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			AUTHOR’S NOTE

			My years in France have taught me so many things, particularly to be sensitive to personal privacy. In France there is an expression that people live by: pour vivre heureux, vivons cachés (to live happily, we live hidden), so I respect that my friends and colleagues like to keep their personal lives to themselves. Therefore, I have changed many names and altered some scenarios in this book. When it comes to the chefs at my school, I have had the enormous pleasure to work with so many extraordinary professionals who have made La Cuisine possible. It would not be fair to include just one or two, so I have used characteristics from each chef to create composite characters. That said, I have conveyed the spirit and character of La Cuisine Paris as I know it to be, and every word in this book is true to her.
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				It’s impossible, I thought. It can’t be done. I stood by myself in the classically Parisian courtyard, the high heels of my shoes sinking into the grooves between the cobblestones. In front of me stood the door to La Cuisine Paris, the cooking school I’d started just months before. To my right, the kitchen window belonging to the crusty concierge, whose damn cat I’d befriended even though I was allergic, all in a ploy to win her over. Above, the residences of those who insisted La Cuisine’s presence was a “nuisance”—meaning we were a business that could emit smells and sounds.

				Hard to believe since for most of our existence we’d had only a handful of customers.

				And right next to the school entrance, the home of the poor sweet landlord who had rented the space to me, not realizing that, since we were a commercial entity that was considered a nuisance, he really had no right to.

				It’s not as if I hadn’t been warned and hadn’t already seen for myself what I’d gotten into. Paris was easy to fall in love with, but nothing else about it came easy at all. I was jealous of those people who seemed to flâne around so effortlessly from art galleries to espresso dates…Paris was tough on me. The first response I would get when making any request—whether it was about returning a blouse or requesting a construction permit—was “non.” Paris is the kind of place that thrives on obstacles, and so do its people. The French also love conformity. When I first told people I was starting a cooking school, they said, “Oh, are you a chef, then?” I was not—I worked in finance. Nor was I Parisian. Nor was I independently wealthy or experienced in the world of entrepreneurship—let alone entrepreneurship in France. I was nothing. But when you are nothing, you realize that leaves you with the chance to be anything.

				And I’d had a feeling. I just knew there was a place for a school like mine that offered cooking classes for nonprofessionals. I thought I had a good sense for business. As the stars started to align, I recognized that I had a lot of friends who worked in the food world, and found they were happy to help me get started. And I had—God, it sounds so Midwestern, but then again, so do I—gumption.

				It had worked. Not immediately. Not for many anxious months. But then, I’d begun to see it. The bookings were coming in faster than before. I watched guests in the kitchen, connecting with one another, though they came from all the corners of the world. I saw them laughing one minute, then losing themselves in the cooking process the next, and I thought we’d finally, finally broken through. We had a hit.

				But it had all gone wrong. All of that money poured into outfitting the kitchen, all those hours of work to establish our space, and poof! We would have to leave after less than a year. Sure, I could fight this legal ambiguity in court, but who was I kidding? I was realistic enough about French bureaucracy to know I’d be mired in it for years, and ultimately the court would side with the residents, not the business, not the nuisance. My paranoia had convinced me that they’d never side with the Américaine.

				So what was there to do?

				I drew my jacket more closely around me and walked up and down the courtyard, occasionally looking up mournfully at the ivy framing our school window, and the comfortable kitchen bustle transpiring on the other side. Our chef-teacher busily set out aprons and utensils at what would be the cooking stations for the afternoon’s class, oblivious to the stressed-out American wearing down the cobblestones outside.

				Go back to banking, Jane, the pragmatist in me advised. I was, after all, hemorrhaging money. Wouldn’t it be nice to actually make some again?

				My pride was much bigger than my bank account concerns, though. And I had zero desire to go backward. Zero.

				Go home, Jane, another voice said. But I hadn’t lived in the States for more than ten years. I worried that I didn’t belong there anymore. What would I even be going back to? I’d left long before I had an adult life. Where would I live? What would I do?

