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Introduction
DRAWN TO GYPSIES

Fernanda Eberstadt, an ambitious, resourceful novelist with a lush style and a Manhattan background, has written, in Little Money Street: In Search of Gypsies and Their Music in the South of France, a piquant nonfictional account of her successful attempt to penetrate the Gypsy enclave of Perpignan. This city, at the eastern end of the Pyrenees, holds five thousand Gypsies in an urban center of around a hundred thousand. Eberstadt and her husband, Alastair Bruton, and their two small children found themselves living in a rented house outside Perpignan because Bruton, we are told a bit abruptly, “was writing a book about the decline of religion in modern Europe, and was looking for somewhere half to hole up in, half to base it upon.” Why this obscure, unprosperous, and atypical region of France—the province of Roussillon, ceded by Spain as late as 1659 and still regarded by many of its natives as “northern Catalonia”—should serve his investigative purpose is left mysterious, but its usefulness to his wife is made clear. In the course of a cosmopolitan life, she has always, she tell us, “been drawn to Gypsies”: after a childhood glimpse of a trio begging at an outdoor café in Paris, she has “sought out Gypsies—Gypsies who run traveling circuses in Ireland, or sleep in the ruined Byzantine city walls in Istanbul, or camp on the beach in Palermo, or even live in a brownstone basement on the Upper West Side of Manhattan.” Though her six years of living in Roussillon may have left her with “the same attraction to their intractable difference,” readers of her account, if this reviewer is an example, will be cured of any faint desire they many ever have entertained to live like a Gypsy.

Evidently it's a miserable life, for the shiftless, jobless, largely illiterate men, and twice as bad for the homebound women, generally married in their teens to other teens, who will bully, betray, tyrannize, and most likely beat them. As for their children, they stay up so late watching television and hanging out on the street that they are usually too sleepy to go to school; Gypsies must be the only significant ethnic group in France that actively discourages literacy and encourages truancy. Compared with them, the embattled immigrants from the Muslim world are models of aspiration to bourgeois order and enlightenment. One of Eberstadt's more hallucinante chapters describes a conference on education held at Collège Jean Moulin, a junior high school for preponderantly Gypsy students. “The occasion is pretty merry,” she writes. “People who work with Gypsies tend to laugh a lot. It's a laughter of hysterical exasperation, because if you didn't laugh, you'd hang yourself or quit.” The school's principal, a “barrel-chested, crew-cutted Catalan” named Paul Landric, is quoted:


If an Arab kid cuts school, he stays in the street so his parents don't find out. If a Gypsy plays hookey, it's in order to stay home. Here, it's the parents who are the disruptive influence, mothers who want to cod- dle their sons, fathers who don't want their daughters to be seen hanging with boys at school. The girl is a commodity, and they don't want her to lose her market value.



Her value, as a virgin, is ascertained not by the young groom on the wedding night but, according to archaic folk custom, by the probing finger of a tribal crone: Eberstadt's partially renegade Gypsy friend Linda explains, “For Gypsies, it's a nasty old woman who is paid to penetrate the girl, like a gynecologist but with dirty hands, in front of all the husband's family. It's terrifying, it's inhuman.” Landric sums up: “People talk about preserving Gypsy culture. But what am I as an educator supposed to do when the comportment of my students is frankly pathological?” Eberstadt, liberal enough to doubt liberal pieties, complains that “if these pedagogues were nineteenth-century missionaries to a cannibal island, they could not be more convinced that the belief system they wished to impose upon the Gypsy savages—in this case, egalitarian secularism—was as unequivocal a good as clean water.” Yet she comes down, finally, on the side of clean water, asserting that the French authorities are “using their utmost powers of imagination and sympathy to devise ways of freeing a community that was clearly stuck and unhappy.”

