the garage most of the time and used public transport instead.
Still, it was a toy … and I didn’t have many of those anymore.
I busied myself buying a used Suzuki van; actually, it was a Bedford Rascal with a Suzuki nameplate. Or maybe it was the other way around; I’m not sure anymore. I’ve had tiny minivans in the United States, but this vehicle redefined the word.
Anyway, I wasn’t going to drive it personally; I needed it for my day job.
I had taken a franchise for Terry’s company, Our Local Window Cleaner. Washing windows brought in enough cash to live on. And the physical work – climbing ladders, washing windows and then hefting the ladders back atop the van – kept me in shape. Window washing was a far cry from writing books, and that was fine with me. I’d had all the noonday sun I wanted as an author, and then some.
I went up to Camden to have dinner with Rachelle and the family she was nannying for; they were nice people. Portuguese, but nice; he was the ambassador to the Court of St James. His father and Rachelle’s father had been close friends. The Ambassador’s first name was Ronaldo, but I am a stickler for titles. I always called him “Excellency,” which he found amusing. Rachelle and his wife called him by his first name.
He seemed a little … well, old, to have three little boys tearing around the house. He had a thick grey mustache and a shock of unruly grey hair, and he invariably wore wire-rimmed glasses that slid down his nose when he read.
The Ambassador spoke impeccable English; in stark comparison, his wife apparently spoke very little English. They communicated with each other – and with Rachelle – in rapid-fire Portuguese. I speak Spanish, so I could understand a word or two now and then.
They pronounced Rachelle’s name as Europeans typically do – “Rock-el-la.” Sort of like “Racquel” with the extra syllable at the end.
The wife, a lovely Basque woman, was a couple of years younger than Rachelle, which would have put her in her mid-30’s. Her mission in life seemed to be to manage her husband, her little boys and her household with as little personal inconvenience to herself as possible. She relegated all responsibility for care of the children to Rachelle, who was with them from the moment they woke up until they went to bed.
I was frankly amazed at Rachelle's control over those three little boys. They weren't even two years old yet, but they clearly adored her. And, probably more importantly, they minded her. I only saw her lose her self-control with them one time, about a year later, when I was with them in Regent’s Park. One of the boys ignored her warnings and wandered off. Rachelle ran to fetch him and left me with the other two. I watched as she sat down on a distant bench and lectured the little kid quietly, sternly, then turned him over her knee and gave him five or six hard swats. By that point, I knew that Rachelle practiced non-violence with a passion; she saw spanking as an absolute last resort. The boy had scared her; her reaction was one of fear rather than anger.
I enjoyed watching Rachelle with the boys ... bathing them, changing them, playing with them, putting them to bed. The work seemed to fill a deeply maternal need in her, but it was more than that; she loved those kids.
When I first met the boys, they called Rachelle “Nounou," which is a French term of endearment for a nanny. By the time the kids had turned two, she was "Ma’am’selle” or “Miss du Corday."
Having sole charge of three small children cannot be easy; I myself lack any patience with small children and could only bear to be around the three of them in small doses. Rachelle worked and worked and worked … eleven hours a day most days, five and a half days a week. I know she was plainly exhausted most evenings; Saturday afternoons and Sundays were her only time away.
Similarly, growing up in a diplomatic family can't be easy, but I know those boys had a good start. Rachelle worked very hard to give them that.
The next week, I flew to Nigeria on a humanitarian project. I’d never been to Africa before, and while I understood intellectually that most of the world lived on less than a dollar a day, seeing the reality was something for which I was unprepared.
My doctor friend Elizabeth – she from whom the love seat had come – was overseeing a surgical project in Narasawa and Plateau States. I went along to photograph the trip and video some of the surgeries.
The trip was ... well, surreal. I landed in Abuja and was searched at gunpoint. I was driven to a hotel where the carpet actually crunched under my feet. But at least there was running water; once I was in Jos the next afternoon, even Abuja seemed a forgotten luxury.
