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Isabel Walker, a young, not-so-innocent American abroad, arrives in Paris to find that her sister’s French husband (‘the frog prince’) has just walked out. While Isabel embarks on her own sentimental education – seduced by gourmet food, antiques, existentialism and an older man – her sister’s marriage disintegrates into bitter Franco-American wrangles over money, titles and a mysterious painting. With a sharp tongue and an ironic eye for the foibles of the Parisian bourgeoisie, the French art world and American ex-patriots, Isabel is a collector of experience, even those she can’t control.
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Man isn’t at all one, after all – it takes so much of him to be American, to be French, etc.

– Henry James to William Dean Howells,
May 1, 1890


PROLOGUE

I am the doubter and the doubt,
And I the hymn the Brahmin sings.

– Ralph Waldo Emerson

I SUPPOSE BECAUSE I went to film school, I think of my story as a sort of film. In a film, this part would be under the credits, opening with an establishing shot from a high angle, perhaps the Eiffel Tower, panning tiny scenes far below of the foreign city, life as watched from the wrong end of a telescope. Closer up, the place is identified by clichés of Frenchness – people carrying long baguettes of bread, old men wearing berets, women walking poodles, buses, flower stalls, those Art Nouveau entrances to the metro that seem to beckon to a nether region of vice and art but actually lead to an efficient transportation system, this contradiction perhaps a clue to the French themselves.

Then, in a series of close shots we become aware that some of the people we are seeing are not French, that among all the Gallic bustle are many Americans. Far from their native land, their flavor changes ever so slightly as they absorb the new perfumes, just as the slightly toxic chemistry of Americans abroad erodes, just a little, the new place in which they find themselves.

Some closeups of individual Americans:

People hanging around American Express (one of them me, Isabel Walker, trying to get money from the wall machine).

Two young women in jeans drinking coffee at a café. They glare at a man smoking, get up and move to a table farther away, disgust on their blandly pretty California faces. (These are Roxy, my sister, and me, Isabel.)

A well-dressed couple with a camera, having a drink in the Ritz bar, reading maps, swaying with jet lag. These might also be Germans. Germans are the only nationality that can sometimes be mistaken for Americans, even quite close up.

An elegant man reading the Herald Tribune at a sidewalk café. He too might be mistaken for European until he carefully removes the butter from the toasted tartine he has ordered, exposed by his pathological American fear of cholesterol.

A handsome, rather stout woman in a mink coat buying oranges at a sidewalk fruit stall. She is speaking French but with a strong American accent. Her brilliant smile does not leave her face, though she is saying, “I was disappointed, Monsieur Jadot, with the fraises.”

Charles de Gaulle Airport. A sort of space-age place with people arriving via moving conveyor belts in long tubes, pulling out their blue American passports, irritated at being asked to submit to the ritual of identifying themselves. They know who they are.

In fact these are not generic Americans but some of the actual people in my story. The cast of characters. My sister Roxy and I are the two young women who move away from the smoker, the tourists in the Ritz bar are our parents, Chester and Margeeve Walker, newly arrived in Paris to support Roxy in her time of crisis. (Her French husband has left her, she is about to give birth, and we have at stake a large sum of money.) The man in the café removing butter from his toast is Ames Everett, one of my employers, but he might be any one of a number of American expatriates living in Paris, elegant and independent and detached, bearing some pentimento of past shame or failure like five o’clock shadow along the jaw. The stout woman is the venerated American writer Olivia Pace. The people arriving at the airport are our brother, Roger; his wife, Jane; another lawyer from his firm; and the other lawyer’s wife.

There are, also, certain ghosts of Hemingway and Gertrude Stein, Janet Flanner, Fitzgerald, Edith Wharton, James Baldwin, James Jones – all of them here for something they could not find back home, possessed of an idea about culture and their intellectual heritage, conscious of a connection to Europe. Europe, repository of something they wish to know, and feel they are entitled by ancestry to know.

All of us are wearing the same expression every American wears here, of wonderment mixed with self-satisfaction at having cleverly removed ourselves from the quotidian discomforts and dangers of life in America while at the same time bravely exposing ourselves to the exigencies of foreign money, a difficult language, and curious food, for instance tripe or andouillette.

Everyone respectful of Roxy’s condition, and of her grief. Or disappointment might be a better word. Everyone respectful of her bravery in sustaining her great disappointment in life, a chagrin d’amour that lasts forever.


ONE

If we do not find anything pleasant, at least we shall find something new.

– Voltaire

I THINK OF life as being like film because of what I learned at the film school at USC. Film, with its fitful changefulness, its arbitrary notions of coherence, contrasting with the static solemnity of painting, might also be a more appropriate medium for rendering what seems to be happening, and emblematic too perhaps of our natures, Roxy’s and mine, and the nature of the two societies, American and French. The New World and the Old, however, is too facile a juxtaposition, and I do not draw the conclusions I began with. If you can begin with conclusions. But I suppose we all do.