Gypsies were not always so stuck; their nomadism, now legally discouraged by most European governments, excused their educational recalcitrance, and they maintained “a seventeenth-century agrarian culture designed for seasonal pickers, small artisans, blacksmiths, market sellers.” They used to be “horse-breeders, blacksmiths, basket-weavers,” trades that became obsolete in the '60s. The author, however, is not offering to solve “Gypsy problems,” or to give a history of this curious people, which, linguistic evidence indicates, originated in India and has endured centuries of disapproval and persecution throughout Europe, including decimation in the Holocaust.

Eberstadt engages with Gypsies as a small set of local friends, and came to them via a CD put out by Sony in 1999, Ida y Vuelta, featuring a mostly Gypsy band called Tekameli. The CD, she tells us, is “supremely cultic … veiled, hermetic … arcane”: “The musicians are Frenchmen singing Pentacostalist hymns in a language—Gypsy Catalan—that very few people know exists. It brings news from a place no one's heard of, and the news is at once too close and too distant to be intelligible.” Any of us, to be sure, would be fascinated by music so hard to describe or pigeonhole, but perhaps only a New York writer, marooned with her family in an “oddly desolate,” “half-savage,” and “malnourished” backwater of Europe, would have undertaken a vigorous pursuit of the members of the elusive band:


For months, I listened hypnotically to Ida y Vuelta, while pursuing Tekameli leads and Gypsy research on the side. I left phone messages on dead voice mails. I spoke to musicians' daughters, nephews, cousins-in-law, who told me to call back later, by which time the telephone had been cut off. In a perfect emblem of futility, I sent letters composed in painstaking schoolgirl French to men I later discovered were illiterate… . I moped, I fretted, I sulked.



She was advised by a Catalan disk jockey to attend an Assemblée—a church of the Protestant Pentecostalism that since the 1960s has exerted a dominating influence on France's Gypsy population. She found the church packed with gender-segregated Gypsies, singing and testifying in Gitan, the gruff dialect spoken in St. Jacques, a former Jewish ghetto in Perpignan settled by Gypsies when the Vichy government cleared out the Jews. In the Assemblée, a young man, entering late, took the chair beside her, and, and seeing her, “started back in an involuntary fright, the appalled recoil of a toddler who's just realized that the adult whose knees he's reaching for isn't his mother.” She declares, “It was then that I understood something of the reality behind Gypsy defiance, Gypsy insults, Gypsy jeers. St. Jacques Gypsies are in fact far more scared of non-Gypsies than even the timidest non-Gypsy is of them.”

A resolutely non-timid non-Gypsy, Eberstadt finds her way in, eventually, via the discontented wives and female consorts of the Tekameli musicians. Two, especially, allow themselves to be befriended and seen close up: Linda, “thirty years old, tall and beautiful, with dimpled white smile, hair done in a headdress of African braids, good makeup, and charm like a Mickey Finn,” and her sister, “small, bedraggled” Diane, her “sheepish grin” marred by brown or missing teeth. It is runty, scatterbrained Diane, and not handsome, efficient Linda, who is the common-law wife of Moïse Espinas, the lead Tekameli singer and “possessor of the greatest voice north of Barcelona.” Moïse, who is twenty-eight when Eberstadt meets him and already growing plump, has “a complicated attitude toward music, as if his own gift lies in a state of untaught purity that might be defiled either by too much use or by exposure to other people's music.” He and his colleagues would rather play cards than rehearse. Guy Bertrand, a musical Frenchman who gives himself credit for developing Roussillon Gypsy music into commercial viability, sees little future for it:


It's not easy to work with Gypsies… . They have no structure in their lives, no discipline, no vision, and hence they can't critique themselves, they can't develop. Musically, they are as good at fourteen as they ever will be… . In all the years I've known him, Moïse has never done a single thing to deepen or improve or develop his music. All he's done is strut around for journalists, blowing his money, and making babies all over the world.



In Eberstadt's reckoning, Gypsy values amount to a disabling intensification of “family values”: a good wife, in her obligatory ankle-length black skirt, can't leave the house without a husband's permission, and men would rather laze around “at home, tranquille” than work. It is “a culture in which girls are best off braindead.” Eberstadt indignantly concludes, “What differentiates ‘la loi gitane' ”—Gypsy law—“from Judaism or Islam or more fundamentalist brands of Christianity is that there is no corresponding code of male probity, nor is there any sense of divine will behind the prohibitions. Gypsy laws, it seems, are made not to glorify God but merely to spite women!”