I am a fastidious person by nature; for me, “roughing it” means using someone else’s shower. In Jos, and in the bush, there was often no shower to use. I had to wash myself off with a bowl of water.
I was frankly amazed that I didn’t get sick. Even the locals don’t drink the tap water; I often thought even bottled water was suspect. I lived on Coca-Colas in the bottle and on spaghetti served in the Lebanese restaurant in the hotel. I had brought along a small supply of granola bars and other assorted snacks for travel in the bush; those little tidbits kept me going for a week.
My driver’s mother died on the second day I was there. I went to his village and watched the local women dancing and mourning. I told Bhutrus how sorry I was, and I hope he knew I was sincere. But my world was so vastly different from his; I had a hard time comprehending his loss. My own mother had died four years before and I continued to felt her death rather keenly; even still, my empathy didn’t seem to reach far enough.
The people I met in Nigeria were uniformly wonderful – incredibly appreciative of Elizabeth and the work she was doing. And I could see firsthand the impact that her little surgical program was having in the lives of ordinary villagers.
The surgeries Elizabeth oversaw were aimed at correcting one of the worst vestiges of a disease called Lymphatic Filariasis – a swelling of lymph nodes caused by the bite of an infected mosquito. In men, the swelling manifested itself in the testicles; I saw many villagers with testicles bigger than basketballs.
The surgery was simple; cut a slit in the taut skin, drain the fluid and sew up the sac. I watched it and filmed it over and over again. These villagers were the lucky ones; they could go back to farming. But no humanitarian program could care all those afflicted with the disease; there were still more men scattered around the country who would carry this awful burden with them for months and years to come.
I came back to London in late October. I bribed a gatekeeper at the British Airways lounge so I could take a shower while I was still in Abuja – bribery being a custom of the country, apparently. I was very glad to be back in the Capital and, at the same time, very grateful for the experience I’d had in Nigeria. As I’ve told many people, the country and the villagers have a way of working themselves into your heart.
I was on Charing Cross Road one Sunday after church – about a week after Halloween, I think – and slipped into Border's to buy West Wing Season 6, which had just been released in the UK. Then I realized I couldn't play the Region 2 DVDs on my Apple PowerBook without resetting the region code, so I called Rachelle.
Rachelle invited me up the next night – a Monday – and we sat in her room and watched three West Wing episodes on her little TV. I remember having to explain some of the dialogue to her, since she wasn’t intimately familiar with American political parlance.
Rachelle lay across my lap for quite awhile, leaned up to kiss me, and then asked me to rub her feet. I think I could have happily taken her to bed that night; the simple fact was that neither of us was ready for that. In a way, Rachelle and I were both walking corpses; it would take some time for life to come back.
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London was the only bright spot in an otherwise dark time in my life. And even then, London was only bright from time to time. So call it a periodic brightness. Most of the time, everything in my corner of the universe was rather bleak.
In Texas, I had been something of a local celebrity – a bestselling author, deputy mayor of the town in which I lived, and miserably unhappy. I owned a good deal of real estate and drove a Jaguar XJ8. I also owned an ex-London Transport Routemaster bus – double-decker buses had been a passion since childhood – but I remained deeply dissatisfied with the life I had.
I thought my unhappiness stemmed from place and circumstance, but once in London, I discovered that all the self-help authors were right as rain. I myself actually chose whether to be happy or miserable. I could be just as lonely and forlorn in the middle of Piccadilly Circus on a Friday night as I had been in the Texas hill country.
Part of what made me move to London in the first place was the overpowering sense of futility in the life I was leading. As much as I told my friends I didn’t want the fame associated with a writing career on the up-row, the truth was that I didn’t seem to function well without it.
In London, I had no other choice. I became only an unknown face in a vast crowd of unknown faces.
I had begun flying to England to go to bus shows; I brought my Routemaster back to the United States from England in the spring of 1998. I began obsessing about double-decks to the point that I had to spend a week in London in order to clear my mind. I spent most of my time on working buses traveling London routes or at bus shows; I never even pursued dinner dates.
