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            To Arthur, Devorah, Diana, Jérôme, José, Timothy, and all my other French classmates and professors who have given me a priceless
               gift. 
            

            And to everyone who has had the courage and good luck to study overseas.

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            The American in Paris is the best American.

            —F. Scott Fitzgerald
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            Prologue

         
         Afterward I said I would rather not go back for a while. I had lived in Paris for a year and become so enchanted by its pleasures
            and so despondent when I returned that I felt it would have been better not to go in the first place. I said it partly to
            appease Mummy, but I meant it too, for when I allowed myself to think of the city—its seasons and moods, the curved shadows
            cast by wrought-iron grillwork upon limestone walls, the reek of stale cigarettes in the métro, the drizzly rain that softened
            colors and angles into a Caillebotte painting—I desired it so intensely I felt sick at the thought of losing it again.
         

         
         It is so different, the feeling you have for a place when you’re living there. My first visit to Paris, on the trip with Bow and the other girls from school, I thought the city was all glamour and glitter and rush. Yusha took us to a nightclub on the Champs-Élysées where we stared goggle-eyed at the revue with its full orchestra and satin-voiced siren belting torch songs, the gymnasts and puppeteers and flock of cabaret girls wearing rhinestones, ostrich feathers, and very little else. Miss Shearman, conscious of her duties as our chaperone, feigned shock at the latter, but my darling stepbrother gave her one of his gentle smiles and asked her to dance, leaving us girls to be dazzled in peace. I was eighteen years old and on my first trip to Europe, and I thought everything was marvelous. 

         
         When I went to the nightclub again, about a year later, to my surprise it seemed so garish. The orchestra sounded leaden,
            the torch songs overwrought, the cabaret girls’ smiles stretched to a snap, their flimsy costumes glittering like tinsel.
            By this time I had been studying in Paris for a few months, flying between the Comtesse’s apartment and my classes at the
            Sorbonne and Reid Hall in a lovely, tranquil, misty world. I really liked that quiet, contemplative side of Paris the best.
         

         
         As time went on, I found my initial schoolgirl crush deepening into a much more relaxed and healthy affection. Released from
            a tourist’s frenetic pace, I could observe the city and absorb its moods until they reflected my own: the bittersweet nostalgia
            of a winter afternoon, exiting a matinee to the yellow glow of streetlamps on wet cobblestones, the fizz of early spring when
            the café terrasses filled with people sipping candy-colored drinks. I loved wandering through the Tuileries and dreaming of how it might have
            looked two hundred years ago, or strolling in an unfamiliar arrondissement searching out street names that sounded like poetry:
            rue du Roi de Sicile (street of the King of Sicily); rue des Blancs-Manteaux (street of the white coats); rue de l’Arbre-Sec
            (street of the dry tree). I loved that the most famous avenue in France, the Champs-Élysées, was named after the Elysian Fields,
            the ancient heroes’ paradise of Greek mythology.
         

         
         I loved all the small theaters dotting the city, their performances as accessible and essential to Parisians as daily bread.
            The opera, the theater, the ballet—they were all so easy to get to, and so inexpensive. You could go out every night of the
            season and there would still be new things to see.
         

         
         My feet have never been so cold as that year, nor have I ever craved coffee and sugar as I did under postwar rationing. Five years after the Liberation, the city was still struggling to recover from the dark days, neglected buildings crumbling and coated with grime, graceful façades pockmarked with bullet holes. Central heating and hot water were rarer than an Akhal-Teke stallion. Threadbare clothes hung off spare frames—everyone was still so thin—and women clattered about in wood-soled clogs left over from the Occupation, when shoe leather had disappeared. 

         
         Memories of the war lurked everywhere, as I discovered, but no one would admit it. Even as the mood grew steadily more hopeful—the
            Marshall Plan fulfilling its promise, fine food in the shops again, and tourists flooding back to the hotels on the Right
            Bank and Left—the ghosts drifted among us. I tried to ignore them; I wished they would disappear. Sometimes I could lose myself
            in a gallery at the Louvre, or the wild jazz of an airless basement nightclub in Saint-Germain-des-Prés. But then—a flinch
            at an unexpected knock on the door; the recoil at the sight of a single boiled potato on a plate; the sobs, quickly stifled,
            that woke me in the night. Eventually I came to understand that accepting the ghosts was part of loving France too.
         

         
         But this is not a ghost story. Or, if it is, I am also among the ghosts: me, the reserved girl who arrived in postwar France
            with an uncertain grasp of the subjunctive tense and a blush for every opinion I expressed. I hadn’t known what to expect
            from a year abroad in Paris, but some of what I’d hoped for came true: freedom from Mummy’s critical eye and Daddy’s adoring
            one, the unending wonder of travel in Europe, even a love affair . . .
         

         
         One morning I woke from a dream: a dinner party in the carved, wood-paneled dining room of a grand château. I was bantering with the heavy-browed Frenchman seated beside me, my voice no longer soft and singsongy but nimble and sure. I was holding my own—in French! As I lay there blinking myself awake in the lustrous chill of a winter dawn, I realized it wasn’t a dream but a memory of the night before. I had shed the role of the coy debutante who so often pretended to be empty-headed and become a young woman unashamed of my hunger for knowledge. 

         
         I loved it the most of any year of my life.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Part I
L’automne

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter One

         
         In all my excitement I had scarcely managed to choke down a hardtack biscuit at dinner. It was September 1949, and I was hanging
            over the ship’s rail with a couple of other Smith girls, hoping to spot the port. After several hours in our lookout spot,
            we were famished, out of cigarettes, and almost out of patience.
         

         
         “Are those lights?”

         
         “Where?”

         
         “Over there on the horizon!”