Nevertheless, the transplanted New Yorker has some good times with her new friends. She develops a kind of crush on Linda—“a gorgeous woman in full command of her own sexuality”—and in girlish mall outings and car rides with Diane experiences the “kind of wild abandoned fun I haven't known since I was seventeen.” She even gets taken by Moïse to a cockfight—indeed, the Perpignan championship, twenty-five bouts held in a nameless settlement of Andalusian Gypsies—and is the only woman in the crowd. Her description of the bouts and their human promoters is as gaudy and appalling as the cockfight scene in Nathanael West's Day of the Locust. This chapter and her succeeding one, describing the laughter-filled education conference, constitute the book's most vivid reportage and together cinch its apparent point that the Gypsies are a hopeless case, their recreations as vicious and vacuous as their traditional defense mechanisms are self-ruinous:


They forget their French and keep their children out of school and marry them to their first cousins aged fourteen. They accept bribes to vote for Mayor Alduy. They lose their teeth and are too frightened to go to the dentist. They die of minor diseases against which other French people—people who go to school—are inoculated. And they don't leave a trace.



As writing, Little Money Street is lively and varied, moving proficiently between statistics and anecdote, warm sympathy and cold condemnation. As narrative, Little Money Street has a distracting double focus; trying to see the Gypsies, we keep seeing the hip, assertive, irresistible journalist. She is more than marginally visible, imparting confidences like “I think, This place is godforsaken, but its broken beauties are in my bloodstream.” The reader is flattered to share the other worlds of sophisticated experience that she brings to bear upon her sorry Gypsy slum. A visit to a Perpignan community center begins with this riff:


It is a concrete building painted in one of those schoolchildren's murals of happy faces and sunflowers that tend to embellish neighborhoods where drive-by shootings are a common occurrence and life expectancy for young males is a whole lot lower than the national average.



A gang of young Gypsy men slinking on the street, “cigarettes dripping from downy lips,” wins a burst of global allusions: “They are often heartbreakingly beautiful, these boys, sometimes astonishingly debauched-looking, in a manner recalling Caravaggio ephebes, Pasolini's ragazzi di vita, and they dress in a bygone style of gangster dandyism.” Allu-siveness so generous has the effect of taking our mind down side roads, wondering what unastonishing debauched looks the witness has seen, and exactly when a bygone gangster style was chic, and whose heart is breaking.

Eberstadt's vocabulary sometimes shows an impatient petulance, as when the Gypsies' aged Mercedes are reported to have “engines cannibalized from crappier cars,” the earthy adjective returning in a heated lament over the consumerism “in which people are persuaded to express their love for their children through the acquisition of crappy goods they can't afford.” Her assimilation of the Gypsy point of view becomes perhaps too thorough when she tells of a flagrant case of shoplifting—more than eight hundred dollars' worth of goods—thwarted by “a fellow-customer, an unidentified toady who should rot in hell.” A female small-town mayor, an innocent bystander in the narrative, comes off as “a porky blonde.” The author's relative youth seems vaunted in so florid a display of pop-musical lingo as:


The blend of loony upbeat Afro-Caribbean bounce and hoarse flamenco-style yowls of brokenhearted prayer—an effect as schizophrenically original as R & B—created a music that seemed to express the perverse vagaries of a soul yearning for union with God.



Such verbal largesse foments a somewhat en haut tone; we are led to reflect that the author was possibly welcomed into the company of Gypsy women not only for her charm and sense of fun and flattering curiosity but because, in her past advantages and present freedoms and—a significant attraction—command of her own car, she loomed in their restricted, impecunious world as a phenomenon and even as a deliverer. Near the end of her long stay, a drug addict's husband makes begging motions: “The funny thing is, in six years of hanging around St. Jacques Gypsies, this is the first time anybody's ever hit me up for money. I figure I've got off lightly, so I head for the nearest cash machine.”