I fell in love with the city gradually, over a period of years. By the time I moved to England, I was more familiar with most of London than most of the natives. I manipulated the public transport system with ease and knew my way around a metropolitan area so densely populated that some of my friends actually lived underneath staircases.
By the time I moved there, I had begun to take pride in my mastery over London. All I needed was my Oyster card – which is a transport debit card; you use it to ride the tube and buses – and an ATM card. I became adept at living by my wits, which is how many people in London live.
But there were still monumental annoyances … like the constantly malfunctioning Underground, the high prices, and the irksome lack of customer service. As I told my incredulous friends in America, the UK doesn’t have pay-at-the-pump for gasoline purchases. When you do find a petrol station, half the pumps are likely to be blocked off … the kid at the counter can’t be trusted to cope with more than four customers at once. As a result, everyone queues for a chance to buy liquid gold. Half of the pumps, fully serviceable, sit idle.
No one complains, and no one looks for a better way. People just accept it. Not only does gas cost more than double what it costs in the United States, it takes you half a day to pump it into your vehicle.
And then there was what I’ve taken to calling the Great South Kensington Pop-Tart Fiasco … or fuck-all, for short.
Happily, I’d found a store in South Kensington that sold American foods … someplace I could buy the brown sugar cinnamon Pop-Tarts on which I’d breakfasted for more than a decade. I could call it a childish habit, but the fact was something else: I was addicted to the things.
I went to the store in Kensington twice during my first few months in London, and bought all the Pop-Tarts they had. On my third visit, I got a rude surprise … no Pop-Tarts!
I pointed to the shelf space, now occupied by something resembling real food, and asked the manager what had happened to the Pop-Tarts.
“We kept selling out,” he told me with a dour expression, “so we stopped ordering them.”
In America, of course, any self-respecting store manager who wanted a bonus at the end of the month would have stocked Pop-Tarts by the caseload. In Britain, restocking a popular item was too much trouble … the profit to be made simply wasn’t worth the effort required.
As I said, the British work ethic leaves much to be desired. Londoners look at Americans and decry how hard we work:
Forty hours a week? Impossible! I’d rather be dead.
Much of the blame for the lack of a work ethic can probably be directed toward time pressure. By the time I started dating Rachelle, I realized that all I knew about time management had to be thrown out the nearest window, like the contents of a chamber pot.
Many of my friends had two-hour commutes to and from work, which meant they spent half as much time on public transport every day as they did working.
Trying to jam myself into a crowded cafe at the lunch hour made it painfully clear that no one in UK business management had ever thought of flexible time, telecommuting, or staggered hours.
I read an ancient book about the paranormal which claimed that half the people one sees on the streets of London are actually ghosts … “shades,” as they would have been called a century ago. I can believe that. Most of these folks probably died while in transit somewhere and have simply continued their journey in the astral plane, oblivious to the fact that they’ve been going like mad for decades and have never arrived anywhere.
To top it all, I was a wretched outcast because I didn’t drink very much. I don’t drink at all now; back then, I could hoist the occasional glass of white wine. Good Chardonnay was as close to an alcoholic weakness as I had back then. I seldom touch it nowadays. When I lived in London, drinking ale or stout was beyond me. I didn’t even like the smell of the stuff, which made me a distinct oddity in any local.
Two things about London that I frankly enjoyed – and still do – are the cinemas and the bookstores. The British know how to do a movie the right way … ushers with flashlights lead you to an assigned seat, a curtain pulls back from the screen at the appointed time, and some quite humorous commercials and promotional announcements entertain you prior to the onset of the feature presentation. The curtains even close and open again before the movie starts.