				Plus, there was a bigger problem. I had started to feel at home in Paris. I didn’t like admitting it, but I was entrapped by the damn place. On my walks to and from work, I was continuously inspired by the smells of fresh-baked bread, or the sights of artfully designed storefronts, and the layers of energy that came with so many people striding purposefully, and fashionably, to meet friends for an apéritif. The flowerbeds and stone sculptures of the Jardin du Luxembourg were just across the street from La Cuisine, for heaven’s sake, and even as I paced, I could hear chatter from its visitors and someone playing a violin (quite well!) just outside the park entrance. I had begun to see my life coming together in Paris, and I was even starting to love it.

				And what’s more, I loved La Cuisine even as I sometimes hated it—a feeling I suspect business owners understand more than most—that exhausting, obsessive love for something that is close to an extra appendage. That thing that isn’t always good for you or to you, and frankly can slowly drive you crazy, but you never ever want to give up on. My company and I were forever entwined.

				Above all, I had no choice but to believe in La Cuisine, because putting my stubbornness aside, I still knew it was a good idea: a cooking school for everyday people who loved to cook, for those who didn’t have months and years to improve their skills, who were in love with France and its food, who wanted more than a trip to the Louvre and the Eiffel Tower to remember Paris by. La Cuisine remained a great idea. I’d just fallen on some bad luck, but I could do this.

				Well, there’s your answer then. There was nothing for it but to get up, dust myself off, and begin again.
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			If you are at a café in Paris and would like lemon with your tea, you say, “Pardonnez-moi, monsieur, puis-je avoir du citron avec mon thé?”

			I knew this on my first visit to Paris in 1993, because I’d taken a little French, and I had a trusty guidebook with a translation section in the back. But I knew very little else.

			I was almost eighteen years old, and my mother took me on a weeklong trip to Europe as a graduation gift: three days in London, three days in Paris. I’d never been out of the United States before, having spent most of my life comfortably ensconced in or near Chicago.

			At the opulent Café de la Paix overlooking the Palais Garnier, Paris’s famed opera house, my mom and I decided to rest our feet and order some tea. The café is an institution, and was once frequented by the likes of Oscar Wilde, Émile Zola, and Marlene Dietrich. The two of us sat there trying to fit in, despite our white gym shoes practically illuminating our section of the restaurant. I requested the accompanying lemon in French, which I understood to be the respectful approach. I’ll never forget the look on the waiter’s face. I had certainly never seen a look like that in Illinois or Indiana. He narrowed his eyes and scrunched up his nose, as if I had suddenly emitted a foul odor. Pure disgust. “Pardon?” he said, his tone derisive, accusing.

			I reddened, horrified and terribly embarrassed. I spent most of my three days in Paris feeling that same way. All I wanted to do at that age was blend in, feel accepted, but it seemed everything my mom or I said or did elicited a version of what I came to think of as the “smell look.” From trying to navigate the métro, to buying tickets at the Louvre, to ordering a meal in a restaurant, I had the keen sense that everyone was looking at us, and that every move we made was just…wrong.

			After the trip, people asked what I thought. How did I feel about international travel? About London? I couldn’t even remember London. It was Paris that made an impression, and it was a traumatic one. What I thought was, I’m never, ever going back.

			

			—

			“How do you feel about Paris, Jane?” asked Tom, a manager I worked with.

			I was approaching thirty, and my sixth year working for an international bank’s HR department, in London. While during my teenaged trip, London had been completely eclipsed, ten years later I loved the city. I had a charmingly typical English “garden flat.” I’d made great friends. Even though the British have a reputation for being standoffish and aloof to newcomers, I’d managed to hit the jackpot in the friendship game—doubtless because my colleagues and I were all single and of the same age. I had also learned the nuances of living with the English, like how they never tell you if something is really wrong, because they don’t want to trouble you, and how they consistently undersell their expertise. “Oh my, Jane, I know a little calculus, but I’m hardly Alan Turing.” Never mind that they have a PhD in mathematics.

