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When I was a baby in Paris, my mother would dip her finger in champagne and rub it on my lips, to acclimate me to the taste and smell, she told people, because our family was from Champagne. I have no memory of this. The modern parent would be horrified. You are getting your baby drunk! You are giving her brain damage! But I’m sure she did it in good fun, and I don’t feel too much the worse for it.

My mother’s grandparents cultivated our family’s first vines in Champagne in the 1930s before the war, and good wine still comes from our vineyard (a small one not found in many guides). My paternal grandfather managed all the wine distribution that came through Bercy during the war. My father went in a slightly different direction, selling fine spirits throughout France. His brother, my Uncle Alain, is a respected vintner in the esteemed Châteauneuf-du-Pape geographic appellation of the Rhône Valley. Wine is most definitely in my blood.

So you might think I am some kind of wine princess, that I was schooled in everything there was to know about wine from the moment I could speak, that in my youth I could have recited the great vintages of France the way the child of the Church knows her catechism. Oh pfft, you say, no wonder she is writing about wine: She’s French! Her family is in the business! And you would be right about my family, but not about me. I don’t deny that I grew up surrounded by wine. As a girl I watched my mother open a bottle of her family’s champagne at nearly any excuse. A friend stopping by the house? Champagne! The sun coming out after a little rain? Alors! Champagne! But the truth is that I knew almost nothing about it, except that there was plenty in the pantry. My pedigree, as it were, came with no “special” understanding at all, simply proximity.

And so what it comes to is this, and I have no compunction about sharing it with you right away: entitlement is the very opposite of what makes for the most rewarding, most open experience of wine. Growing up, I drank only one kind of champagne—my family’s—and could not have described any other, or even what made ours any good (though it benefits from some of the best terroir of Champagne, in Ambonnay).

Being French is not the answer, either. While France, in my opinion, possesses the tradition and know-how to make the best wines in the world, that doesn’t mean every French citizen can tell the difference between a Chablis and a Pouilly-Fumé (just as, despite what I learned as a child, from the TV show Dallas, not every American knows how to herd cattle). Being French can, in fact, actually breed complacency. I’ve seen plenty of my fellow countrymen and -women act a certain way to suggest they’re naturally gifted when it comes to wine, when that couldn’t be further from the truth. Nationality alone is not enough.

I’m a prime example. If you’d told me as a little girl that I would one day operate my own wine bar and store, premised on the pleasures of French wine, I’d have laughed out loud. It was the last thing I wanted to do, having grown up in a family like mine. And anyway, credentials guarantee nothing—in life as in wine. By the time I was nearly finished with university, I was still naïve about both. And I did not learn, really learn, what it means to love both until I left my family and my country at twenty-three, and moved to New York City.

This is the story I want to tell you.
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I’ve always had the unfortunate tendency to leap before I look. It’s not very French of me, but I can’t help it. So when my uncle pulled me aside after a family dinner in the summer of 2006 to offer me the chance to work in the U.S., I didn’t say I would think about it or consult with others. I said yes. He’d heard I wanted to learn English, and he needed someone to work with his new American wine importer, which was based in New York. Never mind that to do the job well I would need a minimum of two things, neither of which I had: a minimal competency in the English language, and a much deeper understanding of French wine. Never mind that I had a boyfriend in Paris, Jules, who had already patiently waited for me as I studied in Spain for a year. Never mind also that my uncle needed someone for only the first six months of 2007, after which I would be on my own.

I said yes immediately, before I could think twice. Even my uncle was surprised; after a moment he asked if I’d heard correctly that this would mean traveling around les États-Unis—the whole country. I assured him I had, and he laughed and said that in that case we’d have to make our preparations.

My answer might have been different if he had told me that in January I’d find myself in front of a hundred and fifty sales representatives in Seattle, conducting a tasting of his wine with a shaky hand. I’d never spoken in front of even fifteen people, but there I was, not only expected to speak but to speak intelligently, while secretly knowing that I had only a fraction of the experience of every other person there. When it came to wine, all my uncle and I had in common was a last name.

I stood outside the tasting room unable to feel my toes out of nervousness, mouthing a script I’d gone over a hundred times. The opening monologue describing Château la Nerthe and what made it special was easy enough. It was the prospect of then having to walk the sales reps through the wine itself that worried me. If you’d handed me a glass of wine that morning, I could have instinctively told you whether it was good or bad—but not why. If you’d asked me to describe what I was tasting, I wouldn’t have known where to start.


Now we will taste the Châteauneuf-du-Pape red of Château la Nerthe. [Wait for others to pour. Hold up glass.] The color you see is a bright ruby with a raspberry tint. The nose is fresh with red fruit, a touch of black pepper. [Wait for others to smell.] The palate is frank. [Wait for others to sip.] What you are holding is a complex wine, with hints of cherry, blackberry, black currant, and spice. The tannins, as you can tell, are elegant. [Wait for others to spit.]