I am, as I said, Isabel Walker, a young woman abroad who, in several months in Paris, has learned enough to be considerably changed – and is this not in fact the purpose of young Americans going abroad? To make them think of things they never thought of? I should explain who I was.

I had come to France planning to spend some months babysitting my pregnant sister Roxeanne’s three-year-old, Geneviève (Gennie), reading books in French that I didn’t expect to like much (had read a bit of Rabelais in school and thought it was disgusting, with its talk of farts and twats), and under the cover of being a help to Roxy, hoping to get some of my rough California edges buffed off that the University of Southern California had failed to efface. Leaving college (I had not actually graduated) ordinarily points one to the future, whereas France was not the future, it was only temporizing and staving off the day I would have to make real decisions. When I dropped out of college I became aware that the people in my world, usually so understanding and fond of me, had now a certain hardness of expression when asking me what I planned to do, as if they expected a serious and detailed answer, and my friends, as they awaited the results of their MCATs and LSATs, tended to avoid my eyes. I’ll be working on my screenplay, I would tell them, and I’ll be helping Roxy with her new baby, and I want to investigate the European film scene. But these statements only earned me a moment of silent scrutiny from my inquisitors before they changed the subject.

I arrived in Paris as scheduled – it is now six months ago – by coincidence the day after Roxy’s French husband, Charles-Henri, walked out on her. I took a taxi from the airport, Roxy having explained that she didn’t drive a car in France because she didn’t want to take the time to go to traffic school. That seemed strange to me, since Roxy as a true Californian has been driving since she was sixteen. I couldn’t even imagine a society where a young housewife wouldn’t drive.

I had never before been abroad, unless you count Tijuana. Stumbling off the plane, I was too excited to be tired from the long flight. I felt an almost unpleasant thrill of apprehensiveness when the man stamped my passport, sort of as if I had been asked to jump the space between two roofs. Would I make it?

Everyone was speaking French. I had known they would be, of course, but had failed to anticipate my dismay. “Don’t get too Frenchy,” my father had told me when they took me to the plane. “Remember ‘jus plain English’s good enough for a ’Merican.’” This was a literary allusion to Kipling’s “Why the Leopard Changed His Spots.” (“Jus plain black’s good enough for a ———” – a word Margeeve had carefully whited out of our copy, and naturally we had never pronounced.) No chance of me changing my spots, though – I would never understand French, so I was now cut off from human communication.

My wits were in a turmoil of concern about the correct pronunciation of “Maître-Albert,” Roxy’s street, lest the taxi man take me somewhere else altogether, and whether he would be surly, the way they are reputed to be, and, more generally, was coming to France a mistake and false detour in life? Roxy must have been watching from her window when I got there, or heard the rattle of the taxi in the street, and came out the big green wooden doors to meet me. She paid the taxi and kissed me. The taxi man leered amiably at both of us.

I was a little shocked by the stairwell of Roxy’s apartment building, the peeling walls, the drab, sinking oaken treads. By now I have learned the beauty and value of seventeenth-century staircases and Louis Quinze furniture, but that first day, after the endless trip, I admit I had the feeling Roxy had come down in the world, from a California perspective, into a patch of bad luck. Or rather, I could imagine that our parents, especially Margeeve, would feel that way. I felt subtly co-opted by the secret that Roxy was living in reduced circumstances, here in this foreign place, and I wasn’t to tell.

My sister Roxy – my stepsister really – is a poet. This is not an avocation but a vocation she trained for at the University of California at Irvine, and later at the University of Iowa. She has had a volume of poetry published by Illinois Wesleyan, and many poems in magazines. To tell the truth, I have always slightly resented the way our parents have encouraged her in this frivolous, totally unremunerative occupation, while urging me toward various careers such as accounting and personnel management – which means learning to interview people and assign them jobs – and computer service representative, to name only three of the peculiarly repellant occupations they, having heard of them for the first time in their lives, were willing to consecrate me to, so desperate were they to find something for which I might be fitted.

But I admire Roxy’s poems, I don’t mean otherwise. I wish I could find two screwy words and put them together so that they fizz, like she can. It always surprises me to read Roxy’s poems, because in person, the way she talks, she just sounds like a normal person, you wouldn’t have thought her thoughts would be odd and complicated.

There are people whose lives progress like one of those charts of heart attack, serrated peaks and valleys like shark’s teeth, and my sister Roxeanne is such a person. I loved her from the moment we met, at the marriage of my father to her mother when I was twelve and she seventeen. As we grew up, I adored the way she rushed home from school, slammed the door of her room and wept histrionically. Later there were her school prizes and being the valedictorian, her causes and theses, her poetry and passionate seriousness – and then the surprising glamour of her romantic marriage to the charming Frenchman, and now the surprising drama of their breakup.

We are so different, my stepsister and I, that people don’t compare us, and that has kept us friends. Hence my mission, for so it could be called, to come to Paris to help her with the new baby soon to arrive, and now, it seemed, to support her in this crisis. Ordinarily I would not be someone very good at babysitting. But I have always been good at helping Roxy; it was always I who picked up both our clothes and straightened our closets.

