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Book Description:

 


Have you ever wanted to visit Paris, Rome,
England, and/or Belgium? If so, I hope you will enjoy this
travelogue that has dashes of romance added to the mix.

Read all about Coleen’s love affair in Paris.
While vacationing in the City of Lights, she travels to many of the
city’s landmarks and pays a visit to Monet’s Garden and home in
Giverny, France.

Her traveling companions, Karen and Sofia, go
to London and visit the tourist attractions there. Karen writes a
travel story entitled, “England in the Footsteps of Its Literary
Giants.”

They make a trip to Belgium, where Karen meets
her Belgian relatives for the first time and falls in love with her
4th cousin, Alphonse, who
lives in Leuven, Belgium.

On the way home, Karen and Sofia get stranded
in London after the 2001 terrorist attacks.

All of the famous landmarks in Europe
mentioned in this book are ones that the author has
visited.


Part I:

Autumn in Paris

 


Coleen, a librarian in her late twenties
with blue green eyes and brown hair tinted with blonde highlights,
didn’t want to go to Paris by herself, so she joined her church
group when they planned to go. It was the first days of autumn when
they arrived in Paris, a perfect time to visit, and she watched as
multicolored fall leaves littered the boulevards and the afternoons
grew pleasantly chilly, inviting passers-by to enter cozy bistros
for café au laits.

Her tour group’s first stop was the
beautiful Sainte Chapelle Cathedral, where they listened to a
performance of chamber music. Coleen played piano at daily Mass and
loved hearing a harpsichord, an instrument she’d always wanted to
master. She marveled at the walls of beautiful stained-glass
windows that seemed to hold up the building. They looked beautiful
as the light streamed through them while the sun was going down. By
the time they came back to the hotel, Coleen and her roommates were
dead-tired from jetlag and fell asleep almost the minute their
heads hit their pillows.

The following day, the tour group
attended services at Notre Dame. Luckily, the time they went was
before the devastating fire that destroyed part of the historic
cathedral. The first thing Coleen noticed once inside was how cold
it was, and she asked herself, why are
these old churches in Europe so chilly? When she
wasn’t distracted by the beautiful rosette stained-glass windows,
she felt a bit self-conscious about being the only lady who was
wearing gloves and a chapel veil. She’d erred on the side of
tradition, wondering beforehand what French women might wear to
Mass. She loved hearing prayers spoken in French and exchanging the
sign of peace in French was an experience she’d never
forget.

***

Later in the day, the travelers spent their
time at the Musee D’Orsay, famous for its collection of
impressionistic artworks by Van Gogh, Monet, Manet, and Renoir.
Coleen befriended a man in her tour group, Sandy. She’d seen him at
church a few times but had never gotten to know him. When they both
went to the museum’s rooftop for a panoramic view of Paris, they
struck up a conversation. Coleen looked down at Paris from this
vantage point, and told him, “Whoa! We really are high up.”

He reassured her, “Don’t worry. I’ll make
sure nothing happens to you.”

His comment caught her off guard and she
looked at him with interest. He seemed charming and gallant.

He had been admiring her from afar ever
since he saw her for the first time in church.

She was surprised when he said, “I’d like to
take you out to dinner tonight.”

She protested, “But dinners are included in
the price of this tour.”

“I know. I just wanted to get to know you
better. Is that okay?”

“Sure! I’d love to have dinner with
you.”

“I’d like to show you what the Place de la
Concorde looks like at night. Would you like to see it?”

“Oh, yes! I read that it has a beautiful
fountain and it’s a good way to view the Arc de Triomphe and the
Champs-Elysees.”

As she’d anticipated, the view from the
fountain was spectacular, especially since it was just starting to
get dark and the lights of Paris illuminated many of its famous
landmarks. Sandy took her hand and they walked across the street to
the Hotel de Crillon’s restaurant.

Once they were seated in the luxurious
dining room, he ordered a bottle of champagne for the two of them.
After the waiter left, Sandy reached over and gave her a kiss that
promised so much more as the night progressed. She thought that the
hotel and dining room seemed magical, reminding her of photos she’d
seen of Versailles. Seeing its decorations and ornate walls in the
gold and white room, she felt like Marie Antoinette in the prime of
her life.