There were a hundred ways for me to screw it up. The scripted pauses, which I needed to remember not to say out loud. I didn’t even know what fruit the English words “black currant” referred to. And what was a ruby color, exactly? I’d never seen a ruby in real life.

I’d have turned around and walked back to France if my audience hadn’t been expecting me. I opened the door, with only one thought echoing in my head: What have you gotten yourself into?

As I’ve said, it’s how I’ve always been, pressing on first and asking questions later. I said yes to my uncle, and yes to myself, that summer, and decided I’d move to America early, in November. That way, I thought, I’d be able to find a place to live, learn English, study wine, and conquer New York City, all in the two months before my job was to start. I was certain it would be plenty of time.
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Over the years I’ve noticed that people commonly think about wine in one of two ways: Some believe that its secrets are possessed by a select few. For the French, who have been making wine since before the Roman Empire, this often takes the form of snobbery: Only we (and maybe some Italians) know anything about wine. All experts are tempted to believe that their knowledge is special and not easy to attain. Let’s call this the “a few people know everything” camp.

The other extreme is a response to this elitism: a conviction that experts are a fraud, that the industry is a charade. You may have heard about taste tests that show no real difference between a one-hundred-dollar bottle of wine and a ten-dollar bottle of wine. Reports like this are meant to assure people that they shouldn’t feel ashamed if they don’t know much about wine—after all, a ten-dollar bottle is all you ever need! We can call this the “nobody really knows anything” school.

This is what I want to say before I get to what happened in New York: Neither is right. The truth is in the middle. There is indeed a lot to learn, but anyone can do it. I once watched as a celebrated winemaker failed to detect his own wines in a blind taste test. His own wines! But did that mean he was a fraud? Hardly. He had been making quality wines for two decades. All it meant was that tasting wine is complicated, even for experts. It didn’t mean that there is no such thing as an expert.

There are no flash cards here. There are no bite-sized facts to memorize and recite at dinner parties. If you are looking for either a complete encyclopedia or an easy cheat sheet, you can stop reading now. This is about my experience—what I learned about wine and about myself when I moved to America. So a better approach might be to say that “nobody knows everything.” Wine is too mysterious, too influenced by nature and by the smallest decisions of the people who produce it, to be easily pinned down. There is always more to learn. But with a few specific principles and a commitment to take it seriously, anyone—whether you have no experience at all, or are an elite pedigree but with no formal understanding—can start a lifelong journey in the art of enjoying wine.

I’m living proof.
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What would have happened if I’d turned my uncle down and stayed in France? Who knows? I certainly could never have predicted that I’d one day have the U.S. to thank for much of my success and happiness. Americans seeking the French secret to the good life have launched a thousand bestsellers—but a Frenchwoman improving herself by way of America? Blasphemous! I might still have ended up working with wine, but without the influence of a culture that prizes ingenuity and experimentation, I’d be a very different person.

I’d originally imagined living in England, not the U.S. London was both closer to home and culturally more familiar. I had yet to complete my undergraduate degree, but my time in Spain had only increased my wanderlust. New York was so far, and in the days after telling my uncle yes, I had second thoughts. Jules—patient, encouraging Jules, my boyfriend of four years, who had already waited for me over one of them without complaint—wouldn’t hear of it. “You have to go,” he said. “It’s the chance of a lifetime. You’ll be back soon.” He would turn out to be right about one of those things.

I’d never been so excited and scared at the same time—it was confusing. I’d only just returned from Spain, and there was so much to do before I left again. I went to the south of France to visit my uncle, who walked me around the vineyards pointing out where the grenache was planted and where the syrah was, and in the cellar he let me taste some wine directly from the barrels that wasn’t ready for bottling—the kind of in-depth tour I’d never cared to do in all my childhood visits to my mother’s family in Champagne. He even signed me up for a six-week wine course to at least reduce the likelihood that I would make a total fool of myself. Though you cannot become an expert in anything in six weeks, learning the basics gave me the slightest boost in confidence.

By the time I returned to Paris there was only a month left to spend with Jules. My closest childhood friend, Vera (who had been the one to introduce me to Jules), knew someone I could stay with in New York. I could not imagine being so far from both of them, but when it was time to leave I was too anxious to allow either to accompany me to the airport—only my mother, whose relative silence I knew was for my sake.

As for the flight itself, my memory is a blank. I do remember my first sight of Manhattan through the clouded Plexiglas of the taxicab divider, the gray outline of buildings that rose up closer to the sky the closer we got. And then we were in the city. I’d always pictured Manhattan as an array of immaculate, shining skyscrapers from end to end but had never really imagined the streets themselves; it was like picturing a person only from the neck up and completely ignoring everything below. So I was surprised to be dropped off on a desolate, narrow stretch of East Eleventh Street, at the far reaches of the East Village. The sidewalk could hardly fit my two giant suitcases, myself, the tree planter dotted with dog excrement, and the trash cans so full the lids would not close. The plain brick and stone row houses lining the street were no taller than six stories. For a second, I could have believed I’d stepped into an alternate, dirtier version of Paris, not the glass and metal towers I thought would be awaiting me.