The cinemas, at least, are a class act. The bookstores are another. I can spend days in bookstores, and I can still get lost in some of the larger London shops. Foyle’s on Charing Cross has gone commercial and decidedly modern, but I still love to browse there. Across London, there are specialty bookshops for virtually every field of interest from religion and the esoteric to transport and computer science. The remainder bookstores are still my favorite; books there are cheap; now and then you’ll find something for which you’ve been searching many years.
I did manage to get out to Hay-on-Wye in Wales; the “town of books” is literally that, well worth the visit if you are a book lover. But on the whole, I’d rather forego the five-hour drive and stay in London.
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One Monday in late November, I took the train from Victoria to Gatwick Airport to pick up a friend of a friend. Turned out my friend had gotten the date wrong; the friend of the friend wouldn't arrive until tomorrow.
I did the only thing I could do: I took the Gatwick Express back into Victoria and strolled around the West End, looking for something to do with an unexpectedly free afternoon. I found something at the International Cinema Exhibition – ICE, in local parlance – on the Mall. The film was Sophie Scholl: Die Letzten Tage. I sat riveted by Julia Jentsch's performance as the doomed World War II White Rose resistance heroine. The movie was the first foreign language, subtitled film I'd ever seen in a theater.
I thought about the movie all week and into the weekend, while I searched for books about the White Rose. There were none to be found.
That Thursday was Thanksgiving, and I was on a ladder most of the day. I admit it did seem strange to be working while all my friends back in the States were eating. But working was a better use of my time. Searching for perfection in each window pane I cleaned helped take my mind off of Texas, Rachelle, my lack of money and a looming problem with British Immigration.
I was heading to my flat that Saturday afternoon when my mobile phone rang.
“Oui, Nounou,” I answered, using my nickname for Rachelle for the first time. At the time, the three boys Rachelle cared for called her ‘Nounou.’
La Mademoiselle wanted to know what I was doing on Sunday. I decided to seize the moment.
“You speak German, don't you?" I asked.
When she replied in the affirmative, I told her about the film and offered to take her with me to see it again on Sunday afternoon.
We met at Leicester Square and walked around Trafalgar to the Mall. I found the movie as captivating the second time as it had been the first; Rachelle, who knew what the actors were actually saying, sat silent. When the film reached the end credits, where photos of the real Sophie danced across the screen, I glanced at Rachelle. Tears were streaming down her cheeks.
We walked back across Trafalgar in silence and rode the Northern Line together. I got off with her at Camden Town, walked her home, and kissed her goodnight on the front step. Then I went back to the tube and headed back to Angel. Again, I could probably have spent the night in Rachelle's bed had I wanted to; no doubt Cecil B. DeMille was hanging a big neon "You Blew It!" sign above me as I traveled through Camden Passage and up the steps to my lonely flat.
The thought of sleeping with Rachelle honestly had not occurred to me. As depressed as I was at the time, I simply had no interest in sex.
Rachelle was getting much of the physical attention she required from Bruno, the headmaster at the Chambourcy school where Rachelle had taught. I don't blame her for that, of course ... I just wish I'd been emotionally ready to fill those needs myself. But I wasn't.
The next Saturday I went to see my tailor. His little office sits across from Fenwick's on New Bond Street. I finished my transaction and walked out, turning to my right. I nearly ran into Rachelle, who was pushing one of the boys in a stroller. They were heading to a children’s shoe shop nearby. I went with her and watched as she tried shoe after shoe on a squirming foot. When she'd found the pair she wanted, I walked to the counter with her. Rachelle turned and put her hand on my arm.
"What are you doing for Christmas?" she asked.
Well, I hadn't given the holiday a lot of thought. I had another Texas trip coming up, and I had already mentally pictured myself returning to England to spend Christmas alone in my little flat. Quite naturally, I had avoided thinking about the yuletide because I did not look forward to spending the holiday alone.
Maybe I could find some buses to ride … maybe not.
"Come with me to Chambourcy and meet Mama and Papa," Rachelle insisted.