Roxy looked well, I thought, and only a little stouter than when I’d seen her last summer, not really showing yet. Her hair was cut to shoulder length, straight across the bottom, like pictures of Joan of Arc. Her hair and eyes are exactly the same light brown as a lovely forest animal’s, and her skin was lit from within like a rosy parchment lampshade. I had never seen her look so well, but there was something distracted about her manner.

“Charles-Henri is in the country,” she told me immediately. At first, that was all she told me about his absence. But I was too jet-lagged to take in much. A heavy hemlockian sleepiness was already seeping in on me.

“You look wonderful, Izzy,” she said. “Don’t you love Paris? I know you will. Give me that bag. Is that all you brought? Good thing – your room hasn’t got a closet. I forgot to tell you, no closets in France. Gennie’s at her day care.” And so on.

Her apartment was small, white-painted, with an antique chest of drawers missing some sections of its inlaid wood, and a leather sofa, and several of Charles-Henri’s large abstracts. There was a stone fireplace with our family’s painting of Saint Ursula over it, her dreamy smile seeming to welcome me, a familiar face from my own past, like a family photograph. I had always thought the woman in the painting was a princess accepting the rich tributes of a wealthy wooer, but Roxeanne has always said she is Saint Ursula, the virgin/warrior saint. I suppose this shows Roxy’s nature, exigent and chaste, despite her pregnancy and the romantic nature of her predicament. Saint Ursula was a ninth-century virgin who was massacred eventually, but in this painting, in a contemplative moment in her chamber, she reposes, a book on her lap, disdaining a heap of gifts from the king who wishes to marry her. Two handmaidens standing behind her seem sternly supportive. The room is dark except for a candle on the table at her elbow, and it is the glow of this candle, softly illuminating her face and incidentally the gold and jewels behind her, that has brought up the name of Georges de La Tour.

I believe Roxy loved this picture better when we did not know the girl was Saint Ursula, nor the painter La Tour (if it was) – before it had value, before it became the center and symbol of acrimony.


TWO

I was welcomed at this court with the curiosity naturally inspired by any stranger who comes and breaks into the restricted circle of monotonous etiquette.

– Benjamin Constant, Adolphe

I WOULD LIVE in a small room in the attic of Roxy’s building, like Sara Crewe. Roxy took me up there, two further flights of stairs from her apartment. The last flight narrowed and the wooden treads were unvarnished. We had to squeeze ourselves against the wall to make way for a man in a white gown, his skin so black it was almost purple. Roxy must have felt my involuntary startle, for she said, when he had gone by, “You don’t have to be afraid of them here, you know.” There was a tinge of mockery in her voice, not against me but against an America where you are afraid.

There were other rooms up there, former maids’ rooms under the slanted roof, and a single toilet, in the hall, and no bathroom at all. Roxy assured me that the other rooms were just used for storage or as studios, no one living there except the African family, hence they and I would be the only ones using the toilet, and I could bathe down in her apartment. Of course I was mad at her for not revealing these sordid conditions before I came, but she truly seemed to have no sense of adversity, and the room itself wasn’t so bad, though small. You could look out the dormer window into the picturesque little crooked street. But as she had said, there was no closet.

Though it was only ten in the morning, she told me to go to sleep for a couple of hours, so I could make it through till night. But I couldn’t sleep, I was speeded up as if on diet pills or No-Doz. I could feel my heart beating as I lay there, sun piercing in the window, thinking it had been a mistake to come, and also that what I really wanted to do was go out and look around the streets. Roxy had said I shouldn’t get up until noon, so I tried to endure lying there. Then I got up instead and snuck down the four flights of stairs and out into the street, feeling illicit, as I had always done with Roxy, already disobeying her, thirty minutes after getting here.

I walked down the rue Maître-Albert to the end where I had seen the cathedral of Notre Dame, recognizable from some coasters Margeeve had always had, and sat on a little wall by the river admiring it, thinking I wouldn’t go any farther on account of the probability of getting lost. It wouldn’t actually matter if you got lost, it was all so magical, with strangers going by speaking their strange tongue, and a little shop with feathered headdresses from the Amazon, and one with old toys, balconied buildings and Citroëns – these were my idea of French. Those big-leafed trees, and bookstalls along the Seine, and guys in berets on scooters, as in old Audrey Hepburn movies. Notre Dame sat on its island across a little bridge; more bridges arched in the distance up and down the river, and boats came by, their loudspeakers announcing the names of this pont or that. People waved at me from the decks, as if I were a Parisian. There were pink tablecloths on tables spread out in the street, where people drank coffee, reading newspapers strangely called Figaro and Libération, their dogs at their feet glaring at each other. Liberation, I thought. Liberation!

I changed my watch. Nine hours later than California. A waking day. I had missed a day of my life. At noon I went back to Roxy’s apartment for a bath and some lunch, and after that I did feel better. We sat in her living room. She embraced me again.