We are not surprised when, late in Little Money Street, its author confesses, “Writers—most writers—are opportunists: I had got my material, more than I could possibly use, and now … I needed not to see Diane in order to be able to ‘see' her better.” As the writer's children age, the culture gap widens; and months go by without her phoning her Gypsy friends. Yet—to end on a happy note—when, “after a long absence,” she does “ring Diane's doorbell,” she receives “a prodigal welcome.” Old times are remembered, old friends revisited, new developments registered. Moïse has become a grandfather at thirty-one and has “been in mysteriously bad health.” At the farewell party that Eberstadt and her family give before they move to a bigger house, a four-hour train ride away, in central France, Moïse sings, but still as “a great singer who hates to sing … for whom his ‘gift' is something that at times he's seen as an easy way of making money or getting girls, but that more often is awkward, shaming, even anguishing.” After a few songs, the chatter of the non-Gypsy guests, “as if we were in a restaurant and he were hustling for spare change,” offends him and he stalks off. Later, he is coaxed to sing again, in a voice “waning from neglict.” Soon he will be baptized and sing only canticles, reducing his family to living on welfare and handouts from relatives. Eberstadt's mildly melancholy coda to her dire protrait of contemporary European Gypsies leaves us with the mollifying impression that all parties end untidily, all lives are more or less muddles, and we all are, as the French officially term nomadic minorities, gens du voyage.

—John Updike

Reprinted by permission; © John Updike. Originally published in The New Yorker. All rights reserved.




Chapter One

1

Diane isn't much of a cook. She lives off Marlboros and black coffee, and I have never in all these years seen Diane offer food to her husband or children. Every time I visit, she greets me with the ritual inducements to eat, drink (that is, have a cigarette, a glass of Coke, some Cheez Doodles). But only once have I eaten a meal at Diane's house.

Diane, I think, was feeling a little guilty about the Yuri Buenaventura concert. Yuri Buenaventura is a Latin American salsa star who has a passionate following in southern France, where we live. This spring, his European tour included a gig at Perpignan's Mediator. “I'm gonna die if I don't hear Yuri live,” Diane had been saying for months.

If you spend much time with Diane, it's hard to resist wanting to be her fairy godmother. Six weeks in advance, I bought four tickets to Yuri Buenaventura's concert, thinking, Alastair and I, Diane and her husband, Moïse, could all go. “Moïse” is pronounced “Mo-EEZ.” But Diane and Moïse are Gypsies, and married couples' double-dating is not Gypsies' idea of fun.

Diane asks Moïse if he'd like to come along to the concert.

Moïse, at twenty-eight, is one of the greatest Gypsy singers in France. But Moïse has a complicated attitude toward music, as if his own gift lies in a state of untaught purity that might be defiled either by too much use or by exposure to other people's music. Moïse scowls. “No way, woman. It'll be full of Gypsies.”

“No, it won't.”

“Sure it will: Gypsies love salsa. Every lousy little Gypsy in Perpignan will be stuffed tight in that place, you know it.”

If Moïse doesn't want to go hear Yuri, does that mean he'll stay home with the children?

This is when a familiar game begins, the funny-sad cat-and-mouse routine of a couple who have been married since they were seventeen, and know in their sleep how to drive each other mad.

“When's the concert?” Moïse asks.

Thursday.

“Thursday, Thursday, Thursday.” Moïse furrows his brow, as if “Thursday” were a friend of Diane's whose face he can't quite place. Finally, he relents. “Fine—I'll stay home, rent a video for the kids.”