“That sounds wonderful,” I said, shocking even me. To say that I didn't know what to expect would be an understatement. Rachelle and her father spoke English, but her mother and sister did not. I had no clue what her father did; no idea where I'd sleep and no thought as to what presents to bring.
I flew to the States and completed my business in Texas in four days. I stopped at the Apple Store in Dallas and bought two of the new iPod Nanos which had just been released and were unobtainable in Europe. I flew back to Gatwick on December 19.
I met Rachelle at Waterloo on December 22. She had our tickets in hand. The iPods I’d purchased in Dallas were wrapped and in my luggage. Other than that, I brought nothing except clothing.
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The lack of presents in my baggage did not reflect a lack of gratitude on my part. I was grateful to have an opportunity to spend Christmas with an actual family. Terry and Maria – the closest thing I had to a family in London – were off to Spain to visit Maria’s family. Now I found myself on a Eurostar train, going back to Paris for Christmas.
When we got to the Garde du Nord, a man named Amil was there in a white Mercedes, waiting. Rachelle and Amil obviously knew each other very well. Rachelle and I got into the back seat of the Mercedes and Amil maintained silence most of the way.
In less than an hour, we were in Chambourcy. Amil turned the car into a long, circular driveway. The only sound was gravel crunching beneath the tires. The prodigal daughter had come home.
The house was very large and very old ... that much registered on me as we pulled up. There seemed to be no one to greet us; Rachelle and I slid out of the back seat and walked along the footpath and through the front door. Amil followed, carrying our bags. He said something in French to Rachelle, who promptly took my hand and led me across a dining room, through a big kitchen and out a side door.
Mama and Papa, it developed, were on the tennis court, playing doubles with Rachelle's sister and brother-in-law.
When I met Marc – Rachelle's father – I liked him right away. He reminded me of Harry Truman, in a vaguely perky way: Silver hair, wide smile, no-nonsense attitude. Rachelle’s mother, Sofie, has a reserved quality about her, but she seemed warm and genuine. I did notice that she bit her nails a lot, fretting. She seemed the typical French housewife; grey hair, glasses, very unassuming.
Suzette, who is about seven years younger than Rachelle, impressed me as very impulsive and something of a flirt. Georges, her husband, seemed an ordinary nice guy. He remains to this day one of the few blonde Frenchmen I have ever met.
The line from Robert Earl Keen's song flashed through my mind: Merry Christmas from the Family.
As I wrote my best friend when I got back to London, I surprised myself and had a very nice time. Rachelle and I went into the little town center and shopped on the day before Christmas Eve; I bought Suzette and Georges a little arrangement of votive candles and bought Marc a copy of the French edition of Nigel Hamilton’s book on Bill Clinton. I’m mentioned in that book a half-dozen times, so it was something of a self-serving gift.
Christmas Eve dinner was nothing short of fabulous. Amil served us small steaks which were probably the best filets I've ever had. There was an endless supply of wine; I drank three glasses of Chardonnay and wound up with a slight headache while we were having dessert.
I spent a lot of time talking with Marc about his removals business, and got to watch Rachelle with André, Suzette's baby.
After dinner, we repaired to the massive great room to open presents. Rachelle’s parents obviously knew I was coming; they gave me bound travel guides to a couple of my favorite American cities. Rachelle gave me a copy of Barack Obama's book, the 2004 edition, signed to me by the Senator himself. To this day, I have no idea where or how she obtained it. The iPods I'd brought went to Rachelle and her mother and were pronounced a hit.
Suzette and Georges went home and left the baby to spend the night with his grandparents. Rachelle and I slept in separate rooms, of course. I guessed that my room had probably been used by a servant who was off for the holidays. At least it had a shower; all the comforts of home! I fell into a contented sleep, and slept well.
I awoke to the sound of André babbling in the kitchen below. This was Christmas Day; the sun was up and shining. I got out of the shower and got dressed, then went downstairs to find Rachelle. She was bringing André back upstairs to change his diaper; André had just enjoyed his breakfast. I turned and followed Rachelle, then when she had finished, we went back downstairs together.