This was the neighborhood that introduced me to New York—and, despite my first impressions, where I would eventually make my home, the place I chose over every other neighborhood in the city. I waited, biting my nails, for a few minutes before I spotted Vera’s friend approach from down the street. Because she was the friend of a friend we kissed cheeks, but the greeting felt mechanical. Rose was French as well, and officially the first person I met in the U.S. She was also, it quickly became clear, my polar opposite, starting with appearance: she was tiny, blond, and sharply featured where I am tall and brown-haired and round-nosed. She was taking a break from work to let me in, and I could see the tension in her shoulders and lips, even though her eyes were cool and unreadable—unnervingly so for an open book like me. (Pinocchio had his nose; I have my cheeks, which turn helplessly red at the smallest provocation.) “Come, come,” she said in her clipped Parisian French, beckoning me to follow her into the building. She was doing Vera a favor, it was obvious, and little more.

I let out an involuntary moan of relief when I saw the building had an elevator, and Rose glanced back at me questioningly. “My suitcases,” I said. “I brought too much!” and laughed with embarrassment. There was barely room for the four of us; I had to stand very close to Rose and her stern face as we ascended the six flights.

The apartment was a two-bedroom she shared with her boyfriend. The décor was minimalist and modern—black couch, black coffee table, uninterrupted white wall except for a few framed black-and-white photos. Everything was tidy; everything matched. “This is very classy,” I said. Her lip twitched in satisfaction. She led me to the spare bedroom, which looked into the concrete courtyard at the rear of the building, weeds sprouting from the cracks. This, at least for a short time, would be my view of the city.

“Here is your key,” she said, waiting for me to turn from the window, “and sometimes, just so you know to be careful, you have to flush the toilet twice. I must return to work. I will see you tonight.”

And with that, she was gone.

Though a part of me wanted to draw all the shades and hide, I drummed up enough courage to return to the street to find something to eat. I had no way to orient myself, however—I had been lulled into overconfidence by Manhattan’s grid. But “Eleventh Street” meant nothing to me. Neither did “Avenue C,” where I next found myself. Had I known better I would have turned west toward the rest of the city, but instead I wandered eastward until I was suddenly facing a highway. Had I already reached the end of Manhattan? I backtracked and turned to walk along Avenue D, where a power station loomed to the north, and to the east housing projects blocked my view of the water. Figures in the twilight burst out of a corner store, startling me with their laughter. I walked a few more blocks, reminding myself not to be frightened by every noise. Everything was strange and growing stranger in the dark. I hurried back to Rose’s apartment, in shock, and still hungry.

This was the first moment I realized how unprepared I was. I’d believed it would be better to come early, with many ideas but few concrete plans. It hadn’t occurred to me that this was like bringing a bottle of wine home with no way to store it until you are ready to drink it. I spent three nights with Rose and her boyfriend, Nicolas, who was as warm and friendly as she was cool, and he helped me go through Craigslist looking for places to live. His English was very good, and he would launch into spontaneous and unprompted vocabulary lessons—“this is a sofa”; “this is a pen”; “today, tonight, tomorrow”—most of which I immediately forgot, having no way to practice. He did teach me some basic phrases beyond the few that I knew, and told me if I ever wanted more time to think about what to say in English, I shouldn’t make the usual raspberry sound, or shrug, like we do in France. His preferred method instead was to start sentences with, “The thing is…”

“This phrase tells your listener that what you are about to say is important, and they’ll wait for you to complete the thought while you’re coming up with what to say,” he said to me in French. (From then on, whenever I heard him speak in linguistically mixed company I noticed every time he used his favorite trick. The thing is…the chicken looks delicious, he’d say. Or the thing is…the situation in Iraq is no good.)

Rose tolerated our lessons, and sometimes even contributed a word or two at Nicolas’s urging, but she seemed preoccupied. On the third day she told me, almost casually, that her parents were coming to visit the following week.

“How nice!” I said, not sure what else to say.

After a pause, she continued, “I’d like for them to stay with me.”

I nodded. “I understand.”

“The only thing is we want to paint the room first.”

I kept nodding, even as my heart sank into my stomach. She didn’t say when exactly she wanted me to leave—and in fact she never actually said that I had to go at all—but I packed up that morning regardless. (It was my first lesson in Rose’s uncanny ability to make everything clear without having to spell it out.) I had nowhere to go. Nicolas told me I didn’t have to leave right at that moment, but I was too proud not to—a running theme in my story, I should let you know now.

“Call us if you need anything,” he said. “Where are you staying?”