         
         “I think we’re still too far.”

         
         “Gosh, this is taking ages.”

         
         “Can’t be much longer now . . .”

         
         “Evening, girls,” said a voice behind us, and we turned to find the chief purser regarding us with a twinkle in his dark eyes.
            “Standing watch?”
         

         
         “Lloyd!” We giggled and stepped back to gather around him. “We’re hoping for land ahoy,” said Mary Ann, blinking her round
            blue eyes. She had blond fringed hair and the placid features of a porcelain doll.
         

         
         “We’re longing to get to France,” I added.

         
         “And to get off this ship. No offense,” said Martha, who’d been sick for nine days. “I forgot to pack my sea legs,” she joked. Even queasy and wan, Martha had a sharpness that sliced across the stodgy, well-bred manner of the other Smith girls. A few days ago, I’d overheard her passionately defending one of my favorite French novels, Colette’s Chéri, and was left thinking she was someone I’d like to get to know.
         

         
         “Can’t wait to see the back of us, eh?” Lloyd said. “And here I thought you girls’ve had a swell crossing!”

         
         “Oh, yes, we have!” we chorused. In fact, ever since we boarded the SS De Grasse in New York Harbor, we had been showered with attention, feted, and photographed stepping arm in arm across the deck in our
            best travel suits. The long days at sea held plenty of diversions—screenings of French films and ping-pong tournaments, dances
            and costume contests. But what I loved most was strolling the promenade deck and staring out at the same vast ocean my French
            ancestors had crossed to come to America, conscious that I was making my own voyage to meet my fate, albeit in reverse.
         

         
         Last night at the farewell gala the captain had asked our group to perform “La Vie en rose”—we were all crazy for Edith Piaf’s sentimental ballad and knew the words by heart—and to my embarrassment he’d insisted that
            I sing the last verse alone. As the final chorus crested, I had seen more than one passenger blink away tears. Our ship, the
            De Grasse, had been sunk by German troops in defeat, retrieved from a watery grave in Bordeaux, and only recently restored to service
            as an ocean liner. Our group of about thirty-five young women from Smith College was an anomaly among the diplomats and tourists
            making the crossing—more than that, we were a sign of hope.
         

         
         “We should be docking at about twenty-four hundred hours—that’s what you girls call midnight,” Lloyd said. “Maybe my expert
            eye can help you find the port.” Leaning over the rail, he squinted into the distance. “See those lights?” He pointed. “Bright
            and still. That’s Le Havre.”
         

         
         The lights were mere specks, as faint as distant stars, but I stared at them until my vision blurred. For so long the Normandy coast had existed only as a small square of newsprint map upon which all of us had pinned our hopes during those harrowing days of June 1944, when Allied troops had stormed ashore. Now it was becoming real before my very eyes. Though I wore a coat against the Atlantic’s damp summer chill, I shivered a little. 

         
         “All right, m’lady?” Lloyd turned to me and proffered a courtly bow. A few days ago someone had told him I’d been named Queen
            Debutante of 1947, a silly old title invented by one of the New York gossip columns. Lloyd had teasingly addressed me with
            the chivalrous manners of a Renaissance knight ever since.
         

         
         “Sure,” I said, giving him a sidelong smile. The girls all thought he was dreamy, with his dapper white uniform and cleft
            chin, and I’d been flattered last night to find his gaze upon me while singing “La Vie en rose.” Of course, Mummy would rather I perish of the black plague than carry on with an ocean liner’s crewman—but my mother wasn’t
            here and a mild flirtation wouldn’t hurt anyone. “Isn’t this thrilling?” I added in a soft voice. “You must’ve seen it a thousand
            times, but I’ll never forget it.”
         

         
         “France is darn beautiful, all right. It’s the French you have to watch out for.” He grinned.

         
         “Oh!” Mary Ann exclaimed. “I can see little boats in the harbor!” I resisted the urge to look. Daddy always told me and Lee
            that giving a man our complete attention was a girl’s most charming lure. “Play hard to get, play hard to get . . . and bam!
            Turn it on like a lighthouse beam,” he had instructed. “Men go wild for that.”
         

         
         “Won’t be much longer now,” Lloyd said agreeably. “Say, are you girls really going to spend an entire year in this place?
            I’d have thought a bunch of pretty ladies like you would be settling down with your fellows.”
         

         
         Martha looked askance at the idea. “And miss out on this?” she said.
         

         
         Privately I had to agree with her. I had toured the continent the previous summer, a whirlwind itinerary with three boarding school friends and dear Miss Shearman, our former Latin teacher, as chaperone. But it had been so rushed I felt like I had been allowed only dainty sips of Europe, when I wanted great greedy gulps. Ever since I had first set eyes on Paris, the desire to live there had intoxicated me, making me sick with a longing that felt overwhelming once I returned to the constraints of Vassar’s isolated world. Art club. Drama club. The college newspaper. All the while, my soul hungered for experimental theater and modern dance, jazz clubs and art museums, and flirting with a man who could talk about all of it. 

         
         And now here I was, sailing to spend my junior year abroad in Paris. I could almost taste the bitter tang of French coffee
            on my lips, smell the coarse heavy smoke of the tobacco. I tipped my face to the wind, feeling it whip across me with its
            chill and strength and scent of salt.
         

         
         “Won’t you get homesick?” Lloyd leaned forward to ask. “I can’t imagine being away from my mama for so long.”

         
         Mary Ann—who had spent the first three days at sea in floods—welled up. “A whole year!” She sighed.

         
         “You’ll feel better on dry land,” Martha told her.

         
         “Of course I’ll miss everyone,” I said, so faintly Lloyd had to bend closer to hear me. “But it helps to meet a nice fellow
            like you.”
         