“Oh, Iz, I’m so happy you’re here. What do you think?” she asked. “Isn’t it beautiful?”

I thought she meant her rather dark little apartment. “I like the beams in your ceilings,” I said politely. They were in truth quite Santa Barbaran, brown heavy beams. ‘Poutres apparantes,” she said. “Ours are the real, bearing ones. So many apartments these days just have fake ones, for show.” This was the first of the cultural mysteries I would encounter. Why would they have fake beams in seventeenth-century buildings?

In the afternoon we walked across the river to pick up Gennie at her day-care place. She didn’t remember me, but she had only been one year old when Roxy had brought her to California. Now she was three, and she seemed like a nice little kid, only intermittently bratty, with Charles-Henri’s curly hair. The hard thing about her was, she spoke both French and baby talk, so I couldn’t exactly talk with her. She understood English, though. Roxy always speaks it to her. I don’t know why Gennie had chosen French to speak.

That same night, Madame Lemomja, the African mother, came down to babysit, and Roxy took me to a party at the home of Olivia and Robert Pace. Olivia Pace was the writer and reigning American intellectual in Paris, senior in this hierarchy even to Ames Everett, and Robert Pace was the leading wealthy person of the earnest trust-fund type, not counting some supremely rich notables that hobnob with the French couturiers and Eurotrash from Monaco, whom we were not in a position to know. I was to sense among all the rest of the Americans in Paris a certain camaraderie, even a certain affection, a clinging together in the face of a foreign culture – one that we all had chosen, however temporarily, but felt to be alien all the same.

This was a fateful dinner for me, in that I met several of my future employers – Mrs. Pace herself, Mr. Pace (always smoothly in the background passing drinks), Ames Everett, and the art historian Stuart Barbee. When we walked in, I was conscious of the collective scrutiny, and of being compared to Roxy. It was then I began to realize that she was different in Paris, a popular person with an independent status – an attractive young American poet, sociable and sweet, the husband a French painter, expecting their second child. I mean, she was more of a personage in Paris than in Santa Barbara where she’d grown up, as no one thinks anything of you where you grow up.

The Paces have a top-floor apartment in one of those grand buildings on the rue Bonaparte. Everybody in the American community hopes to be asked here. Olivia Pace is interested in the abstraction Beauty, and her rooms are self-consciously beautiful. Charming paintings and flowers, but in the English or American fashion, no French furniture at all. The food is always luxurious, but not too French. Mrs. Pace considers it pretentious of someone not French to go too far in that direction. (This night we had asparagus, salmon hollandaise, and strawberries with thick sourish cream.) Apart from a few French spouses, almost all her guests are English or American, so there is no question of what language will be spoken (though when Nathalie Sarraute comes, everybody speaks French). There is always some new American academic couple on sabbatical, or new American writer, to lend variety and be a subject of gossip. There is the grand English anthropologist with his double-barreled name, and the famous English literary widow with her sweater out at the elbows to symbolize the evil days that have brought her to the pass of living in France, where, however, she appears very cheerful. There was even me.

These days, I help the maid Yolande pass the hors d’oeuvres, and am entitled by my intimacy with Mrs. Pace to answer familiar questions put by the guests (“It’s through the door off the hall at the right.”). But that night, all was strange to me, a blur of jet lag and new faces.

First among my new acquaintances was Ames Everett. He is the translator whose name is on many English versions of the great works of French scholarship and philosophy. His cleverness at unraveling the most baffling intricacies of the French subjunctive and reknitting them into bright English phrases while – he swears – preserving perfectly the French nuances, has brought him a huge income as well as reputation. Deserved, I believe. I have sometimes sneaked a peek into his English version of something I’m supposed to read in French before certain occasions – more of this later – and no one has ever accused me of getting it wrong. He looked me over rather boldly (him being gay, though, obviously), as if assessing the strength of my limbs. Looking at him, I saw a young middle-sized plumpish man wearing a Nehru jacket and a monocle on a ribbon around his neck. I imagined him inspecting me through it minutely, like a butterfly collector.

“Roxeanne has talked about you. The little sister. She said I might speak to you about offering you a job. You’ll be wanting jobs?”

“Sure, part time,” I said, warily I suppose.

“Meet me at the Flore tomorrow at three. Roxy will explain where the Flore is.”

“Well…”

“Forgive me!” he said. “Abrupt and task-oriented as I am, I should have welcomed you to Paris at least, and I can confide that all of Roxy’s friends are glad to think she’ll have her sister here to help her. Another baby! It seems so odd, all this reproduction. One had almost forgotten about reproduction, artifact of a simpler age.”