“Oh, I’ll just go to a hotel,” I lied. I had a very limited budget and didn’t want to ask my parents for help. Over those three days, no permanent lodgings had materialized—the few people I’d met through Craigslist wanted a lot of money up front, or proof of current employment, or both. I had neither. And I’m sure I made a poor impression, stuttering my way through the pocketful of English I knew, unable even to understand what “security deposit” meant.

The realization I’d had about my poor preparation was even truer than I’d imagined. I don’t know how I got through the next two weeks; a mix of determination and luck, I suppose. From Rose and Nicolas’s I moved to a youth hostel on 14th Street. I signed up for an English class near Madison Square Garden, an area that was more like the New York of my imagination—bustling sidewalks, enormous buildings—but the class itself was terrible. Most of the students were from China, South Korea, or India and had even less of a head start than I did. Yet the teacher would pair us off for hours at a time to practice our conversation, as if two bad English speakers would add up to one good one. Instead, as you might expect, one partner would thoroughly mangle the language, and the other, not knowing any better, would just cheer them on. The room was full of people sitting across from each other, one side spouting nonsense and the other saying, “Good! Very good!”

After each day’s class I met potential landlords and roommates, but the answer was always the same. Then every evening the hostel clerk would ask, “Are you sure you don’t want to reserve a few days in advance?” and, ignoring his concern, I would always reply, “No, this might be my last day here.” I was stubborn. I talked to Jules on Skype using the common area Wi-Fi and admitted that things were a bit slow, while trying not to alarm him. I worried that he’d say to forget the whole thing and come home, and I’d be tempted to listen. It was not the advice I wanted to hear. At night I climbed into my bunk bed, envious of the excited whispers of the tourist girls around me, and cried quietly.

Of course, the inevitable happened: one evening I returned from class to reserve my bed for the night and the clerk said, in a tone that was both sympathetic and I-told-you-so, “We’re booked up.”

“Oh,” I said, considering what he would do if I sat right there on the floor and refused to move.

“Let me call the one on Bowery and see if they have space.”

I pushed my two baby-elephant-sized suitcases down the sidewalk in the chilly November dusk. The beds at the new place were in individual cubicles with walls tall enough to block the view but not the sound. I lay down and listened to the ambient noise of the guests I couldn’t see, the throat-clearing, the occasional laughter. The bathroom wasn’t far from my cubicle, and I heard every flush of the toilet. I’m sure there were people staying there that night in far more dire straits than me, but I was too busy feeling sorry for myself to wonder about them.

I dreamed I was back in Spain, in the small coastal town not far from Valencia where I had studied. I was on a hill overlooking the sea, with a picnic of bread, ham, and a floral Spanish white wine that replenished itself with every glass I drank. A cat came up to my blanket, but instead of mewing, it let out a blaring noise. The cat wouldn’t stop making that noise. I’m not sure how much time passed before I woke up to the fire alarm screaming on the wall above my head. I hurried outside with the other guests, a coat hastily thrown on over my pajamas, as we waited for the fire department. My feet were freezing. Then it started to rain.

As I stood in the downpour, miserably waiting to return to a bed that was only mine for the night, my mind went, as it does in hard times, to the most popular comic strip in France. Asterix and Obelix is to France what Peanuts is to the U.S. But instead of a lonely boy and his dog, the heroes are mismatched friends in ancient Gaul who spend their days rebelling against the Roman Empire. All they have on their side is pluck and a magic potion. It’s a very French comic, but it would take me too long to tell you exactly why.

The important thing to know is that Asterix is small and clever, while Obelix is big and strong, if a bit naïve and impulsive. As a baby, clumsy from the start, Obelix fell into a vat of the village’s magic potion, rendering him nearly indestructible. Obelix had his potion, and I had my champagne—the point is that I am much more like Obelix than like Asterix. And when I find myself in difficult situations, I usually end up blaming our shared traits for my troubles. I, too, have always stumbled along belly first without thinking and can have a bit of a temper. Look where it had gotten me. The next time my family compared me to Obelix, how would I ever refute them?

But if Obelix benefits from the clever presence of his friend, I had no one to help me but myself. Something had to change if I was going to make it to January. I quit the English class. I had to forfeit the rest of the week’s tuition, but I’d rarely been so sure about a decision. Sitting at a café, surrounded by New Yorkers productively typing away on their laptops—how I wanted to be one of them!—I Googled “French restaurant East Village” and wrote down every address. (I would keep that pen for years, as a good luck charm.) My plan: walk into every single one until I got a job. There’s a reason restaurant work is the obvious path for new arrivals with poor English skills, and I wished I had thought of it earlier.

It was also my last, best hope, and I didn’t dare imagine what I’d do if it didn’t work out.

At the first restaurant on my list, a bistro and jazz bar on Second Avenue, the manager didn’t even look up as he turned me down, just waved me away and kept going over his receipts. The whole thing took less than a minute, and then I was on the sidewalk again, trying to suppress my sense of panic, to keep from hailing a cab to JFK right there. It was probably half an hour before I started walking in the direction of the second restaurant.