         
         “But how’re you going to talk to people?” he pressed. “Can you speak French?”

         
         “Of course,” said Martha, and Mary Ann nodded.

         
         “A little,” I said.

         
         “I took French in high school but whenever I try it out, I swear everyone is speaking gobbledygook.” Lloyd gave a comic grimace,
            and we laughed. But a flush crept up his neck, betraying his embarrassment.
         

         
         “I have that problem too,” I said, touching his arm.

         
         Before he could respond, a bell rang. “Excuse me, girls,” Lloyd said, springing to attention. “Duty calls. Don’t forget to come say goodbye before you disembark, all right?” We agreed, and he stepped briskly away. 

         
         An hour later we docked, the De Grasse slipping majestically through fog and darkness into the still ravaged port of Le Havre. Above, the midnight sky was choked
            with clouds of sulfur, beams of light filtering through dense smoke; below, the harbor traffic bustled with shouts and loud
            noises. “Do let’s drink a toast!” cried Mary Ann. “In lemonade,” she added hastily. We managed to find three fresh glasses
            and clinked them together. “To France!” said Mary Ann, and Martha and I echoed her, our faces bright enough to pierce the
            night.
         

         
         In our stateroom below, we attempted to sleep before Martha’s alarm clock rang at half past four for the predawn passport
            examination. Despite the early hour, the portside deck was mobbed with what appeared to be the entire ship’s manifest of passengers,
            shouting, shoving, and waving documents as they swarmed around two French officers who seemed more interested in chatting
            with each other than stamping anyone’s papers.
         

         
         “Complete and typical French inefficiency,” muttered Martha.
         

         
         “Is this what it’s going to be like all year long?” Mary Ann asked, her voice small.

         
         Confronted with the melee, I too felt my spirits beginning to dim.

         
         “What if we miss our train to Paris?” Mary Ann fretted. “How will we find the rest of the group? Do either of you have the
            address for Reid Hall?”
         

         
         “Hold on.” I seized her arm. “Did you hear that?” Someone was making an announcement, but it was difficult to catch the words
            above the hum of the crowd.
         

         
         “Hear what?” Martha froze.

         
         “Wait.” I closed my eyes to concentrate on the French: Visas . . . long séjour . . . à tribord . . . “Come on,” I said, attempting to turn against the crush. “It’s on the other side.”
         

         
         “Jackie, no!” Martha pulled my sleeve. “We have to go through passport control.”

         
         I shook my head. “Long-stay visas are being processed on the starboard side. Listen, there it is again.” Once more I closed
            my eyes to decipher the words. When I opened them, both girls were staring at me like I’d pulled a kitten from my coat pocket.
         

         
         “You understood that?” Mary Ann said finally. “It sounded like . . . like . . .”

         
         “Gobbledygook,” Martha finished her sentence.

         
         “It took me a few tries,” I said as we struggled against the crowd toward the stairs.

         
         “Why did you say you couldn’t speak French?” asked Martha when we had reached the starboard deck and joined the queue.

         
         “Did I say that?” Glancing behind us, I spotted a few other girls from our program at the end of the line and lifted a hand
            to wave at them.
         

         
         “Earlier, when we were talking with Lloyd . . .” She looked at me sharply. “You don’t have to do that, you know. Play dumb.”

         
         “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I turned to rummage in my pocketbook, bristling at the criticism.

         
         I had just checked my passport for the hundredth time when a tiny woman approached us with a brisk step. A long dark braid,
            threaded with gray, wound in a heavy crown around her head, and she wore a tailored black suit with a delicate pointed collar.
            In her hands she held a clipboard, which gave her an official air.
         

         
         “Bonjour, mesdemoiselles,” she said. “Smith in Paris, I suppose? I am Jeanne Saleil, the program director.” A heavy accent blurred her words, making
            them almost unintelligible.
         

         
         “Madame Saleil!” I exclaimed, almost forgetting my fatigue. “How do you do?”

         
         Her chin tilted up, dark eyes assessing me in a glance, before she shook hands with each of us. “Bienvenue en France,” she continued, switching to rapid French. “Let’s begin right away, yes? We will speak only French together, and this is how
            you will progress. Please introduce yourselves,” she instructed. “Who will go first?” The three of us stole looks at each
            other, but no one stepped forward. “Come, girls,” she chided. “You’ll never learn this way. You must seize the moment!”
         

         
         Finally, I cleared my throat. “Bonjour, je suis Mademoiselle Bouvier de New York.” I tried not to wince at the sounds emerging from my mouth, rough and graceless, especially when contrasted with the lilt
            of her native eloquence.
         

         
         “Let me see . . .” She ran a finger down the list on her clipboard. “Ah, yes, here you are.” She ticked the sheet with a pencil.
            “Bouvier, Jacqueline.”
         

         
         I started to shake my head. I had been christened Jacqueline after my grandfather Bouvier by parents who hoped it would make
            me his favorite. But I had always been Jackie—or sometimes Jacks to my sister’s Pekes—clipped and boyish, which I’d preferred
            to the dowdy Anglophone pronunciation of my name. Jack-lyn, my aunts used to say. Jack-lyn, you look peaky. Jack-lyn, your
            knees are dirty. Jack-lyn, the stables aren’t for little ladies.
         

         
         “Is that correct? Jacqueline?” Madame Saleil repeated. She said it with a swoop—zhakleen—all crisp consonants and liquid vowels. It sounded like the name of a novelist who had won the Prix Goncourt, the name of
            an artist collected in the Louvre—the name of the type of person I longed to be.
         