Amil had made stacks of blueberry pancakes for the adults and himself. As we ate, Rachelle's mother said something to me in French. Rachelle came and sat beside me.
“Mama wants you to go to Mass with us," she explained.
"Tell her I've never been," I said, believing that would end the discussion.
Sofie smiled. "Never a better time to start than Christmas Day," she told Rachelle. I pushed back the pancakes and nodded.
We drove to the church and back in the same big Mercedes; Amil drove, and Marc sat beside him. Sofie and Rachelle flanked me in the back seat, with André riding on his aunt's lap.
Christmas Mass in a 400-year-old church was a genuine treat. The priest obviously knew the family well; he spoke excellent English and was very friendly. This church, he explained to me, had survived the Revolution because it was used to store grain. Every now and then, he said, the verger would still find tiny bits of wheat in the cracks between the slabs of stone that made up the floor.
We got back to the house and had Amil’s wonderful toasted cheese sandwiches for lunch. Marc asked me if I would hit tennis balls with him; I changed into the Adidas warm-up I'd brought and went outside with Rachelle's oversized Prince racquet. I hadn't really hit since playing regular mixed doubles in Texas, but I thought I did okay. Marc has a slower pace and he hits really deep; every shot is an event. We did not play, but we ran each other around the court for about 45 minutes.
That evening, with Suzette and Georges, we sat in the great room drinking wine and laughing. Amil even came in from the kitchen and sat with us.
The girls talked about what they wanted to happen in the year ahead. Georges and Suzette talked about wanting another baby. Rachelle said she had met someone and knew where the relationship would go, which did nothing but puzzle me. I presumed she was referring to me; how could Rachelle know when I didn’t?
Marc started asking me questions about the Clintons. He had been mightily impressed that his eldest daughter had shared a meal with a former American president, courtesy of the guy for whom she’d ditched her birthday dinner.
Marc apparently did not know – until he read the bibliography in Hamilton’s book – that I had written two books about the Clintons. One had been translated into French. Marc had his secretary chase down a copy of the French edition later in the week, and I signed it for him some months later when I returned for his birthday celebration.
When Rachelle mentioned that my first book was on the Kennedy assassination, Marc, Amil and Georges questioned me closely for nearly an hour while the girls and their mother just listened. Rachelle would translate now and then for Sofie and Suzette.
What I said obviously impressed the guys; or, maybe it was how I said it. I don't know. But unemotional Georges shook my hand when he left. Marc kissed Rachelle goodnight and told her he was glad she'd brought me.
Rachelle walked me upstairs, kissed me goodnight, and left me alone.
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The trip was a revelation to me … an Ah ha! moment the likes of which I’d never experienced. For the first time in my life, I’d spent time with a family that was warm, friendly, and genuinely supportive of each other. Mine certainly had not been like that; my brother and I were always at each other’s throats.
Rachelle and I came back to London on Boxing Day and largely went our separate ways for a week. We didn't see each other again until New Year's Eve – the next Saturday. That New Year’s Eve was a memorable evening for a couple of reasons: My first London New Year's Eve in Trafalgar Square, and the first time either of us used the "L" word.
We stood among several thousand people jammed into the square, counting down the last seconds of 2005 – a year I'd just as soon have forgotten altogether. Suddenly, everyone was celebrating 2006, fireworks were bursting over the Thames, and the crowd launched into a sort of drunken chorus of Auld Lang Syne. Robert Burns would have cringed if he could have heard it.
I looked into Rachelle’s eyes and confessed, "I love you. I fell for you the day I met you.” The girl obviously did not know what to say. Clearly some response was expected, and ought to be forthcoming if she didn't want me to quit the square altogether and leave Rachelle to her own devices.
“I know,” Rachelle finally said. “And I thank God for how you feel. But I’m too entangled at the moment. I need a little more time to sort everything out."