L’Éléphant, on First Street, was a Thai place with a charming blue-and-yellow awning, and I soon found out why it had come up in my search—it was French-owned, and half the menu was French-influenced. I took a breath and approached the man standing in the back, and, taking a gamble, spoke to him in French. I told him I had a passion for Thai food (not true) and a strong work ethic (true).

When I finished, he thought for a moment, and said only: “Mais, avez-vous de l’expérience?”

Yes, I lied, I had experience.

He nodded.

“You’re in luck,” he said. “Someone just quit and I need help with lunch. You can start now? Here’s an apron.”
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Luck had found me! And I’d done my best to give it a chance to. L’Éléphant was my first exposure to working in hospitality, and though I stayed there only until the end of December, the experience has paid off to this day. I loved the restaurant. It was my introduction to the multiplicity of New York: a French manager who oversaw a staff of French and American servers and a head chef who had emigrated from Mexico as a teenager and now cooked Thai food. I spoke French to the manager, teased the chef in Spanish, and repeated to customers the same three English phrases:

“How are you today?”

“Do you know what you’d like to order?”

“How is everything?”

Even now these are the three sentences I can say with the least trace of an accent. My English rapidly improved as I interacted with diners—faster than I could have ever hoped had I remained in that overheated classroom by Madison Square Garden. I worked nearly every day, mostly the lunch shift and sometimes dinner. When it was quiet in the afternoon, I sat at a back table and studied the Château la Nerthe materials.

My biggest disappointment with L’Éléphant was that whenever I went down to the basement I saw the restaurant’s wine stacked with the other dry goods in boxes next to the boiler. It was stifling hot and damp down there—a terrible environment for wine, which is best kept sideways in a cool, dark spot. One afternoon I poured myself a glass, and it was awful, warm and vinegary. It had overoxidized, and every other bottle that was sitting by the boiler had likely suffered the same fate. But in all the time I was there, I never heard anyone complain.

I said nothing to Jean, the manager, not wanting to risk my position. It wasn’t worth it. The job had allowed me, finally, to find a room in a three-bedroom apartment off Second Avenue. The leaseholder, Carl, was about my age or a little older, from California and living in New York to finish a novel he was working on. He was the first Californian I’d ever met, and he looked the part: blond, tan, and always in knee-length shorts, even as winter approached. He interviewed me in his living room, arms thrown over the back of the couch and one leg propped up on the coffee table while I sat, hands in my lap, in a chair across from him.

After we’d spoken for a while I asked, “Your novel, what is it about?” He yanked his leg off the table and sat up straight, and I realized that no other candidate had asked him this.

“It starts out a roman à clef,” he said, gesticulating urgently. “You know what that means, of course, you’re French. It’s the life of a normal guy, normal childhood in the San Fernando Valley. Then”—he came even more alive, his hands moving wildly—“it turns into, like, a thriller. He discovers a secret organization that runs all of Hollywood, Silicon Valley, and the agriculture industry, and a conspiracy involving movie revenues and the water utility. But the thing is, no one will believe him,” he said, his voice dropped to a hush. He sat back again in satisfaction. “It’s a satire,” he finished.

“Of what?” I said. I recognized the word “satire,” which though pronounced differently, is the same in French.

“The system, of course,” he said, as if there were no other answer. He had only one more question for me. “So what do you do?”

I could feel myself beaming uncontrollably. “I’m a waitress.”
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In the larger scheme, getting an apartment was the most minor of accomplishments, something thousands of people do every day in New York. But I was ecstatic to finally have something good to tell Rose, who had texted me a few times to see how I was doing. I’d replied only “Bien!,” not wishing to say any more, since nothing really was any good. The last thing I wanted was to confront her guilty and pitying gaze. But once I signed on the apartment, I agreed to meet for coffee and ended up telling her everything, not only about my improved situation, but the days I’d been stuck in that dead-end English class, sleeping at the hostel. She put her small hands over her mouth in horror. I told her things I hadn’t even told Jules, and it all poured out in one breath. When I was done, she told me about her parents’ visit and complained briefly about her job and how she hadn’t been able to take any time off, then sighed as if she had just exerted herself. I didn’t know if she’d really wanted to share, or just reciprocate a bit, but I appreciated it all the same.

She hesitated for a moment. “This Friday my friend Maya is having a party,” she said. “You should come. She is French, too. There will be a lot of French people. And also some people who are not French.”

I tried not to show my excitement. “That sounds very nice,” I said.

In my new room in Carl’s apartment, I made Jules, on Skype, help me choose a dress to wear. He didn’t understand why I was trying so hard for a house party with people I didn’t know. I told him that was exactly why I had to try so hard.