			My time in London had even led me to appreciate Paris…or at least, to tolerate it. I occasionally went on weekend jaunts there with my girlfriends, to shop and dine and enjoy an evening or two at Bar Fly, a once well-known bar just between the Champs-Élysées and the Four Seasons George V hotel. I was starting to see the city’s appeal. Each time we’d go, I’d return to London with a full suitcase and an even fuller belly of great food.

			“What do you mean, how do I feel about Paris?” I asked. “To visit? Or, like, as a general principle?”

			Tom laughed. He knew that I’d been skulking around for other job opportunities at the company, and that I had a keen interest in understanding the client-facing business side. Tom wasn’t, strictly speaking, my manager, but he had become a bit of a mentor and was trying to help me find a new role. “There’s a job opportunity for a banker,” he said. “It will require a big sacrifice. You’d need to take—and pass—financial analyst training. You’d be demoted from VP to associate. And you’d need to pack your bags, because the job is in Paris. How would you feel about moving there?”

			What a question. I thought almost immediately of my grandmother back in Chicago. I knew what she’d say, because it’s what she had said when I moved to London. “Why on earth do you want to be so far from your family? Can’t you get a job here?” Under her breath, she’d mutter, “You used to have that good job at the museum.” For the millionth time, I would remind her that while I loved being a gift store cashier at the Museum of Science and Industry, it wasn’t the career I had imagined for myself.

			My grandma had never traveled outside the United States, even for a vacation, and had no wish to. She loomed large in my life because she had helped to raise me. My mom was a working, single parent, living on the South Side of Chicago. It was tough for her to balance everything, so when I was five I moved in with my grandmother so I could go to the school near her house—right in front of it, in fact. It was a Montessori school, and for one particular reason a much better choice than the other schools in Chicago: my grandma worked there as what they called a “foster grandparent”—a helper in the classrooms with younger kids. She knew each and every teacher, and she was on a first-name basis with the principal. You can’t get closer than that to meeting me after the bell. My mom, meanwhile, called me every day and saw me every weekend.

			To say we were a close family is an understatement, and that was entirely because of my grandma. Her sisters all lived nearby, her eldest son lived within a mile, the other just a forty-five-minute drive away. She spoke to my mom every day and had all of us over for dinner every Sunday. We would sit down over whatever she threw together for the meal, usually with a cobbler of some sort for dessert, and become even more enmeshed in one another’s business than we had been when we walked in the door. Once, when I was still in preschool, I complained about how all the other kids got to eat the school lunch but there hadn’t been any left for me that day. I’m sure it was a misunderstanding that had grown outsized in my four-year-old brain. But I still remember the way everyone got in on the drama, and my mom and both of her brothers ended up going to the preschool together to demand change.

			My grandma was just as protective. She never wanted to let me go to sleepovers at friends’ houses, because what if they didn’t feed me enough? What if they didn’t take care of me as well as she did? For most of my childhood, I was the only kid, the only representative of my generation. Growing up an only child with my grandmother, most of my “friends” were in their seventies. I didn’t mind, I was content to paint the older women’s nails and experiment with their hairdos. Whether I wanted the attention of all of these zealous adults or not, I got it.

			Even knowing how absolutely lucky I was, when I reached adolescence, I felt suffocated. Yes, family was important, but did it have to be everything? Did we have to be so involved in one another’s lives? Couldn’t we give each other, you know, space?

			I became obsessed with the TV show The Facts of Life, about a group of girls who lived together while attending boarding school. I wanted to be Jo, one of the group’s protagonists—tough, smart, and independent all in one. If I had Jo’s moxie, nothing could stop me. Jo’s grandmother didn’t make her be home for dinner every single night; Jo drove a motorcycle! Jo had a boyfriend who her parents probably didn’t even know about. I was ten when I started asking about boarding schools, and by the time I was twelve, had convinced my mom and grandma that it was the best way for me to get a good education. My grandma may have been overprotective, but she also valued discipline, and agreed that Culver Academy, a military school two hours away in Indiana, would give me plenty of it. Fortunately for me, she had never seen The Facts of Life, so she didn’t know all the trouble those girls got into at school.