I had no idea what that meant, of course. Rachelle snuggled into the side of my big coat. "Well, fine," I said at length. “I just wanted you to know.” We started singing with the crowd.
I took her home, left her there with a long kiss that contained a bit more passion than I actually felt, and managed to make it back to my flat before dawn. It was Sunday, January 1, 2006.
The next afternoon, Rachelle called me and made a date for the following Saturday night.
Two days later, I came home to find two officers from UK Immigration waiting for me. Fortunately, I spotted them at a distance, and managed to park my van about six blocks away and walk back to my flat. The gentlemen accepted my offer to step inside my flat, probably because it was about freezing outside and seemed likely to precipitate. Once inside my tiny living room, they told me my “comings and goings” had been noticed. I either needed to obtain an employment visa or make preparations to leave Britain.
I tried explaining to the officers that I'd actually gone to the UK Consulate in Los Angeles and been denied a visa – purely on the immigration officer's opinion that the UK didn't need more writers.
I showed the officers my Barclay's check statements, which showed no evidence of being paid into by an employer. Terry and I had thought of that. The more senior officer seemed sympathetic; he said they'd give me another 90 days before escorting me to the airport.
That Saturday night, Rachelle and I went to TGI Friday's in Covent Garden, where we fortified ourselves with hamburgers and hefty glasses of Chardonnay. Then we walked down to the Strand and across to the Savoy, where we found an empty sofa in the downstairs lounge and claimed it for ourselves. Rachelle took my hand in hers.
“You know that I feel something for you,” she told me. “But you caught me by surprise the last time we were together. I need to be honest with you about a complication in my life.”
“A complication?” I asked, puzzled. To me, ‘complications’ were circumstances rather than people.
Quietly and slowly, Rachelle began to explain her ongoing relationship with the married headmaster back in Chambourcy. Bruno had helped her move past a traumatic breakup, she said, and his affection made her feel beautiful and loved at a time in her life when that sort of reassurance was lacking. Because Bruno was happily married, their affair was largely physical, more temporary than long-term.
“Sounds like a nice arrangement,” I said. “What about his wife?”
“She has her problems, and I have mine,” Rachelle responded.
“In other words,” I replied, “you’re just using each other for sex.”
“Yes,” Rachelle admitted. She sighed, then looked toward the door. “Bruno is just a release for me.”
“And you for him, I imagine.” That was all the honesty I could manage on the spur of the moment, and it sounded harsh. I sat back on the little sofa, studying Rachelle as closely as I could. Finally, she looked back at me.
“I cannot break things off with Bruno with any degree of … immediacy,” she finally said, having searched for the right word. More to the point, she wouldn’t break things off until she knew she had something of a future with someone else. Bruno had been a good friend, Rachelle said, and he deserved to be treated with a modicum of respect and appreciation.
“Well,” I finally told Rachelle, “the truth is often what you make it.” We must have sat in silence for five minutes or so. Finally, Rachelle kissed me on the cheek and stood up.
“Now you know,” she said, loudly enough to be overheard above the din of the other conversations across the lounge. I wasn’t sure whether Rachelle wanted absolution or understanding, but I didn’t feel in a position to offer either one.
Finally, Rachelle turned on her heel. I watched her walk up the stairway toward the Savoy’s front entrance. Another idiot would have gone after her. At the moment, I was trying to quell mixed feelings of shock and betrayal. These were mine to deal with; Rachelle did not owe me any more than she’d already given me.
For the next 20 minutes or so, I sat alone in the Savoy, finishing my glass of wine and reflecting on how my life had essentially fallen apart in the space of four days. Someone to whom I’d professed love just a week before had now walked out on me.
In a larger sense, however, I knew that Rachelle wasn’t going anywhere. She was attached to those three little boys in Camden and wouldn’t be leaving them anytime soon.
In point of fact, I had more serious problems to attend to; I needed to find a solution to my immigration challenge, which meant I needed to find either a back-channel route into British Immigration or a real job. I had no other choice.
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