I left my new apartment far too early to be fashionable and killed time by walking around the East Village. It was a mild evening and it felt like everyone was out, enjoying the last of autumn. On one street, I passed groups of young people in leather jackets and belt chains and piercings. Then I turned a corner and everyone was in skinny jeans and flannel shirts, buttoned all the way up. I reached the building, walked around the block twice more, and rang the bell. No one answered. I texted Rose, then called her. I checked and rechecked the little piece of paper on which I had written the address until the creases started to tear. Ten minutes passed, then twenty. I sat on the steps in a panic.

How quickly everything can turn! I’d been so hopeful, and now was overwhelmed by dark thoughts—that the party had been canceled and she forgot to tell me or, in a nightmare right out of high school, that I’d been invited as a joke. Or did I have the wrong night?

A couple approached the building and I frightened them by asking in garbled English, tears in my eyes, about the party whose hosts I did not know the names of. They had no idea what I was talking about, and went up without letting me in. I sat back down on the stoop and cried. After the job, the apartment, I’d been sure that a social life would be next, and now I was paying for that optimism.

Forty minutes after I first rang the bell, forty despairing minutes during which for some reason I didn’t go home, Rose called me back. The background was loud; there was music. “People have been coming up, I don’t understand how we missed you,” she said. Seconds later, she appeared—across the street. I’d had the address wrong. She waved and smiled and laughed.

We often place too much emphasis on first impressions, when the second is truly more important. I met other people at that party who would become a part of my life, but I remember it mostly as the night that set Rose and me on the path to great friendship. For all I’ve lamented my poor planning, it’s the surprises that have stayed in my mind. I’d come seeking a metropolis and, although I didn’t know it yet, ended up in a village.

My roommate Carl, to whom I wrote the rent checks, was odd, but easygoing and clean. Our third roommate, Shaina, was a woman of Indian descent who worked in finance and had lived there only a month longer than me. One weekend early on, we all went out to bond as roommates, but the bar was a little too loud and crowded for me, and I left early. When Carl and Shaina returned late that night, they were drunk and laughing, and in the morning did a poor job of pretending they hadn’t slept together. Then they stopped speaking completely. I had no way of telling whether this was just a normal part of living in New York or not.

At the end of December, I quit the restaurant. It had been a nearly perfect experience—busy at nights and easy at lunch. I told Jean I’d be leaving by Christmas, and he was nonplussed. “Sure, sure,” he said. “Thanks for letting me know.” One thing he didn’t know, however, was that in my last couple of weeks I started trying to steer customers away from the overheated wine. If a diner ordered a glass, I’d say very casually, “We have nice beer, too; it will go with the food even better.” Sometimes it worked, sometimes it didn’t. If they still wanted wine I watched from a distance as they took a first sip, always hoping they would say, “This is terrible! Let me talk to the manager!” But no one did.

“You suddenly care so much about the wine,” my mother said. We were talking regularly again, after a stretch of brief and inconsistent calls when I was having a hard time and didn’t want to admit it.

“Well, I don’t want anyone to have a bad experience.”

“Is that all?” she said cryptically.

“Plus, if I’m going to be helping Uncle Alain, I should at least play the part.”

“If you say so.”

I knew what she was getting at, although we never said it out loud. Neither she nor my father (they divorced when I was a little girl but remain close) ever pressured me into seeking a career in wine. This was the first time she hinted that she may have hoped I would.


Thinking About Wine

A bottle of wine is always a surprise. This is one of the reasons why nobody can know everything. Not even the winemaker knows what she’ll find inside. You can make an educated guess; you can have expectations, based on the producer, the vintage, the grapes, the region of origin, and, most important, your past experiences. But you can’t know for sure.

So when you greet a newly opened bottle of wine, do so with care and attention. Evaluate it the way you would anyone you’ve just been introduced to: with generosity, but a critical wariness. After all, any recent acquaintance can end up being a dud. Do the wine the honor of sizing it up. Don’t just drink it blindly—a lot has gone into giving it a specific personality, and who doesn’t want to be recognized for who they are?

Pouring. Before you pour, make sure you have the right setup. Are you using wine glasses? Good. Have they been stored for a long time in a closet? Bad. Rinse them out. Take a look at the cork, if there is one. It won’t tell you everything, but if it smells moldy or vinegary, that’s not a good sign. Wine is not inert—it is alive, always changing. These details are important.