         
         I hesitated, but only for an instant. “Yes,” I said. “Call me Jacqueline.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         There was Normandy flashing through the windows of our rattletrap little train, its lush green fields a shocking contrast
            to the battle-scarred villages. There was Paris, chipped and scratched but still magnificent even in the driving rain, the
            landmarks looming out of the mist as we traipsed by them on an afternoon’s sightseeing excursion. How I yearned for the city!
            But not yet, not yet, for as darkness fell, there was the Gare de Lyon, its cavernous hall quiet after the day’s bustle. There
            we were, all thirty-five of us plus Madame Saleil, boarding the 22h07 to Grenoble, squeezing four by four into our train compartments,
            preparing for a night of upright sleep as we traveled 575 kilometers—“You should start thinking in the metric system,” advised
            Madame S.—to this university town at the foot of the French Alps.
         

         
         Sleep seemed impossible as I twisted in my narrow seat, trying to find a comfortable position, my head falling forward every
            time I drifted off. And yet I must have slept, for I woke to the sight of jagged, snowy peaks set against a rose-streaked
            sky. “The Alps,” I whispered, touching my fingertips to the train window. The mountains’ dark and rugged mass emerged from
            a cloud bank as if from a dream.
         

         
         A short while later, we were standing in an overlooked corner of the Grenoble train station, suitcases and hatboxes strewn at our feet. “Mesdemoiselles!” Madame Saleil clapped lightly, calling our group to attention. “Before I send you to your host families, we have an important
            task. As you know, Smith respects the most rigorous academic standards. Over the next six weeks here in Grenoble, an intensive
            language course will prepare you for your studies in Paris. An important part of the program is our engagement sur l’honneur.” She held aloft her ever-present clipboard, to which was attached a sheet of lined paper. “By signing this pledge, you promise
            to speak French, and only French, at all times, with everyone—your professors, friends, host families, and each other. For
            the entire year.”
         

         
         She handed the clipboard to Mary Ann, who stared at her with huge, blank eyes. “Sign here!” Madame S. urged her, pointing
            and miming. Mary Ann obediently scrawled her name and passed the clipboard to her neighbor. “Soon you will start thinking
            in French,” Madame S. proclaimed. “Soon you will even be dreaming in French!”
         

         
         All of this, however, seemed very distant as I stood in my host mother’s living room attempting to ask if I could take a bath.
            Widowed during the war, Madame Laurent lived in the suburb of La Tronche, a few miles from the university. Her rambling cottage,
            once charming, now appeared dilapidated, with flaking stucco walls and a sunken pitched roof. The surrounding garden had been
            turned into a vegetable patch, so crammed full it resembled an overflowing market basket. Walking to her front door, I had
            admired a laden fig tree and a trellis sagging with grapes the size of ping-pong balls. Little did I suspect they’d be the
            only fruit we’d eat for weeks.
         

         
         “A bath?” I touched a hand to my chest. “It is possible?” It had been two days since I’d seen a basin of hot water—and a few
            weeks since I’d taken a real bath in a tub that didn’t pitch and tumble with the moods of the Atlantic.
         

         
         Madame Laurent raised her eyebrows, revealing a web of fine lines across her forehead. “In fact,” she began, and then launched into an explanation of which I understood nearly all the verbs and only a few nouns: hot water, kitchen, toilet. Or was it toilette? Did she just mention the tramway? Why was she talking about place Victor Hugo? I struggled to make sense of it all, conscious
            that my face had frozen into a nervous grin.
         

         
         “Come,” she finally said. “I will show you the rest of the house.” I followed her up the crooked staircase, averting my eyes
            from the vivid patches of wallpaper where paintings must have hung, to the second floor. “Here is your bedroom, which you’ve
            already seen,” she said. “I hope it’s suitable.”
         

         
         “It’s perfect,” I assured her. The room was very simple, almost Spartan, with a narrow white bed, a wooden chair and desk,
            and an enormous window that offered views of the craggy Alps surrounding us in every direction.
         

         
         Next to me was the bedroom of the other lodger, Eero, a young Finn studying engineering at the university, our coed housing
            arrangement the result of postwar shortages. Then came Madame and, at the end of the hall, a closed door. “The bathroom,”
            she said. Peeping inside, I found a bright and airy room furnished with a washstand, pitcher, and bowl—and an uncomfortable
            truth dawned on me. Was it possible the house didn’t have the type of bathroom I took for granted at home, one with shining
            taps, bright lights for primping, and hot water gushing into a porcelain tub?
         

         
         Downstairs, Madame Laurent showed me the dining room—another set of French windows, another exquisite view of the Alps; the
            kitchen, with its wood-burning stove and antiquated cold-water spigot; and, finally, opening the back door, she gestured toward
            a small wooden structure a few yards from the house. “The W.C.,” she said, and I knew this to mean the water closet, or toilet.
            At least there was one of those.
         

         
         As the weeks went on, I learned about the quick, cold sponge bath known as la toilette succincte. I learned that hot water was precious, warmed on the stove, and allotted in three-inch increments at the monthly clothes
            washing. I learned to admire Madame Laurent’s thrift. Like all Frenchwomen, and possibly all Europeans, the dark years had
            given her a flair for using things I would have thrown away: bits of string, laddered nylons, broken buttons. I learned to
            value the small American luxuries I’d taken for granted: running water, central heating, toilet paper. I learned to carry
            my own newsprint squares to the privy, in case there were none. And I discovered what Madame Laurent was saying that first
            day when I so presumptuously asked if I could bathe: Take the tramway to the public bath on place Victor Hugo, where ablutions
            cost 75 francs.
         