			Though the highly respected school included girls, we were just a small percentage of the student body, which was characterized by kids who were either uber wealthy or significantly troubled—or sometimes both. The Facts of Life it was not. The academics were rigorous and our waking hours highly regimented. When it was study time, we studied. When it was lights out, the lights went out. By the time I graduated, I had a good group of friends, excellent self-discipline that would see me through college, and a desire to fly even farther away from the nest.

			My mom understood this desire; she’d joined the air force because she wanted to see the world. And yet she’d ended up back in Chicago out of loyalty to her family, that sacrificial duty instilled in her by my grandmother. I have always felt that I am the opposite of my accommodating, self-sacrificing mother. (Of course, all of her greatest sacrifices are for, and about, me.) She always used to say, “I give you roots and wings.” But when I think about it, my grandmother gave me roots, my mother gave me wings.

			Once I had a taste of independence, I was hooked. Though I stayed in the Midwest for college, I was determined to get out after, and had set my sights on New York, the pinnacle of excitement in the USA, the land of freedom and reinvention. I targeted the banking industry precisely because it was centered in New York. And lo and behold, once they’d recruited me, all brimming with excitement to get to Wall Street, I was sent to…Tampa.

			My disappointment didn’t last long, because seven months later, a chance came up to move to a rotation in London—even better than New York! I was just twenty-four years old when I left the United States for the UK, and I thought the world was my oyster.

			Granted, the beginning of my tenure in London was a little bumpy. I may have shared a language with the English, but so much communication lies in the usage. If a Brit says a gift is “quite nice,” I learned, it is the equivalent of asking for the return receipt. I also made a huge gaffe when I joked in a meeting about someone shaking their fanny at the office holiday party. The room went silent, and my manager said, “Who’s going to tell Jane what fanny means in the UK?” (Turns out it refers to a female part not usually discussed in mixed company, let alone in a professional setting.) On the flip side, I startled when I was working late on a spreadsheet and my manager popped out of his chair to say, “Hold on, I’m going to grab a rubber”—and thankfully returned with an eraser.

			But I’d made it through, and as the years passed, I became well versed in living as a European. I’d adjusted to military time, dark British humor, and carpeting on the bathroom floor. I’d even come to appreciate the impossibility of the English male, how their physique could somehow be both thin and flabby and their personality smug yet charming at the same time. Granted, I didn’t understand it, but after almost six years in London, it didn’t bug me anymore. I thought I was capable of adapting to life anywhere.

			But Paris?

			Of all cities, I thought to myself.

			“You speak some French, right, Jane?” Tom asked.

			“Oui,” I assured him. I did speak some French. Over the years I had taken a couple of months of French here and there, and since then I had bought myself a few language-learner CDs meant to sharpen my skills. When my girlfriends and I went on our weekend trips, I always managed to get my point across on some level.

			But beyond that, I took enormous confidence from Tom’s encouragement. It was unheard-of for an HR person to move into the “front office,” as we called the banking division. That Tom suggested it—that he thought, Why not?—led me to think, Why not? He saw something I hadn’t yet dared to see in myself. He looked straight at me and said, “I can see you doing this, Jane.” And I thought, You know what? So can I.

			Based on this mutual premise, I pursued, and in time was offered, a job as an associate-level relationship banker. It’s the rare job title that means just what it says. Relationship bankers work with a bank’s clients to understand all of their needs, then coordinate with other parts of the bank to address them. Relationship bankers are like trusted advisors, the people who should know more about you than others, understand your needs, and, most importantly, understand the needs you don’t even know you have. A relationship banker should be that person you turn to for help with any financial aspect of your business, whether it be making payments, managing foreign exchanges, or, even better, they should present opportunities or solutions you didn’t know existed. But the relationship banker’s primary role is putting together loans and, thus, assessing risk—which is also very relationship-based, because the more you know about your client, the better prepared you are to understand the risk of lending them money.