Another person I met then was Janet Hollingsworth, a ruined-looking American beauty who told me she was writing a book about French women. She had a certain weary air of disapproval that suggested she had suffered at their hands. I must watch them, she said, and garner their secrets, though some of these were so profound as to defy discovery by mere Americans, little tendencies passed along from mother to daughter, assumptions so natural they might not even be able to articulate them. I gathered she meant things about fascination, sex, arts of seduction, but she did not say so, may have been talking about culinary secrets, or perhaps all of the above. There was a competitive edge to her tone, as if she herself had vied with them in rivalrous dramas for the fortune of a department-store heir or cabinet minister. To tell the truth, I was sorry to see an Anglo-Saxon so convinced that women need wiles and arts, and that the only quarry worth hunting was men. I told myself that she had spent too much time on the Continent, and had thus missed the modern mood of self-sufficiency and of being loved for yourself, or not – of being in any case without duplicity. But she was a lesson in herself, rather like the old courtesan grandmother in Gigi, a reminder of former days when American girls with money or style came over here and hunted for European husbands, counts or Rothschilds, as in novels by Henry James. It made you glad not to be living in an earlier day.

“Just their scarves alone, an entire chapter,” Janet said. It is true they are never seen without scarves, I had noticed that already. “Knot in front, one end in front, other end over the shoulder; looped around double, ends tucked in; over the shoulders outside the coat, like a shawl; tied in back. Châle, foulard, écharpe – only think of the number of words they have, and in a language with a very sparse vocabulary.”

“Do they tell their secrets?” I asked.

“Bulimia.” She leaned closer. “Bulimia is one. Oh, we can learn from them. One I know, I heard from a tender friend, a man, is that they pay great attention to les petits soins. Someone should talk to Roxy about that. She always looks so awful.”

“Roxy is beautiful,” I objected.

“Of course, but her nails! And no scarf. She goes around in jeans, like an American, or in those awful flower-child clothes.” She grinned. Maybe she was kidding.

After dinner Mrs. Pace, like the others, seemed to make a point of talking to me. I eventually realized this was not a tribute to me so much as to my novelty, my dilution of the small American pond. One drop in a bucket of Americans makes much more difference than a drop in the sea of French people.

“These cups are the old Meissen – that is, notice that the saucers have no indentations,” Mrs. Pace said, handing me a demitasse of frightening fragility. “Do you plan to stay long in Paris?”

“At least until after the birth of Roxy’s baby,” I said.

“You must come over some morning next week and let me talk to you about a project I’m involved in, organizing my papers and so on. Roxy says you might be good at something like that.”

“Does she?” That surprised me very much. But it is true that I know the alphabet. We agreed I’d go on Monday.

That night, when people asked where Charles-Henri was, Roxy would say “in the country” with every appearance of cheerfulness, but as we were walking home she uttered heavy sighs. I was impressed that you could walk home alone at eleven, no problems or menace. Jet-lagged as I was, I would have liked to stop in one of the myriad of bistros and bars we saw, full of people eating and smoking and laughing. But seeing the happiness and animation of others affected Roxy badly. Tears stood in her eyes, and she suddenly said, “Charles-Henri has left me,” in a voice of tragedy I knew very well. I knew it so well, I discounted it a little.

She told me the story. It was a few weeks before my arrival in Paris. She’d been at her French doctor’s clinic, waiting for the sage-femme, a sort of helpful midwife and adviser-to-the-pregnant that they have here. She was looking at the chart of gestation, thinking she didn’t want to know if it was a boy or girl. She was three months along, and had just told us about this second pregnancy. Charles-Henri was not pleased. Gennie had just turned three.

Then coming home on the 24 bus, in the unseasonably sultry weather, she felt a little funny. She had waited at the stop on the Place de la Concorde. In front of the American consulate she saw the usual assortment of people – young ones in khaki she took to be American, some stouter, surlier ones, apparently eastern European, some hollow-eyed Middle Easterners, some Africans in dashikis – milling around with signs for disparate causes, protesting the American bombing of Baghdad, the decision of the FDA to allow a French abortion pill to be tested in the U.S., the repatriation of Haitians, action and inaction in Bosnia. The consulate guards stood with general vigilance without really paying attention to these people, who are just part of the atmosphere of protest and unrest surrounding America. Roxy didn’t think she looked American anymore.

She was both happy and troubled, oppressed by a sense of the fragility of happiness, a sense (she says now) of something impending that could take it away. Was it the new child, a new hostage to fortune? On the bus, a young man – a boy really, in a workman’s blue coat – got up to give Roxy his seat. At first she was surprised, not pleased, thought she had been taken for an old woman; it couldn’t be that her pregnancy was beginning to show. Perhaps it was a force field of trouble gathering. She was thinking that happiness is by its nature fragile, friable, defying biological determinance, like a bacterium that can live outside the body only so long.

She let herself in the front door of number 12 rue Maître-Albert by punching in the code. In the hall she fished out her key and opened the glass door to the stairs. She waited till the door was closed, then climbed the two flights, slowly, trying to focus on thoughts of how hard it would be later with baby strollers and diaper bags, they should have an elevator – she tried to distract herself with mundane thoughts like this but she had a powerful feeling that something was wrong. When she opened the door, Charles-Henri was standing in the entry. She saw that he had two of his suitcases. An emanation surrounded him of turmoil, a hot atmosphere of passion and dismay, his expression so stricken and flushed and guilty and shocked to see her that she knew everything, or rather nothing. She said it was as if a sword had severed her head from her body, and all she had before known or felt, all sensation, bled into the ground. His suitcases packed, he had been about to leave.