After the waiter brought the champagne,
Sandy looked at Coleen, proposed a toast, and raised his glass. “To
beauty.”

She blushed. “To the best date ever.”

“I’m very pleased that you are enjoying your
night, Coleen.”

She dabbed the corners of her lips with a
napkin, and he asked her, “What do you do for a living?”

“I’m a librarian.”

“I love librarians. They’re the smart ones.
Not like the rest of us.”

“Oh, I don’t know about that…What do you do
for a living?”

“I’m a deputy district attorney.”

“Impressive. So, you’re one of the good guys
who prosecutes bad guys.”

“I’d like to think so.”

They were quiet for a while until he asked,
“May I kiss you again?”

“Of course. I’d like that.”

He reached over and softly kissed her, only
interrupted when the waiter came to take their dinner orders.

***

The following day, she and Sandy rode with
the group to see Versailles and she marveled at all the wealth it
must have taken to build the magnificent palace. It was
over-the-top splendor and Coleen couldn’t wait to see the famous
Hall of Mirrors. When she saw it, she was reminded of the
commercial with Charlize Theron in it and tried imagining herself
as Charlize. She tried, but no way. It wasn’t going to happen. She
also liked the queen and king’s bedrooms and had read that they
both spent most of their time in bed, conducting business and
talking to the members of their court. Their lack of privacy was so
pervasive that members of their entourage listened while husband
and wife performed their conjugal duties in the hopes of having an
heir to the throne. Outside the palace, Coleen walked the vast
property and admired the garden’s designs that featured hedges and
topiary bushes shaped like cones.

Sandy told her, “I wish we had more time to
walk around in the gardens.”

“So do I. It must take a long time and lots
of workers to trim all these hedges and bushes.”

She and Sandy sat side-by-side on the tour
bus all the way back to the hotel getting to know each other
better.

That night, their tour guide scheduled an
“Illuminated Tour of Paris.” At around 8:00 PM, the tourists
boarded a bus. Gauging when the sun would set was never easy, and
when they were on the bus, they wondered when the “official tour”
would finally begin. At around 9:00, the sun finally set, and the
bus driver began the tour and got on the road. After a few streets,
Notre Dame came into view, beautifully illuminated. Next, they were
treated to views of Versailles, the Eiffel Tower, the Arc de
Triomphe, the Opera House, and the Place de la Concorde which were
all beautifully bathed in lights. On the way back to their hotels,
many agreed that the slight delay on the bus ride was worth the
wait.

***

The following morning, Sandy and Coleen were
just finishing breakfast in the hotel dining room when he told her,
“I’d like to take you to one of my favorite places in Paris. It’s a
bit out of the way. If you’d rather not go, just say so.”

“Now you’ve intrigued me.”

“Do you like historic cemeteries?”

“Yes.”

“I’ll be showing you the graves of Oscar
Wilde, Edith Piaf, Chopin, and Jim Morrison.”

“What’s the name of this place?”

“Père Lachaise Cemetery. It’s very
quiet and peaceful compared to the rest of Paris. And very
secluded.”

She stood and grabbed her purse.
“Okay. I’m ready. Let’s go.”

They rode the Metro there and when
they arrived, the first thing they saw was Oscar Wilde’s
Egyptian-inspired grave.

Then, they approached a defaced grave
that said, “This way to Jim.”

“This isn’t right. Marking up the
tombs like this,” Coleen told Sandy. She saw more defaced monuments
as they walked along the pathway.

She asked, “Was it like this the last
time you were here?”

“This is the worst I’ve ever seen
it.”

They heard a lot of kids
singing Light My Fire.
Somebody was playing a guitar. It started
raining and the crowd reluctantly dispersed.

The cops pulled up and the crowd thinned out
even further except for two muscular teenagers who the cops didn’t
see. After the policemen left, one of the fans looked around and
then nodded to his friend, who picked up the bust of Jim Morrison,
ran to their car, and then sped away with it.