			I was elated, and confident I would figure out a new life and role for myself. I was Jo on her motorcycle, ready to take on the world.

			

			—

			Paris laughed at me almost immediately.

			First, it was winter. I’d never been to Paris in the winter. It’s not as if London is warm and sun-dappled during that time of year, but that’s part of its ethos—part of what makes you want to curl up with your tea and your Dickens. I’d always associated Paris, on the other hand, with sidewalk cafés and picnics in parks. But when I arrived, it was nearly unrecognizable from the Paris of the gentler seasons. The days felt impossibly short with just eight hours of sunlight, constant rain, and inescapable bone-chilling damp. And those beautiful Paris buildings had turned a dingy dishwater gray.

			Second, this was the first time I’d been to Paris alone. Without my mom or my girlfriends by my side, I felt conspicuous. Did everyone know I was an outsider? Was everyone looking at me with disdain, or was it my imagination? My seventeen-year-old, insecure self was back, and it seemed she’d be settling in for the long haul.

			Third, it was immediately apparent to everyone—including me—that I did not speak passable French, or anything remotely close to it.

			“Bonjour, Jane, enchanté,” said my new boss, Jean-Paul, when he greeted me on my first day. And everything he said after that was met by me with a blank look. Apparently he asked me a question, because his eyebrows rose and he paused expectantly. I attempted to ask him to repeat himself, to please speak more slowly, and he sighed.

			“Shall we just speak in English?” he asked.

			“Oh! Yes, that would be great.”

			He sighed again, but if his mood was sour, his English was perfect. He was not at all what I expected from a French banker. I’d anticipated someone smooth and polished, like a French version of Sex and the City’s Mr. Big. But Jean-Paul was a little…frumpy. Rather than slick formfitting suits, he always seemed to wear clothes that didn’t fit quite right, nor did they go well together. He was known to wear a short-sleeved dress shirt under his suit jacket—an unthinkable fashion error in Paris, I would learn. I hated to see his wrists exposed under his ill-fitting jackets—it felt wrong, as if he had come straight off the set of a cop drama. He was a smaller man (I came to learn that what seemed small to me, with my baseline of American and British men, was pretty average in France), and on the heavy side. I frequently lost sight of him behind the stacks and stacks of papers on his desk—he was like a mad scientist hoarder. I had no idea how he could breathe, let alone work, in a space so cluttered.

			Weren’t the French supposed to value aesthetics? Apparently not. And weren’t they supposed to value leisure time? Guess not either. So far as I could tell, Jean-Paul had no leisure time. I learned he had a wife and children, but I don’t know when he saw them. He was always at the office, his bushy eyebrows just visible behind his smudged glasses and the mountains of paper, using his two index fingers to peck out impossibly long emails at almost light speed.

			He approached my arrival in his office with some trepidation. I imagine a piece of him regretted the hire. But what Jean-Paul loved above all was being a maverick. What greater expression of daring could there be than to take a young American girl—as he thought of me—into the stuffy, coded world of French banking? I had just turned thirty, but with my petite stature, red hair, and freckles, I looked a lot younger. I was a Midwesterner who spoke almost no French, and I’d never worked as a banker, nor lived in Paris. Not speaking French as well as I suggested I could was the least of my problems. Though frankly, given Jean-Paul’s love for moxie, that might have been the only thing that he admired about me.

			From what I could gather, those who worked closely with Jean-Paul often asked to be reassigned; he was so exacting and mercurial—and with an intelligence that was sharp and quick. If his unrelenting exactness didn’t get to you, the constant threat of feeling mentally slow around him did. So even if I had several strikes against me, well, he had some motivation to give this unusual employee a go.

			Regardless of how he might have felt about me as a new hire, Jean-Paul spent an inordinate amount of time with me during those first few days. In American or English offices, when someone joined our large team, they were briefly introduced at an all-company meeting, or perhaps in an email. Along with their qualifications, the introducer would explain what they’d be doing and how they fit in. Then, back to business. In Paris, introductions that might have taken ten minutes took three days. Jean-Paul took me to each person’s office, one at a time, where we stood in the doorway until we were granted permission to enter.