At the good news, Diane explodes into a shimmering volcano of joy. She jumps to her feet, shoves her favorite Yuri tape into the player and rolls the volume to the max, grabs me by the hands, and salsas around the apartment, a gap-toothed grin on her face. She picks up her cell phone, presses autodial to call her sister, her nieces, and her cousins to gloat, for the Yuri concert is famously sold out. “Christine? You'll never guess where me and Fernande are going Thursday night… .”
A dozen times already I've made such plans with Diane, who is permanently crazy-itching-mad to burst out of the house, to flee the confines of being a stay-at-home mother in a culture that places pathological restrictions on women. Diane's ambitions are not really so extreme. She wants to go for a drink at Boca Boca, a chic Cuban-style bar, with me and two “French” (i.e., non-Gypsy) friends. Diane needs this phalanx of palefaces: when she tries going to Boca Boca with her niece Tania and an Arab schoolfriend of Tania's, they are turned away at the door. She wants to go out for her birthday to a seaside disco with me and a bunch of girlfriends. Not so much to ask. Just a girls' night out, no men, because it is only with other women that you can relax and enjoy yourself. My working-class “French” friends make the same assumption: if you want a good time, it's girls with the girls and boys with the boys.

Moïse will stay home with the kids, because Moïse is open-minded; he allows his wife to go out, as long as she is properly chaperoned and goes to a place where she won't be spotted by other Gypsies. We are going to lie to Moïse—we are going to tell him we are going to a concert at the Mediator, when in fact we are going to a disco at Canet Plage. (The difference to me appears negligible, but subterfuge is an essential element to the bust-out: if you didn't have to lie to your spouse about what you'd done, it couldn't have been any fun.)

Every couple of months, Diane and I concoct such Nights to Howl. But something always gets in the way, usually at about eight o'clock on the destined evening. An obstacle, which to me seems insignificant, after a brief acquaintance with Diane comes to be painfully predictable. Diane's “fate”—the ill-health and fatigue that are the bodily expressions of her unhappiness—intervenes.

Yuri Buenaventura Night, when I ring Diane's buzzer, the shutters are barred and the lights are out. Her sister Linda, who lives in the apartment upstairs, explains over the intercom that Diane and Moïse have taken the baby to the doctor. Even though Baby Marlon's had a cold all week, it's only just at eight that evening that they've decided to get the doctor to check him out.

When I next hear from Diane, she asks me if I videotaped the concert for her, and when I say no, she invites me to Sunday lunch.

2

Moïse and Diane live in a bright, whitewashed modern apartment building on the Boulevard Aristide Briand, one stretch of the pentangular road that engirdles the medieval city center of Perpignan. Across the street from their building begins St. Jacques, the prime Gypsy neighborhood of the city.

St. Jacques, a ramshackle slum, is five hundred yards from Moïse and Diane's door. Their window overlooks the street on which all of Diane's and most of Moïse's relatives live, but to their minds, they have left St. Jacques far behind.

Boulevard Aristide Briand is a dusty commercial thoroughfare, but its stores—a motorcycle showroom, a string of real estate agents, doctors' offices—suggest a population whose purchasing power is royal compared to the squalid penury of St. Jacques. In Moïse and Diane's immaculate apartment, the furniture is showroom-new. Today, on this particular Sunday noon, it's filled with Moïse, Diane, their sons Kevin and Marlon, Diane's sister Linda and her two children, me, and two other non-Gypsy friends of Diane's— Marie, a grandmotherly woman who is a human rights activist, and Marie's friend Nicole, a surgeon's widow.

Diane and Linda squabble over what to serve their guests before lunch: Diane offers us a digestif; “Idiot,” says Linda, “that's for after the meal.” Diane instead serves us Malibu, a coconut liqueur, and whiskey. Moïse obligingly puts out a plate of cookies; “Idiot,” says Diane, “that's for dessert, you need to give them salted peanuts.”

For lunch, Diane orders take-out pizza. The thing I remember chiefly from Diane's lunch party is the expression on the pizza deliveryman's face.

I know the man already: he runs the pizzeria across the street from Diane's. When I take my children there, he spoils and praises them: Americans in this area are a high-prestige rarity.

Today I see another face. The pizzaman has obviously come to the apartment not realizing that Gypsies live here (Diane's surname is North African, the neighbors are all “French”), and once the door has been locked and double-bolted behind him, he looks as if he's been lured into Fort Apache, the Bronx.