Smelling. This is an underrated step. Don’t just sniff for the sake of sniffing; put your nose into the mouth of the glass and inhale deeply. You can tell so much about a wine by its aroma, before it ever touches your tongue. You often see people swirl their wine before smelling it. Next time, try taking a whiff before swirling—this is your first impression. See if the wine reveals anything to you so soon after pouring, if you can detect the aromas typical of the appellation, or of the grapes. (The “appellation” is a government-controlled designation based on geography and character—there are appellations for cheese, as well, though in France wine is the largest and most famous system.) At this point, the wine might not have much to say, or it might have a lot. Now swirl it around the glass, helping it get a little air, so it can really begin to speak for itself. Bring it to your nose again—if you still don’t smell much, the wine probably isn’t open yet, and is a little shy! Give it time to reveal its character. You can either sit and wait patiently, or decant it in a carafe. A carafe can be a wine’s best friend, whether the wine is red or white, especially if it is good quality and/or a recent vintage—if it’s young, no wonder it’s a little hesitant. If you don’t have a carafe, pour some into your guests’ glasses so there is more air in the bottle, letting more wine open up at once. (I hope you didn’t open the bottle just five minutes before dinner.)

Looking. All this time, you’ve also been taking in the wine with your eyes. You’ll have noticed that a young red wine will be redder, brighter, more purply, and that older reds will have a slightly orange hue. Young whites will have a yellow-green glow, older wines softening into a brownish tint. Anything very dull and faded-looking may be past its prime—or gone bad. But you won’t know for sure until the next step.

Tasting. Now you will really see what a wine is made of. As you take your first sip, let it coat your entire tongue. You don’t shake someone’s hand with one finger, but with your entire palm. Let every one of your thousands of taste buds encounter the saltiness, the sweetness, the bitterness, the acidity. Let the wine move all around your mouth and notice how the flavor progresses with every passing second. Then swallow. Congratulations! Take another sip. Have another glass. The last glass in a bottle will taste different than the first—with wine, time affects everything. Pay attention.

Remembering. This is the step the experts don’t talk about enough. Remember what it is you tasted, and how you responded. What sort of fruit pleases you the most, and how much of it? Maybe you like earth tones, licorice, and spice. If you liked this wine, where is it from, who makes it, and how old is it? The most important thing is identifying what you like, so that you can purchase the right wine and drink it on the right occasions. This doesn’t happen at once. Like all wisdom and self-knowledge, it takes time, and concentration, and care. Keep a wine journal. Take pictures of the labels with your phone. Anything. Just don’t forget. The wonder of wine, like everything else in life, is in the details.
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The French see their wine, much as they see themselves, as defined by elegance, refinement, tradition. That we have a long and proud tradition is indisputable, but the truth is that not all French wine is elegant, and not all French people are refined. I recently tried to help a Frenchman who drank only Burgundies look for something new. I recommended a juicy Sancerre made from pinot noir grapes, and he shook his head to cut me off. “No, no,” he said, “I don’t like pinot noir”—and I was obliged to inform him, as politely as I could, that all of Burgundy uses pinot noir.

It’s easy to criticize youth for being brash, opinionated, and immature. But it’s just as easy to find fault in the old for being condescending, unadventurous know-it-alls. I wanted to live in England more than the U.S. because it was more familiar, more refined. More Old World. America—well! You know the stereotypes as well as I do. I’m not proud to admit it, but even though I was excited about what awaited me across the Atlantic, my expectations of a worthy cultural experience were not very high. If you are thinking, with a bit of irony, that this plays right into the stereotype of the snobby French girl, you’re right. I wouldn’t have understood this then, as I had very little conception of what it was to be French, or how we looked to the outside world. After all, I’d been French all my life and had no reason to wonder what it meant.

I would soon learn that there were many ways I wasn’t so traditionally French after all, and had I known this earlier I may have been more open-minded. My family had always teased me about my outbursts, my impulsiveness, the way I sought out new things—for being youthful, for being very “Obelix,” who is hardly une personne typique française. (My émigré life soon showed me there were others out there who also broke the French mold: a few months after I arrived in New York, Nicolas confessed his deepest shame one night over dinner. A perfect Parisian in every other way, the man hated cheese. Have you ever met a Frenchman who hates cheese? No, because they are either hidden in caves by the government or they run away to America.)

Wine also inspires stereotypes. One of the simplest is a preference for older vintages—the idea that if you have to choose between a 2009 and a 2010 you should always go for the 2009. But this isn’t true! There are many factors you must take into account, including the quality of the vintage, which we’ll get into later, and, most important, what kind of wine it is and what kind of wine you want. All wines change as they age, but some change for the better over a long period, and some—you may be surprised to discover—hit their peak rather quickly.

There’s more to youth than just being pre-old. Well-aged wines, like older people, are complex and often marvelous. But wines meant to be enjoyed young, like many of the varietals from Beaujolais, for example, are perfect with the right food and on the right occasion: fresh, fruity, and fun. And, like Beaujolais, youth can easily be misunderstood, dismissed offhandedly for the very qualities that make it great.

Not so unlike the U.S.

[image: ][image: ]

L’Éléphant was my first substantial glimpse into American culture. I saw all of New York pass through the doors in those weeks: people of every age, of every color and creed, people who I imagined lived rich American lives as bankers and lawyers and students and artists. In the interests of educating myself, I tried to eavesdrop as much as I could, but could understand only snippets that made no sense in isolation. It was overwhelmingly new, and so much to process that I would walk home at night in a daze, going over everything I had seen and heard.