			“Je vous présente Jane,” he said, or “I am presenting Jane.”

			He then switched to English as he went on to detail my qualifications and how I’d be working with him, and asked if they had any questions for me. I was mortified by the formality of the whole process. Every time we stood in a doorway, I felt as though he was announcing our engagement. It became clear, though, that he was giving me an anchor. This is Jane. Jane is important to me, and I am important to you, so Jane must also be important to you. He needed to make those connections, otherwise I wouldn’t have existed to my colleagues. I saw and understood why visitors to the city often felt that they were not “liked”—it’s not a question of like or not, it’s a question of relationship. And in France, relationships, I would come to learn, are everything. Without them, you’ll get nowhere. Jean-Paul’s carefully curated introductions were opening the door for me to create mine. Once I existed to my colleagues, there was a weight, a permanence, to my role. If nothing more, they would understand that if I needed information from them, it would be helping Jean-Paul, to whom they would ultimately feel obliged. It mattered that I was there, and, thus, it would matter if I left. In the States most of my friends moved companies every two or three years. At the office in Paris, almost everyone was a lifer.

			One of these lifers was Claudie. In her early sixties, she was glamorous, with a short, sharp haircut, designer eyeglasses, and an easy elegance I could never have hoped to replicate. From the start, I felt that she was incredibly cold to me, and her directness felt downright hostile. She never made eye contact when we passed, never smiled—I wouldn’t expect a stranger in the street to make eye contact or smile, but we were colleagues. And she returned each cheery “Bonjour” with an air of annoyance, like her Bonjour really was saying “Mmm, why are you so damn happy.” Once, out of nervousness, I greeted her with “Bonjour” twice in one day, to which she mumbled, “We already saw each other.” From her perspective, I’d been rude; greetings are important in France and my repeating it suggested I hadn’t taken note when we’d seen each other earlier that day.

			After having such a great start in London with colleagues and friends, I assumed I might have the same luck in Paris…it was still Europe after all. Big mistake. As I was clearly not making fast friends at work, I spent a lot of time at “home”—a temporary self-serviced residence near the Louvre. I was just at the edge of one of the most beautiful, celebrated gardens in Paris, the Jardin du Palais-Royal, which dates back to the 1600s. The garden is hidden in plain sight, as you have to go through the arcades and buildings that surround it to know it is there…and then, voilà! You come upon an immaculate square of green, surrounded by perfectly manicured trees (those famous box shapes that the French do so well), beautiful fountains, birds chirping, and an incomparable rose garden—well, during the summer anyway. The garden and all its splendor lay at my back door, but I didn’t even know it. I traveled the same route to and from work each day: step out of the building, turn left, walk straight ahead toward the Louvre, turn right at the bank of the Seine and take it straight down until I cut over to the Champs-Élysées. If I’d only adjusted my turns a bit at the very beginning of my route, I would have run smack into the garden. But in those early days, I was too intimidated to vary the known path.

			In those first weeks I didn’t appreciate even those surroundings I managed to stumble onto. The nineteenth-century Haussmannian architecture that I had appreciated as harmonious and elegant during my girls’ weekend trips now felt oppressive; harmonious now meant that everything looked the same—their façades all blended together, as did the landmarks. I had a tough time navigating the streets and an even tougher time reconciling what I had done. Why on earth had I decided to leave London? I’d had a good life there—a nice boyfriend, group gatherings at the pub every weekend, a great flat, visits to shops and museums I’d come to love. But for some reason I’d ventured to a different country (yet again), not knowing a soul—or the language. I didn’t even have the courage to seek out a grocery store.

			When I’d return home each day, I would be met with complete solitude. Not the fun kind, but the kind that leaves you feeling restless, watching a clock that doesn’t move, hoping for sleep, only to get up the next day and do it all over again. I couldn’t understand the TV. I couldn’t even figure out how to find an English-speaking channel. I’d come home late and sit on the hard, waiting-room-style couch, feeling desperate. No iPhones in those days to endlessly scroll through. It was just me, the plain, sterile walls and anonymous neighbors that were par for the course in temporary housing, and a confidence level that was shrinking by the day.