Coleen was aghast. “Oh my God. They just
stole Jim Morrison.”

“Wow! How weird was that?”

“I hate to admit it, but this is a bit
exciting. I feel like we’re witnessing history.”

He laughed at her exaggeration, and they
walked back to the Metro stop.

While they waited for their subway ride back
to their hotel, they had plenty of time to get to know each other.
“Tell me about your parents,” she asked.

“My dad’s a senior attorney at his law
firm.”

“And your mother?”

“She’s in a rock band.”

“Really!”

“Yes. Her band does songs by The
Pretenders.”

“How cool is that.”

“Sometimes her practicing kept me up at
night when I was growing up.”

“She plays the guitar?”

“Yes. She’s pretty good at it.”

“No kidding?”

“It’s true. Tell me about your family.”

“Well, we’re quite a depressing bunch
compared to yours.”

“I doubt it.”

“It’s true. My Dad has Alzheimer’s, and my
mom has severe bouts of depression.”

“What about siblings? Do you have any?”

“I have a brother and sister who both passed
away several years ago.”

“I’m sorry to hear this. Any other
siblings?”

“Yes. I have an older sister. She keeps me
sane.”

“I’m an only child. I envy you.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’m sure you have so many fond memories of
your large family over the years. Tons of Christmas presents under
the tree and Thanksgiving with your grandparents, I bet.”

“Yes. We did have my grandparents over. They
were usually at the house for Sunday dinner also. My Mom believed
that Sundays were family time.”

“That must have been nice.”

“Except that I wanted to go outside and play
with the other kids in the neighborhood.”

“I bet you miss those times.”

“It was a Norman Rockwell childhood in some
ways.”

“I’m glad.” He put his arm around her, and
she felt comforted, like she was in a safe harbor.

He tried to cheer her up. “We’re in Paris.
This is the most beautiful city in the world! Let’s explore! Let’s
go to Montmartre!!”

“Okay. I’m game.”

They took another route on the Metro there,
and he told her, “I want an artist to paint a portrait of you when
we get there.” They had to climb a lot of steps to get to the top
of the hill once they got off the subway. When they got there and
saw the imposing Basilica Sacre Coeur, they explored its massive
interior and then left to see the rest of the surrounding area.
They walked down the winding streets where the painters were and
waited in line until finally, it was their turn. After twenty
minutes, she walked away with a very good likeness of herself and
Sandy seemed to treasure it, as if it were a masterpiece in the
Musee d’Orsay.

The night grew darker, and the crowds became
thicker in front of the windmill where the Moulin Rouge was. He
asked, “Would you like to see a show?”

“A show at the Moulin Rouge? Are you
kidding? Of course, I would!!”

“I must warn you. There’s some nudity.”

“I can handle it. This is a
once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for me.”

“Okay. The night is yours.”

***

When Coleen and Sandy walked out of the
theater, the rain was pouring down. He told her, “I don’t want you
to get sopping wet.”

She snuggled up next to him and answered,
“Me, either. It’s cold.”

He wrapped his jacket around her shoulders
and asked, “Would you like me to get us a couple of bedrooms at a
hotel nearby?”

“Yes. I think I’d like that.”

He was able to find a small hotel tucked
away from the bustling crowd.

***

The ringing of church bells woke her the
next morning and she told herself, “How wonderful! Could things
possibly be more perfect?”

She wanted to stay in her warm and cozy bed,
but someone was knocking on her hotel room door, and she quickly
got dressed and answered it.

Sandy was there. He told her good morning
and asked her how she slept.

“I fell asleep right away and woke to the
sound of church bells ringing.”

“I heard them too. Would you like me to
order room service and ask for breakfast?”

“Sure. We can eat out on the balcony.
There’s a bistro table and two chair there.”

He ordered breakfast and ten minutes later,
a young man brought their meals on a tray that held a small basket
of hot croissants, two glasses of freshly squeezed orange juice, a
carafe of hot coffee, two coffee cups, two teaspoons, and a small
pitcher of steamed milk.

“Where would you like for me to set this
down for you?” he
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