I was amazed at how fast everything moved. At lunch, people ate and left in a rush, and lingered only a little longer at dinner. It was nothing like France or Spain, where meals are long and leisurely. In Paris, if you sit down for dinner at eight you’re free to stay until midnight. (The first time I was asked to leave a restaurant because the next party had reserved the table, I was shocked.) Here, we saw dozens of diners every night, and we turned over tables as quickly as possible.

I was also confused by all the rituals of politeness. I had to ask, “How are you today?” and “How is everything going?” Every stage of the interaction between waiter and customer was acknowledged with a smile. The service in French restaurants is nothing like this, though I wouldn’t go so far as to call it rude. They just have different priorities—and most French diners, in fact, would see this level of attention as bordering on harassment.

After I quit, I went home for several days for Christmas. It was a short break before the new year and my start with my uncle’s new importer, the importer and champagne house Moët Hennessy. I almost didn’t return to Paris at all, not wanting to spend the money or disrupt my acclimation in the States, and I felt sheepish flying back having accomplished nothing more than finding a place to live and waitressing for just over a month. But my father insisted on paying for one leg of the flight, so I gave in, admitting to myself how much I missed my family after so short a time.

We spent our usual Christmas Eve and morning together—with great food, yes, but even better drink. Imagine, my mother bringing the champagne, my father the cognac, my uncle the Châteauneuf-du-Pape—some of the best libations France has to offer on one dining room table. I answered their questions without lingering over my first miserable weeks. I didn’t want them to know how close I’d been to giving up before the real job had even begun.

Jules came to pick me up to spend Christmas afternoon with his family. I can’t talk about my homeland without talking about Jules, who was the most quintessentially French person I had ever met: sardonic, intelligent, intense, proud. If I was a young spirit, he was an old one, cool, with strongly held beliefs that had grown and taken hold like tree roots over many years. And there he was waiting for me, standing beside his run-down Mobylette motorbike with his hands in his pockets and his brown leather jacket on, looking much like the first time I’d ever seen him: James Dean with a strong Gallic nose and deep-set eyes, his hair cut close to his scalp.

“Salut, mon coeur,” he said, playing it as cool as if he’d just seen me yesterday, until I got close enough for him to throw his arms around me and lift me up.

He had just started design school when we’d met four years earlier. My friend Vera had invited him along to see a movie, and we watched him come chugging up on his motorbike in that same leather jacket. All the other students had fancy scooters they parked outside their pricey rented flats, but Jules had his old Mobylette that was a pain to start, and he lived with his parents. I was especially charmed by his slightly bashful demeanor, which would flash at moments when he was unsure of himself, his wide mouth breaking into a shy smile and his long lashes blinking rapidly.

A few days after the movie we met again at a party, and a few days after that we had dinner together, just the two of us. We still didn’t know much about each other, but I wondered what Vera had told him about my background because he made sure to hold the wine list himself, as if to impress me. He didn’t know how far from a connoisseur I was and that he had no reason to try to prove himself. But it seemed presumptuous to say something, so I stayed silent as he scanned the list with his finger, making thoughtful sounds. He glanced up once to gauge my reaction, and I tried to convey with a smile that I knew no more than he did.

Then his index finger stopped, and he said to the waiter, “This, this one.”

The waiter paused, and said, “This one?”

Jules looked briefly annoyed. “Yes, yes,” he said, and the waiter gave a tiny shrug and left. “You’ll like it,” Jules continued. “It’s from Dordogne, where my family is from,” he said. The way he placed the emphasis on my all but confirmed that he’d heard about my family’s business.

The waiter returned and poured a taste of the white wine. I will never forget the look on Jules’s face as he sipped it.

“No, no,” he said to the waiter. “This is very sweet.”

The waiter presented the label to Jules again. “It’s a Monbazillac. You have chosen a dessert wine,” he added, with a hint of glee.

“Well, we can’t drink this. It’s too sweet for our dinner. We must switch it for something else.”

“Is the wine spoiled, monsieur?”

“No, it’s just too sweet.”

“I’m sorry, monsieur, if there is nothing wrong with the wine we cannot take it back.”

We were nineteen-year-old students with no money—ordering another bottle was out of the question. “It’s fine,” I said in a hurry. “We’ll drink it.” Jules’s face steadily turned red as the waiter filled my glass and then his with the Monbazillac. I sipped and, wanting to reassure him, said, “It’s good.” It was good—sweet, of course, reminiscent of peaches and apricots with a hint of spice—though I wouldn’t have known at the time how to articulate all that. I hadn’t even heard of Monbazillac, though I now frequently recommend it as an affordable alternative to France’s most famous sweet wines: the Sauternes of Bordeaux, which are rich, floral, luscious.

“It doesn’t go with the duck.” Jules frowned.

This was an important
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