			I tried to be upbeat in my calls home to my mom—I didn’t want her to worry. Phone calls were ridiculously expensive, so we’d try to talk as quickly as possible, and usually at a time when the family was together. A side effect of being raised by a single parent—or at least, my single parent—was that I was intensely protective of her, and covering up my misery was my primary focus. But she wasn’t fooled. “Isn’t there a bookstore somewhere?” she suggested. “Maybe you could escape for a bit into a good book. Spend your evenings reading.”

			I didn’t yet realize that the iconic English bookstore Shakespeare and Company was just across the Seine. So I insisted to my mother that no, all the bookstores carried only French titles.

			“Cakes,” she began. She never calls me Jane—it is always “Cakes.” “What if you go to a department store?” She knew about my love of shopping; we’d spent many a weekend mindlessly strolling through Marshall Field’s on Chicago’s State Street. “Remember on your graduation trip to Paris, we went to that famous one. What was it called?”

			I did in fact remember. We’d gone to Galeries Lafayette. Its landmark building was constructed in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, designed by the best of the art nouveau artists, with a large rooftop dome that lit up the top floor and a staircase made to emulate the one at the nearby opera house. The Mall of America it was not. I’d been impressed by how seriously the French apparently took their shopping. I’d felt emboldened enough to ask a salesclerk where I might find the berets, and she’d looked at me as if I were crazy. Parisians, at that time anyway, did not wear berets.

			Never mind that now. I was more than ten years older and wiser. I lived and worked in Paris and had no interest in purchasing a beret. Plus, I actually knew how to get to Galeries Lafayette. I resolved to go, and not just to follow my mother’s advice, either. I was missing some essential items and had reason to shop. So on one of my first weekends in Paris, off I went.

			I wandered through aisles of gorgeous cashmere sweaters, silk blouses, lace lingerie, and fine bone china. I was beginning to relax and really enjoy myself. Then I heard a man’s voice, announcing something into a microphone. I didn’t understand him, but it sounded as though he was performing a stand-up routine or putting on some sort of show. I searched for the source of the sound and found the man on another floor in small appliances. What luck! I needed an iron anyway.

			The fellow was animated and charming, and while I had absolutely no idea what he was saying, I was captivated. I thought I’d landed on something special—perhaps he was a French movie star? He gestured this way and that and laughed and bellowed and winked. I couldn’t understand why none of the other shoppers bothered to stop and watch the show. They are so indifferent to everything! I thought. Not me. I was enchanted with the inflections and excitement in his voice, and I got the show all to myself. He moved throughout small appliances, and I moved with him. We danced our dance in and out of vacuums, irons, coffee machines, every sort of small appliance you can imagine. His warmth was a salve to the indifference I’d received from practically the entire French office, Claudie most notably. His round voice was an antidote to the sharpness of Jean-Paul’s. I hung on his every indistinguishable word.

			On several occasions our eyes met. At first he looked at me with pleasure, then curiosity, which then turned into possible fear and concern, as though he didn’t understand why I was still there. I didn’t get it—didn’t he want an audience? After perhaps thirty minutes, I finally parted from my new friend, marveling at my luck in stumbling on such a novelty. Among the frustrations of the everyday experience, I felt, at least I had these wonderful, unexpected moments.

			I held on to that sentiment throughout the week. Then the next Saturday, I visited Galeries Lafayette again, and there he was, again. Again in small appliances. It started to dawn on me that he wasn’t a French movie star at all. Nor was he a stand-up comic. Between the repetition of his monologue and another week of improving my French, I could tell he was a salesclerk of some sort, and he was broadcasting the small appliances deals for the afternoon. Later I would learn that this happened every weekend during January for les soldes, or “the sales”—and though it doesn’t happen much anymore, it was a tradition in Paris department stores for years.