Straightaway there is the question in the air of are-we-going-to-pay, and what's he going to do about it if we don't. The bill is only about twelve dollars, as Diane—no eater herself—has ordered two small pizzas for ten people, but neither she nor Moïse seem able to cover it, nor will they hear of their guests' chipping in.

The pizzaman surveys us, one by one, with a contemptuous smirk, fear disguised as a sneer. It's a look I see again and again when I am with Gypsies, a look that gives me the sense of being on the other side of the looking glass, of what it might be like to be an Undesirable in the developed Western world—the wrong color, the wrong religion, the wrong income bracket. When the pizzaman's gaze comes to me, he does an involuntary double take, as if he'd spotted a supposedly respectable neighbor soliciting in the red-light zone, before his expression once again hardens.

The showdown ends in a fumble of embarrassment. Diane produces a checkbook, but can't figure out how to fill out the check. “Give it to Marie,” suggests Moïse, in a rare gesture of husbandly protectiveness.

Diane's friend Marie makes out the check, and the pizzaman escapes alive.

3

Diane and Moïse are both exhausted. Fatigués, fatigués, complains Diane.

Gypsies are night owls—even the women, who stay at home, watch television all night, and sleep as much of the day as they can.

Moïse, as usual, got home at five o'clock this morning. Moïse's band, Tekameli, was giving a concert outside Toulouse. Diane stayed up to let him in, and then got up two hours later when the baby awoke. But whereas Diane is stressed to black hysteria, Moïse is a calm sort of grouchy, like a bear awakening from the winter.

“Aren't you going to eat, Moïse?”

Moïse isn't going to eat; Moïse has only just crawled out of bed. In a couple of hours he'll get hungry, and then he'll grab something: his eating hours are permanently jet-lagged, he explains, apologetically.

Diane now raises the pizza knife, and thrusts it toward her husband's heart. “I haven't yet settled accounts with you, Mr. Espinas. I gave you a break because of Toulouse.”

Two nights before—the night when she was supposed to go to Yuri Buenaventura but couldn't, because they had to take the baby to the doctor—Moïse had gone out afterward, and not come home until eight the following morning.

“He says he was at the movies,” she explains, sardonically.

“It's true: I went to the cineplex at Rivesaltes,” he insists. “Look, I've even got the ticket stub.”

She examines it. “So what's that prove? You went to the nine p.m. show. Then what did you do till eight the next morning?”

He stands there, sleepy, but not a bit abashed.

She turns to her women friends. “You know what he tells me? He tells me, I was enjoying nature.”

The Rivesaltes cineplex is in a supermall right off the superhighway to Spain. There's a supersupermarket, a mega bowling alley, a McDonald's with an indoor playground the size of a college gym, the French equivalent of Home Depot, but not much in the way of nature, unless you count the Super-Mega-Hyper Pet Supply Shop. There is a perverse beauty to the idea of Moïse, an overgrown slum kid, enjoying nature in the flatlands mallscape in the middle of the night.

And Moïse, at this moment, is also enjoying the idea. He stoops to pick a slice of cold pizza from the box, but Diane stops him. “Look what a slob you're becoming. Didn't the doctor say you have to lose weight?”

Moïse is a handsome man who radiates a quiet comfortable sense of his own attractiveness, but he is indeed getting pudgy.

The women discuss Moïse's weight, and what is strange about the conversation is its air of irreversible doom. Everyone agrees that Moïse should take off twenty pounds, and yet it seems equally evident to them that he will instead continue to balloon.

Moïse stands above us, in a clinging black rayon T-shirt bedecked with a big gold crucifix, and a pair of black polyester stretch pants with a built-in buckle like an airplane seat belt, and he smiles a winning, baby-toothed smile.

No, no, he informs us happily, he has it all figured out: he is going to go to a health club where they give you massages! Now the gestures unroll, the salesman making his pitch, Moïse basking like a seal, luxuriating in his imagined weight-loss regime: he'll even swim a little in the health club swimming pool, just to get himself really relaxed for the massages! Moïse, in fact, can't swim, although he lives by the sea.