         
          

         Grenoble had a way of making you forget about the other places in France you wanted to visit. The enchantment, I think, lay
            in the mountains circling the town, their presence so commanding you learned to use them for orientation. In the city center,
            you saw stately stone buildings embellished with ornate wrought-iron balconies, narrow cobblestoned streets lined with cafés,
            bakeries, and pastry shops. But only a brisk walk away, the countryside slumbered in wild beauty. Peasants clad in traditional
            Dauphinois dress—men in cropped trousers and white knee socks, women wearing embroidered aprons over rustling skirts—herded
            cows along twisting footpaths. The mountains concealed vineyards and farms, icy Alpine lakes ringed with birch trees, and
            even a medieval monastery where the silent devout had produced a sharp yellow-green liqueur called chartreuse for over three
            hundred years, steeping it with native herbs and flowers.
         

         
         When Madame Saleil announced that our group would be making a weekend excursion to Provence, I begged her to allow me to visit my ancestral home of Pont Saint-Esprit. I had dreamed of seeing Provence for as long as I could remember, drawn to the bright sun and blazing colors depicted in paintings at the Met and enticed by the tales of Grampy Jack, my Bouvier grandfather, who often told his grandchildren of our noble lineage and lost ancient manor. The truth of the matter was that I was scarcely French, only one eighth on my father’s side if I stopped to consider the family tree, which I rarely did because I didn’t like to be reminded of it. “We are descended from a house of Pont Saint-Esprit in Provence,” Grampy Jack used to say, scattering his lore with royal decrees and aristocratic marriages. “The blood of the nobility courses within your veins.” On the worst days of my childhood, when my parents’ quarreling rang so loudly in the apartment that I took to hiding in my closet, I would close my eyes and imagine my ancestors gliding along intricate parquet floors and candlelit mirrored halls. It wasn’t quite the stuff of fairy tales, but it was enough to make me feel special when Mummy picked and poked at me, when Daddy drank too much and flirted inappropriately. 

         
         “Do you have relatives there? I could write to them,” Madame Saleil offered when I explained.

         
         “We lost each other many years ago. But my grandfather spoke often of our French family when I was younger.”

         
         “The name of a cousin, perhaps? I could ask my sister, who lives in the next village.”

         
         I had nothing more than the book Grampy Jack had written and published himself, Our Forebears, bound in red leather with gold-tipped pages, which I had tucked at the bottom of my valise despite its leaden weight, then
            lugged all the way to town to show her. “You see?” I said, as she examined our family coat of arms.
         

         
         “It’s a beautiful history,” she said after a lengthy pause. Or had she meant story? In French the word was the same. “I do believe,” she said slowly, “one should seize the occasion when it presents itself. What if, while the rest of us visit the Roman theater in Orange, you spent the afternoon in Pont Saint-Esprit?” 

         
         “Oh, Madame,” I exclaimed. “That would be wonderful!”

         
         “On one condition.” She raised a hand. “You must bring a friend.”

         
         I tried to hide my dismay. “Really? Must I? I’m sure I’ll be perfectly safe, and . . . I wouldn’t want to inconvenience anyone.
            The girls are so excited about the excursion. It would be a shame if anyone missed it.”
         

         
         Madame S. was unmoved. “Before we leave on Friday, please let me know who will be accompanying you.”

         
         I spent the next few days thinking about whom I would ask. At this point, most of the girls had drifted into social groups
            formed by their friendships at Smith, or through residing with the same family in groups of two or three. Living out in La
            Tronche with Madame Laurent and Eero the Finn, I hadn’t made any close relationships—but if I was being honest, I couldn’t
            blame my circumstances alone. Fond though I was of the other girls, I kept my distance, hoping for a more authentic experience
            rather than one lumped with other Americans. Anyway, I never found it necessary to be part of a crowd. I preferred solitude,
            especially after long days of lectures on nineteenth-century novels and grammar drills in unheated classrooms. I knew I could
            have joined them at the nearby Café Anglais, drinking tea or sweet wine, and flirting madly with the other foreign students
            who gathered there. On Saturday nights, I could have double-dated to the school dance at the Vieux Temple, everyone so fresh
            faced, friendly, and cheerful, making plans for mountain climbing the next day. But I cherished the moments I spent alone,
            lost in a book, or, more often, my dreams and imagination. More than anything else, they sustained me.
         

         
          

         “Six o’clock,” Madame Saleil told us firmly. “That is when we will be back to pick you up. Au revoir—and good luck!”
         

         
         We waved at the bus as it drove away, trailing a stream of exhaust from its rusted tailpipe. “What do you think?” I lifted
            a hand to shield my eyes against the glare. “Shall we have lunch first, or explore?”
         

         
         “Let’s eat,” said Martha. “It’s half past two already.”

         
         “There’s a café open over there.” I pointed to a restaurant spilling tables and chairs onto the square. “Do you think it’s
            suitable?”
         

         
         “Fine with me,” Martha said agreeably, and we started walking.

         
         I had initially considered asking Mary Ann to accompany me, but as she was still too shy to even order a baguette at the bakery,
            I feared her reticence would dampen my courage, not spur it forward. Martha had proved herself witty and insightful in class—and
            admirably unembarrassed when she made a mistake (which Madame Saleil said was half the battle of learning a foreign language).
            Admittedly, her sharp words on the ship still smarted. But we had both been tired from the early hour and long journey, not
            to mention lack of sleep, and I thought she probably regretted them. How could she not? I wasn’t the first girl to bat her
            eyelashes at a man and I wouldn’t be the last.
         

         
         “Bonjour.” A stout, dark-haired woman greeted us from the doorway of the café, wiping her hands on the skirt of her apron. “Two?” We
            nodded, and she indicated a table set squarely under an olive tree and covered with a worn chintz cloth. At this late hour,
            there were just a few other customers, but as we sat everyone turned to look at us.
         

         
         “Guess they don’t see too many strangers around here,” Martha murmured.