			I blushed, but only for a minute. Who cared, really? I still thought of the salesman as my first friend in Paris. I think he recognized me, too, that day—that’s one of the curses of red hair. I didn’t get a smile when he saw me the second time. But I saw a flicker of curiosity in his dark eyes…and then, the show went on.

			

			—

			My first months in Paris were peppered with mistakes like the one at Galeries Lafayette, some merely embarrassing, and some with more lasting repercussions. With the help of the bank’s relocation specialist, I found an apartment in the 16th arrondissement. The specialist explained there was an “expectation” of where someone might want to live if they worked in a certain industry—and for finance, it was either in the 16th or the 7th. The 16th was closer to my office, so it seemed like the natural fit. But as the weeks passed, I felt I’d signed the wrong lease. I was younger than all of my neighbors by several decades, and while I didn’t see much nightlife, I noted an awful lot of dog poop. It’s strange to imagine neighborhoods as having personalities, but the 16th absolutely did. It was populated by the affluent and stuffy, and if an entire street and all of its buildings could look down its nose, the street I lived on did.

			I tried to make the best of it, by arranging my apartment to feel like a home. To aid me in this quest, I’d gotten an American Express card. I was delighted to have it, because while in the States credit card offers fell out of the mailbox like tumbleweed, in France I’d not received a single one. And with all of those slits in my wallet, it seemed only reasonable to fill them.

			Despite the fact that few places accepted American Express, once I got mine I managed to rack up a bill on it. Each month when my statement came, I diligently sent off a check for a good portion of it—well over the minimum, but not the full amount. It’s not that I didn’t have money to settle the bill, but I’d always understood the whole point of a credit card to be that I’d pay it when I wanted. Yes, there would be interest charges, but I accepted that as the trade I was making. I thought myself pretty responsible. I had a roommate in college who accumulated $30,000 of debt on her credit card—I wasn’t anything like her.

			Soon I began to receive letters from American Express. Though my French was coming along, I didn’t understand much of what they said. I knew that credit card companies loved to send marketing materials and other junk mail, so I didn’t pay too much attention. Then I got a call from an Amex employee.

			She began in French, and when I realized the only word I caught was madame (phone calls in French were utterly impossible for me), I asked if we could speak in English. The representative kindly obliged, and between her broken English and my translating a few French words here and there I understood the gist of the call to be: “Madame, you haven’t sent your bank details, and you haven’t paid.”

			“I have paid,” I explained. “I sent a check.”

			“Mais, oui, madame, but you have a balance.”

			“Yes, I know,” I said, confused as ever. “But what’s the problem? Have I passed my limit?”

			“No, you haven’t,” she replied, “but you must pay at the end of the month.”

			“I did. I sent a check.”

			“No, madame,” she said patiently. “You must pay the entire balance at the end of the month. And we do not take payment by check. We take it from your account.”

			“Oh! Okay,” I said, and promised to take care of it right away. But I was still really confused. What was I missing? I’d had credit cards for ten years—none of them worked this way.

			I had a colleague, Michel, whom I thought might be able to clarify the situation for me. Michel was mean and dismissive half the time, but whenever I had a problem, he would perk up and start asking me questions, aiming to be helpful. I liked to think he cared about me, but I had a suspicion that his interest came not from concern, but rather from curiosity and perhaps joy at watching the American flounder. I had limited options, though, and figured it was a win-win situation. He’d be amused and have a story to tell at his weekend dinner parties about what the pathetic American did this time, and I’d get the information I needed—and very directly.

			“Michel, I wonder if you can help me,” I said the week after the Amex call. “I thought I had a credit card, but I must have gotten some sort of bank card instead.”

			“Let me see.” He held out his hand expectantly. I showed him my Amex. “You do have a credit card,” he explained. “You pay back what credit you took each and every month.” I looked at him quizzically, so he continued. “C’est normal, Jane. You shouldn’t spend what you don’t have.”

			“Oh,” I said, frowning.

			“What?” he asked. “Are you running a balance
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