At first she tried to tell herself that Charles-Henri’s departure was just one of his periodic fits vital to artists, or from some uniquely French crisis or set of priorities she didn’t need to understand. Certain political developments sent him into unreason, certain harmless encounters rendered irascible his usually sweet nature. She loved these mysteries of his temperament.

But now she sensed that he wouldn’t be back.

“Where are you going?” she asked.

“I don’t know. I don’t know, Roxeanne. I will call you. I am sorry.” Then he took his suitcases down the stairs without looking back.

The next few days passed as if nothing had happened. Charles-Henri didn’t call her, wherever he was, and she couldn’t call him. I could partly understand her shock, her simple stupefaction. You take for granted that your life will work out. When something calls that into question, then the entire world begins to seem like those films of demolition, silent fragments of roof and window flying through air with carefree velocity. I understood.

But she might have expected that if you do something odd, like marry a foreigner and live somewhere that is not America, people take for granted that your life will not work out. I was not surprised.

To be honest, I didn’t quite get why she was so upset. “Do you think he’s having an affair or something? Why would he leave?” I asked. “Haven’t you been getting along? Have you been having trouble?”

“I didn’t think so,” she said. “I thought everything was so perfect. Oh, I know I’m not French, but except for that.”

What exactly did that mean? Of course she wasn’t French. I felt defensive of her American imperfections, for they were mine too. Janet Hollingsworth had made me think about them.

Of course I had to say something soothing. “You need to talk to him.”

“Never,” she said. From that response (really un-American) I decided that she must be unnaturally depressed, in a mood to extrapolate from a simple misunderstanding the end of her marriage. All that had happened, it seemed to me, was that Charles-Henri had gone to the country and had only been gone a couple of days, perhaps had not even thought of calling. To me his departure seemed to be only the beginning of a crisis, if that, not its resolution. It seemed typical of Roxy to overstate a case. At first I found myself berating her, trying to stiffen her up, but it was no use.

She continued to refuse to tell anyone that Charles-Henri had walked out. “But if I were to tell, say tell my friend Anne-Chantal Lartigue, that Charles-Henri was having an affair or that he has left me, she would say ‘of course,’” said Roxy. “She’s French. It’s the French nature to say ‘of course,’ as if all perfidy were to be expected, even planned by grand design. Am I especially American in some way? I can never say ‘of course.’”

“It isn’t you, he’s just going through something, you ought to talk to him,” I would say. We would be sitting at a sidewalk table at the Brasserie Espoir, with three-year-old Gennie climbing along the little straw chairs and tormenting the brasserie dog, and smiling at the retarded boy who was always there.

“There you are, foolish American optimism,” said Roxy. “You have no information and no evidence to say that, it’s just a mind-set. American mind-set.”

“I don’t understand you. He came home and said he was going to the country, and you’re saying, oh, okay then, that’s the end of my marriage?” Surely there were scenes and tears and recriminations to come? I couldn’t understand her docility, her submission to Charles-Henri’s odd behavior, the almost beatified radiance of her resignation, when they hadn’t even had an argument! I just hoped that things would right themselves between them, the way a boat poises on the angle between capsize and upright for a long moment before it comes down on one side or the other.


THREE

The heart has its reasons, that reason will never know.

– Blaise Pascal, Pensées

ONE MORE WORD about Roxy’s character, her nature, and mine. People say, have always said, she is too romantic, she is bound to be hurt. As for me, I am practical, I am analytical, and thus “strong,” or so they believe. This has often been confusing to them, for I am also the designated Pretty One, and so am assumed to be kind of dumb, and Roxy, though she is beautiful now, had a long adolescence of plainness and indifference to her looks, and preferred reading and writing to washing her hair, and so has secured the reputation of being smart. I suppose we are both intelligent, actually, but only Roxy gets credit for it.

At first I wondered if this was to be the time, in this crisis, that Roxy’s sentimentality, some defect of softness and illusion, would weigh against her. In the same spot, others (I) would leap from the lifeboat and swim strongly away, but she weakly drifts, confused, out to the fatal sea. It is true that she believed in Charles-Henri and he had hurt her, bewildered her, it was not what she expected, with the second baby due, its room ready, with a little chest for changing it, a blanket folded on top, strange garments ordained in the clinic instructions (belly bands?) readied, and a bright-colored mobile to suspend over its crib.