         
         “You want today’s special?” Our waitress crossed her arms.

         
         “What is it?” I asked.

         
         “Brandade de morue.” She spoke with the rolled r’s and singsongy flair of a Provençal accent.
         

         
         “What is that?” said Martha.

         
         “It’s all we have left.” She shrugged.

         
         “Two specials,” I said.

         
         After our waitress had left, Martha asked me, “What would you like to do this afternoon? Is there something specific you’re
            looking for?”
         

         
         “Not exactly,” I admitted. “My grandfather always talked about our ancestral home of Pont Saint-Esprit, but I don’t have any
            information, except for the family history he wrote when I was a little girl. He spent ages working on it, and when he finally
            finished, he gave each of us grandchildren our own special copy. I must have read it a hundred times, dreaming about French
            chevaliers and imagining the court of Versailles. I think that’s how I fell in love with France.”
         

         
         Our waitress returned, depositing upon the table a half pitcher of rosé wine, a basket of bread, and a small shallow dish
            filled with an oily black spread. “Tapenade,” she announced.
         

         
         “Merci,” Martha said. “Did we order this?”
         

         
         “Comes with the special,” she said, and retreated inside.

         
         Martha poured wine into our glasses. “Does your grandfather’s book mention any places of significance in Pont Saint-Esprit?”

         
         “There aren’t too many details,” I said. “Lots of descriptions of coats of arms, though. Grampy Jack did love heraldry.” I
            smiled fondly. “He always said that after all this time and neglect the old family château had probably crumbled to bits.
            I thought the ruins might still be here, though.”
         

         
         “Goodness, your ancestors sound glamorous,” Martha said. “Mine were just humble old German carpenters before they emigrated
            to America.”
         

         
         My ears pricked up. “My great-great-grandfather was a cabinetmaker! He arrived in Philadelphia in 1815.” I offered her some bread, then took a piece for myself, spreading upon it some of the black paste. It tasted of brine and earth, with a note of garlic—piquant, if vaguely illicit. 

         
         “How about that! A couple of woodworkers.” She gestured at the shallow dish. “What is that stuff, by the way?”

         
         “I haven’t the faintest idea, but it’s delicious. You should try it.”

         
         She reached for a piece of bread and scraped on a thin layer of the oily black stuff, so tentative she reminded me of my stepfather,
            who had a mortal fear of garlic. “Careful,” I teased her. “You don’t want to overdo it.”
         

         
         She arranged her knife on the plate, and for a second I was afraid I might have offended her. But when she looked up again,
            her clear brown eyes were dancing. “I used to be even worse about trying new things,” she confessed. “When I was little, I
            went through a phase where I would only eat white food.”
         

         
         “How did you get over it?”

         
         “I’m still trying.” She took a small bite of the bread.

         
         “Well?”

         
         “It’s delicious.” But I noticed she set the bread on the table and didn’t touch it again.

         
         Our waitress reappeared, plunking down two plates heaped with golden-crusted mashed potatoes and a pile of tender salad leaves.
            “Brandade de morue.” She pointed at the carafe of pale green liquid on our table. “Olive oil.” Before we could ask any more questions, she was
            gone.
         

         
         “I thought olive oil was medicinal,” I said.

         
         “Me too.” Martha giggled. “I’ve seen it at the pharmacy.”

         
         “Well”—I reached for the carafe—“when in Provence . . .” I drizzled a thin stream over my food, and she followed suit.

         
         After Grenoble’s rustic mountain fare—potatoes, hard cheeses, cured meat, and more potatoes—I was a little disappointed to see even more potatoes. But unlike the starchy tubers of the Dauphiné, which were sliced and baked in cream, these were mashed and mixed with flaked white fish—reminiscent of the plain cod cakes beloved by my stepfather, Hughdie—but threaded through with a fruity, peppery richness that I realized was olive oil and tasted of sunshine. It felt like a holiday to eat something so different. Before I knew it I had finished the plate. 

         
         “Did you enjoy your lunch?” our waitress asked when she returned, replacing our empty dishes with one of ripe apricots.

         
         “It was marvelous,” I said.

         
         For the first time, she smiled. “Do I hear an accent? Where are you from?”

         
         “We’re American,” Martha said.

         
         “Americans! So that explains the accent. I said to my mother, ‘I can barely understand them!’ I said, ‘They have such thick accents, they must
            be foreigners!’ I thought you were Swedish. She said English. But Americans! I never would’ve guessed it. Can I get you anything
            else? A tisane? Chicory? On the house.”
         

         
         “A tisane would be lovely, madame. Merci,” said Martha. She looked amused but also faintly chagrined. After all our weeks of studying and speaking French with one
            another, it would have been nice to have at least been mistaken for Belgian.
         

         
         “I’ll have chicory, please,” I said. I had developed a fondness for the wartime substitute for coffee.

         
         She soon returned bearing two steaming cups. “What brings you girls so far from home?” she asked as she set the drinks before
            us, along with a pot of honey that I knew must be very precious.
         

         
         “We’re university students,” Martha said. “Studying in France for a year.”

         
         I stirred a polite drop of honey into my drink. “By any chance, madame, do you know of the Bouvier family here in town?”

         
         “Bouvier?” She frowned. “Did you try the place de la République? About ten minutes’ walk from here.”

         
         My heart skipped a beat. “Merci, madame! Will I be able to recognize the property? Is there a landmark I should search for?”
         

         
         She seemed puzzled, but I assumed it was my accent. “You can’t miss it, mademoiselle. There’s a sign.”