“He'll never do it,” says Diane, darkly. “He'll go once, maybe, but never again.”


Chapter Two

1

I'd been living outside Perpignan a year and a half before I finally managed to meet a Gypsy. My prolonged failure tells you a lot about the chasm between Gypsy lives and non-Gypsy lives in this otherwise rough-and-tumble Mediterranean border town.

Perpignan, the last city in France before you cross into Spanish Catalonia, is a major stop in one particular Gypsy homeland that reaches along the coast from the French Camargue down to Barcelona. Perpignan itself is said to have the largest Gypsy population of any city center in Western Europe, a population that first arrived here in the late Middle Ages, and has been settled since the Second World War.

Although Gypsies' ticklish relation to officialdom makes them understandably census-shy, it is estimated that as many as 5,000 of central Perpignan's 100,000-plus inhabitants are Gypsy. Five percent may not sound like much, but it's enough to swing a mayoral election in a town whose vote is fragmented among numerous political parties, none of which can command a majority. Which means that Perpignan may just be the only city in the world where politicians win elections by courting the Gypsy vote.

“Courting” is a euphemism: in fact, mayors of Perpi-gnan for the last thirty years supposedly have bought the Gypsy vote, originally by handing out banknotes in the main square of St. Jacques, nowadays, it is said, with jobs, apartments, goods—a habit that's become something of a national scandal. And yet, what I discovered was that this largish and politically pivotal community was nonetheless inviolably cut off from mainstream “French” Perpignan.

Large gangs of Gypsies—boys in white zoot suits and slicked-back pompadours, or women in long black skirts and house slippers, pushing children in strollers—parade the downtown boulevards, at once startlingly conspicuous and ignored. Non-Gypsies venturing into the Gypsy neighborhoods of St. Jacques or Haut Vernet suffer the same conspicuous invisibility.

The Gypsies of Perpignan belong to clans that have been living in this corner of France since the early 1400s. They have been settled in the same neighborhoods—often the same houses and apartment buildings—since 1940, when the Vichy government outlawed nomadism. Yet if a Perpignan Gypsy wants to refer politely to a non-Gypsy, she calls him a “Français.” (The word used among themselves is paio, the Spanish Romany equivalent of gadjo.) What does it mean to feel oneself and one's people so inassimilably alien to the surrounding majority?

All my life, I've been drawn to Gypsies. One of my earliest memories is of sitting at an outdoor café in Paris with my parents, and watching a ragged and immensely insolent boy, accompanied by two ladies in multicolored skirts, pass from table to table, asking for money. When the mysterious strangers disappeared around the corner, the world without them seemed unbearably pale and insipid.

Since then, wherever I've been, I've sought out Gypsies—Gypsies who run traveling circuses in Ireland, or sleep in the ruined Byzantine city walls in Istanbul, or camp on the beach in Palermo, or even live in a brownstone basement on the Upper West Side of Manhattan. And even though I long ago learned that Gypsy life is not “free,” but on the contrary far more hierarchical and prohibition-bound than that of secular Westerners, still I've felt the same attraction to their intractable difference.

For a year and a half in Perpignan, I asked everyone I met about Gypsies. I heard all kinds of stories. Some were familiar—that Gypsies dealt drugs, that they taught their children to steal, and that the Gypsy population of St. Jacques was massively infected with AIDS—stories combining three favorite themes about unwelcome minorities: they are rich, they are poor, and they are bearers of infectious diseases. Other legends were particularly local: that the widespread obesity you saw among Perpignan Gypsies was a deliberate ploy to get extra disability payments from the government, that each family fattened up one of its children, Hansel-style, with this end in mind.

Everybody had an anecdote about Gypsies, but nobody had actually met one. My friend Samia, a sociology student who lived in the heart of St. Jacques, told me, “Every day I pass the same old men playing cards, the same old ladies sitting on chairs in the street. We come home at two in the morning on a summer's night, and the little boys are zooming up and down on their scooters. Usually, if you've got small children, people will say something to you, smile, offer the little
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