She had wanted her whole life to live in France. I never understood why. Some instinct, some non-fit, had caused her from childhood to disapprove of the land and city of her birth. The way children believe they are changelings and not the children of their parents, so she believed herself displaced, sprung from another race. Besides the painting of Saint Ursula in her bedroom, she had a photographic poster advertising some costume film, Jules le Grand, of the Place de la Concorde in lamplight, with horse-drawn carriages on a rainy pavement. A romantic, rather banal scene, taken perhaps by someone upstairs in the Meurice Hotel. She also had a little metal Eiffel Tower a junior-high-school friend had brought back from summer travels, symbol of cultural blandishments I the little sister didn’t understand at all.

It goes without saying that she had her junior year abroad, though not in Paris, in Aix-en-Provence. She loved it, though there were so many Americans there that she didn’t make much progress speaking French. All the same, she came home with a pleased, slightly secret look, as if she dared not share with us her new experiences of goose liver and escargots, and sex, which is what I imagined gave her this worldly, satisfied air; but it wasn’t sex, it was her new ability to distinguish between Gothic and Romanesque and to read Paris Match that pleased her. Now she couldn’t find food to suit her in Santa Barbara.

Roxy had met Charles-Henri while hiking with other girls in the Pyrenees. He seemed the ideal Frenchman, thin, curly-haired, and fair, always with a sweater or cravat picturesquely knotted around his shoulders or neck, and that resolute insouciance they all have. They corresponded for two years after her return to California; then, when Roxy was in graduate school, he came to visit and charmed all of us – such a good tennis player, taller than a lot of them (as Margeeve observed), and with perfect English. At the time, none of us had ever met a French person. Thus did our dreams for Roxy collude with our general ignorance of the French to approve him uncritically. Yet we were not wrong, he is very, very nice, and not a bad painter, and has behaved, given his initial crime, very well, or if not well at least with a courteous detachment. It is this detachment Roxy finds hardest to bear. Behaved well given the fact that it was he who did the running off, with a married Czech sociologist (which is how we always refer to her, though that is a bit unfair in several ways).

This cultural disloyalty of Roxy’s – where did it come from? Nothing bad had happened to her in America. Why was she more charmed by the idea of Toussaint, for example, than of Halloween? Aren’t they the same? I don’t share her unqualified admiration for all things European. I see plenty that’s wrong. But that’s the curse of my nature. Even as a little girl, I lacked that endearing property of female credulousness.


FOUR

I speak of that dread which seizes her when she sees herself abandoned by him who swore to protect her.

– Benjamin Constant, Adolphe

AS FAR AS I knew, Roxy did not hear from Charles-Henri the rest of the week. For several days she refused to speak of the situation and adopted an artificially serene manner, visiting friends and introducing me into the life of Paris. She had not told Charles-Henri’s family that anything was wrong between them, but she would have to mention it the Sunday after I got there, when we were expected at lunch at the Persands’ and he would not be there with them.

Roxy’s mother-in-law, Madame de Persand – Suzanne – is a vivacious matriarch close to seventy who expects her five children and their families to lunch every possible Sunday, including me during my stay in Paris. Suzanne is small, blonde, and worldly (most Frenchwomen over forty are blonde); her offspring are tall and good at sports: Frédéric, Antoine, Charlotte, Yvonne, and Charles-Henri, the youngest. Each is handsome and beautifully dressed and emanates the smell of cigarettes. Monsieur de Persand, I believe, managed a factory, manufacturing some item or substance, but I don’t know what. He is now retired and spends his time in Poland or Rumania with other retired Frenchmen directing the resurrection of factories and things that have fallen into disrepair. I have never met him. He did not come to Charles-Henri’s wedding, as if this rite, involving only the youngest of his sons, were too insignificant to cross the water for; or perhaps he disapproved of Americans – we never knew.

During the week, Suzanne lives in a big nineteenth-century apartment on the Avenue Wagram, with dark Santa Barbaraish oil paintings, an inherited tapestry, an array of faience plates on the walls, and correct Louis Quinze furniture covered in faded brocade or fraying needlepoint. The furniture, with its curves and chipped gilding, so like the former grandeur of a rundown Westwood motel, looks very odd and pretentious to the American eye when you first come to France, until you remember that this is their normal furniture, the Louis were their kings.

Suzanne also has a small château with a tennis court, near Chartres, where the family would gather on weekends. So far, every French person I have met comes with three pieces of real estate – two in the country (one from each side of the family) and the Paris apartment. This place near Chartres did not descend from Charlemagne, however, but had been bought in the 1950s, following a successful business venture by Monsieur de Persand. Roxy and Geneviève and I took the Chartres train on Sunday, with Gennie dressed in her proper little dark blue dress and white stockings, and Roxy wearing rouge, me with my tennis bag, according to Roxy’s instructions. I still remember Roxy’s rouge, it was as if she felt she needed some symbol of brightness, an external antidote to the pallor and terror in her soul.

Her French family still call Roxy l’américaine, by which they seem to mean that her qualities are typical of us, each with its positive and negative aspect: frank/tactless, impetuous/heedless, fresh/gauche, generous/spendthrift. She got a lot of points in their view from buckling down to the French language with fair success, and secured their hearts by deciding to convert to Catholicism. “You are Protestant, I suppose,” Madame de Persand had asked, at their first meeting. “But nothing peculiar, not Quaker or anything like that?”