         
          

         I had imagined bright flowers, sharp light, and all the bounty of a sun-drenched climate. But in the shimmering heat of late
            afternoon, Pont Saint-Esprit was empty and shuttered, the only signs of life the stray dogs and chickens running past scratched
            stucco buildings and the occasional drunk sleeping it off in a doorway. Despite its location at the confluence of two major
            waterways, the Ardèche and Rhône rivers, the town seemed choked with an air of sun-bleached desolation.
         

         
         Martha and I turned onto the place de la République, and I looked for any signs of the château that had played such a role
            in Grampy Jack’s family legends. But instead of decrepit crenellated walls and a moat, I saw a dusty square lined with shops
            and cafés, dilapidated shutters closed against the glare—or perhaps closed forever.
         

         
         “This can’t be right,” I said. “It looks like the town’s shopping area.”

         
         Martha touched my arm. “Look over there.” She nodded at a storefront of glossy bottle green with a matching awning, its plate-glass
            windows displaying neat pyramids of canned goods. The sign above the door read:
         

         
         
            Épicerie

            Antoine Bouvier

         

         “Perhaps these are different Bouviers who are grocers,” Martha suggested. “It’s a fairly common name, isn’t it? Do you know what it means?” 

         
         “It means cowherd,” I said slowly. A strange feeling was growing in my chest, but I ignored it as we crossed the street.

         
         “I’ll wait here,” Martha said, indicating a shaded sidewalk bench. “I have a book—I’ll be fine.”

         
         The hours posted on the door indicated that the shop had just reopened after the afternoon sieste. A bell jingled as I entered, and behind the counter a man glanced up from an accounts ledger. He wore a green apron over
            a shirt and tie and had dark, wavy hair receding from a prominent forehead. “Bonjour,” he greeted me.
         

         
         “Bonjour,” I responded, startled by his resemblance to my cousin John. Turning down an aisle, I pretended to inspect a shelf of dry goods
            while gathering my wits. Was he one of my distant Bouvier relations? Based on Grampy Jack’s stories of grandeur, it seemed
            unlikely. But why else would we share the same surname? I began to hunt for something to buy so I’d have an excuse to approach
            him. The shop was tidy, with polished floors and freshly painted walls, the shelves filled with a surprising array of foodstuffs
            despite the postwar rationing. At the end of an aisle I found a rack of postcards and spun it slowly, selecting a few that
            pictured the town of Pont Saint-Esprit and its namesake bridge.
         

         
         “Re-bonjour,” the man greeted me again when I went to pay. “Did you find everything you need?”
         

         
         “Yes, thank you,” I said softly, pulling a few coins from my pocketbook.

         
         “Have you had a chance to visit it yet?” he asked, slipping the postcards into a paper sleeve. “Or perhaps you need directions?”

         
         I was startled, but quickly realized he was talking about the town’s famous bridge. “Actually,” I said, “I’m not here to sightsee. Are you Monsieur Bouvier?” 

         
         “I am,” he said. The pleasant expression slipped from his face, replaced by a guarded smile.

         
         “Bonjour,” I said again, hoping my voice sounded steadier than it felt. “I’m also called Bouvier—Jacqueline Bouvier—from New York. I’m
            here on a quest, in search of my Bouvier ancestors. I believe they emigrated from this town.”
         

         
         “There are Bouviers in New York?” he asked, surprised. “I remember hearing about a great-uncle who went to America. He was
            a foot soldier in Napoleon’s army, and after the defeat at Waterloo he was forced to flee for his life. He joined Napoleon’s
            exiled brother, Joseph, and became his cabinetmaker. But I was always told he went to—”
         

         
         “Philadelphia.” He and I spoke the word in unison.

         
         “So you know the story too,” he said.

         
         “The version I heard was slightly different.” I stared down at the tops of my shoes, which were covered in pale dust. “My
            grandfather spoke often of our ancestor Michel Bouvier, who fought beside Napoleon before emigrating to the United States
            in 1815. I came to Pont Saint-Esprit hoping to find the remains of our ancestral home. When I saw your shop, I wondered if
            you might tell me where it once stood.”
         

         
         He raised his eyebrows. “I fear there are no traces of your uncle here, mademoiselle.”

         
         “What about the ancient Bouvier château? Surely there must be ruins at least. Do you know where I could find them?”

         
         He gave an embarrassed cough that might have been covering a laugh. “I’m sorry, but . . .”

         
         The odd flutter in my chest had grown to a thundering beat, but still I pressed forward. “Well, how about our role in the American Revolution? My grandfather used to tell us stories about the Bouviers’ ardent support of the American cause. Or what about our allegiance to the French monarchy? Long after 1789—” 

         
         “Mademoiselle,” he broke in, “it gives me no pleasure to disabuse you of these notions, but simply none of this is true. The
            Bouviers were once but modest cattle herders who became villagers around the time of the Revolution. We have been shopkeepers
            in Pont Saint-Esprit ever since—and we take pride in our work, humble though it may be.”
         

         
         “Of course,” I said. My cheeks felt violently hot. I had been so caught up in my fantasy I had overlooked what was right in
            front of me. “I am sorry, monsieur,” I said. “I suppose I let my imagination get carried away. You have a fine shop.”
         

         
         He bowed his head and jerked it up again, a sharp and perfunctory nod. “Merci.” He picked up his pencil to dismiss me.
         

         
         I turned to go, regret slowing my departure. This meeting—this entire day—had not turned out the way I had imagined, and I
            wished that I could somehow right it. But there were the church bells chiming five o’clock, and there was Monsieur Bouvier
            frowning at his accounts book, and I knew I had no choice but to leave.
         

         
         “Papa?” A small voice spoke, and a little boy with dark curls appeared from the back of the shop.

         
         “Simon,” said Monsieur. “I thought you were upstairs.”

         
         “Can I have a snack? I’m hungry.”