Roxy will not brook loose cultural insults.

“President Herbert Hoover was a Quaker,” she said.

“Oh, of course, one of your most notable presidents,” Madame de Persand agreed with hasty politeness, as if she treasured this important fact. The question remained.

“My parents are Congregationalists,” said Roxeanne, and Madame de Persand had still looked mystified. Then she must have concluded she would rather not know the peculiarities of a cult she’d never heard of, and the subject was dropped. The Persands did Roxy the credit of imagining her conversion was done from wifeliness and that, going against the grain of a stout Protestant nature, it represented a spiritual sacrifice. But in fact Catholicism suited Roxy all along – especially the music and priestly raiment. Chester and Margeeve, needless to say, were horrified.

We siblings were all surprised when the issue of Charles-Henri’s Catholicism seemed to weigh on the minds of our liberal and nonreligious parents, especially Chester. Some unarticulated Protestant aversion, deeply submerged, now surfaced, invoking an imaginary destiny for Roxy of ceaseless childbearing, daily mass. They vividly pictured her dressed in rusty black, clutching a rosary, waddling on her knees across the forecourt of Lourdes.

“But I’m not becoming a Catholic,” Roxy objected. “Anyway, I think you’re thinking of Ireland. It’s Ireland that’s priest-ridden, not France. In France they invented the morning-after pill.”

“I remember the Catholic kids, growing up,” said Margeeve, supporting Chester. “When it became five minutes after midnight Friday night, they stuffed themselves with hamburgers.”

We were wholly baffled by this seeming non sequitur. She tried to explain. “They weren’t supposed to eat meat on Fridays, so they could hardly wait. It seemed so hypocritical. Why belong to a religion you don’t feel wholehearted about?”

“Charles-Henri is not religious,” Roxy reassured them. This turned out to be true; he was indifferent to where he was married. They were married in the Congregational Church, with a reception afterward in our parents’ garden, and then celebrated in France at an elegant reception (according to Roxy) at the Persand country house. Charles-Henri’s mother and one sister, Yvonne, came out for the wedding in California but none of us went to the party in France. So when Roxy eventually converted to Catholicism, it was not at any urging from Charles-Henri. It was her love of liturgy and form.

The day we went to Chartres, Roxeanne was almost as frantic at the prospect of having to tell Suzanne about Charles-Henri’s leaving her as at the event itself. She knew that Charles-Henri would not have said anything, would not have wanted to confront his mother with unpleasant news, or ruin Sunday lunch, or have discussions. Of course Suzanne immediately saw that Charles-Henri was not with us, and from Roxy’s expression divined her concern, and said during the air kisses, “Alors, where is mon enfant?” and Geneviève said, “I’m here, grandmère,” but of course Suzanne meant Charles-Henri, her youngest son.

“Are we the first? I had wanted to have a little word with you,” Roxeanne said.

“No, Antoine is here with the children. Trudi is still in the country.” Trudi is the German wife of Antoine. Antoine is quite attractive, tall and slightly balding. “And of course here is your sister Isabel,” she said, turning to embrace me, for Roxy had forgotten me, I guess.

Charlotte and her family arrived. Charlotte is an impatient beauty in her late thirties, upper lip slightly protruding over the lower (orthodontia relatively unimportant here, compared to Santa Barbara), fair hair in a pony tail, a habit of pulling on it, tossing her head like a horse. Her children are rather pale and subdued in comparison to her, with strings of names: Paul-Louis, Jean-Fernand, Marie-Odile – if I have strung them together rightly. The other siblings of Charles-Henri were not there. At the far end of the garden, in a canvas chair, sat an elderly man wearing a straw hat as wide as a milkmaid’s, who waved pacifically from afar and was explained to be l’oncle Edgar, Suzanne’s brother.

They all treated me with great kindness, speaking English slowly, with the stately vowels of British television commentators. Taking me over the house, Charlotte showed me a large book that was said to date from, as she called him in her careful English for my benefit, Lewis the Fourteenth. “Righto,” said Charlotte’s husband, Bob, using chipper Brit slang. Despite his name, Bob is French. When they spoke to Roxy, they spoke in French, and I have to admit it sounded funny to hear her speak in this foreign and unintelligible way, and rather affected, as in the joke: “Pretentious? Moi?”

In the hot June weather, tennis was decreed. Antoine played Charlotte’s husband, Bob; then Charlotte and I played with Antoine and Bob, with Bob as my partner. They were good players, and somehow this took me by surprise. Why should it have? I suspect they were surprised that I am a good player. (Tennis champion was another of my family’s hopes for me, blighted by my hate of practicing.) L’oncle Edgar applauded from his vantage under the trees. Roxy seemed pleased by my victory. She doesn’t play at all, even when not pregnant. She sat at a little table on the flagstones outside French doors leading to the dining room, talking to Suzanne, wearing
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