         
         “Where is your aunt?”

         
         “It’s laundry day.”

         
         Monsieur sighed. “My boy,” he explained to me. “I’ll just fetch him a bit of bread,” and he disappeared to the back.

         
         “Bonjour, Simon,” I said, crouching down to meet his gaze. He had a fierce little face and eyes as green and glossy as olives.
         

         
         “Are you really from New York?” he asked. “I heard you say so.”

         
         “Indeed, I am.”

         
         “Have you ever met a cowboy? I’m going to be one when I grow up.”

         
         “Not a real one, no. But I know they like horses.” I pointed to the wooden one in his hand. “Does he have a name?”

         
         “His name is Banjo. Maman gave him to me before she went away.”

         
         “He looks terribly valiant,” I said. “Do you know I have a horse in America? Her name’s Danseuse, but I call her Donny. She’s
            a silly old thing. Definitely not as brave as you and Banjo.” And neither am I, I thought, as Simon’s face turned up to mine, reminding me what we owed the world as Americans, as the victors.
         

         
         “Can she jump?”

         
         “Danseuse, jump? Oh, boy, can she ever! She’d jump all the way from New York to Paris if she could. Would you like to see
            a picture?” He nodded, and I reached for my pocketbook to show him the photo I kept inside. “See? She’s a chestnut mare with
            a white star on her forehead. She likes to nuzzle my pockets to see if I’ve brought her sugar cubes.” I handed him the photo,
            and he examined it.
         

         
         “Here you are, Simon.” Monsieur Bouvier strode toward us and handed the child a slice of bread that had been scraped with
            something sticky.
         

         
         “Merci.” The boy crammed bread into his mouth with one hand while gazing at the photo in his other. “Banjo likes Danseuse,” he announced.
            “Can he keep her?”
         

         
         “Simon!” his father admonished. “You can’t just ask strangers to give you things.”

         
         “Can he keep the picture, please?” Simon said dutifully. He set the wooden toy on the shop counter, where it wobbled on thin legs. Something about its worn
            paint told me his mother had been gone for a while.
         

         
         Monsieur Bouvier moved to shoo him away, but I touched his arm. “You know, I think that’s a fine idea. Danseuse would be pleased to know she’s found an admirer.” 

         
         “What do you say?” his father prompted.

         
         “Merci!” he cried, skipping off to play with his new treasure.
         

         
         “That’s kind of you,” Monsieur Bouvier said. “He doesn’t remember his mother very much, but he knows she loved horses.”

         
         He spoke lightly, but my throat tightened at his words. I wished I knew how to tell him that I understood—that as a child
            I had also found comfort in animals as a way to fill the emptiness I felt inside. Instead I said, “I loved horses when I was
            his age too, monsieur.”
         

         
         “Please.” He leaned against the counter, his expression softening. “We are almost certainly cousins, are we not? Call me Antoine.”

         
         I touched a hand to my chest. “Jacqueline.”

         
         “Are you certain you’re from America, Jacqueline?” he said gallantly. “Because you speak French like a native.”

         
         “You are too kind,” I said, blushing, even though I knew he was just being polite. But he seemed genuinely interested, and
            so I told him about the Smith study-abroad program and how our weekend excursion to Provence had seemed like the perfect opportunity
            to visit the ancestral village I had dreamed about my entire life. “But now I wonder if I shouldn’t have come,” I admitted.
         

         
         “You know, my mother often used to say to me, ‘Come back to earth, Antoine, you’re living on the moon.’ And Simon, I see him
            doing it too—pretending he’s John Wayne crossing the far West and completely ignoring what’s in front of him. It is possible
            that this runs in our family. Just as you were dreaming of your ancestors in France, I used to dream of America. The land
            of gold, and streets paved with opportunity.”
         

         
         His eyes met mine and I felt a jolt of recognition. Along with our propensity to build castles in the air, we shared the same reluctance to let them drift away. I drew a shaky breath. “It’s a bit of a shock to believe one thing and then discover the truth is quite the opposite.” 

         
         “I take it the land is not actually gold over there?”

         
         Through the plate-glass window, I saw the late afternoon sun had descended incrementally, its fierce light softening into
            long shadows that had begun to creep across the dusty, desolated street.
         

         
         I held back a sigh. “Afraid not.”

         
          

         Back outside, the afternoon still blistered with heat. On any other day, I would have been charmed by the climate—so typically
            Provençal!—but now I couldn’t stop brooding over my memories of Grampy Jack, comparing his grandiose tales to the reality
            of what I had found in Pont Saint-Esprit. Why had he exaggerated so? Was it purely vanity, or had he believed the things he’d
            written? He had been a stern patriarch, stone deaf and exceedingly loud because of it, although he had a soft spot for me,
            his namesake granddaughter. He delighted in the verse I penned, introduced me to his favorite poems, challenged me to read
            with a critical eye. But he had been vain too, with his bespoke tailored tweeds and waxed mustache, and it didn’t surprise
            me that he might have succumbed to the allure of aristocratic bloodlines—even if he had to invent them.
         

         
         Had this been his way of protecting us? In the rigid social hierarchy of Park Avenue, the blot of Catholicism or scandal of
            divorce could forever taint you, and as the child of divorced Catholics, I had firsthand knowledge of both. I had learned
            to shield myself with my individuality, wearing it like a suit of armor, brandishing my Frenchness as a foil. Tears suddenly
            stung my eyes. For so long I had believed in my rarefied French heritage as a secret talisman, taking refuge in it, finding
            strength in it. But now I knew it was a lie.
         

         
         “We still have time to visit the town’s famous bridge before the bus returns,” Martha said, glancing at her watch. “If you like.” 

         
         “Oh, yes, do let’s.” I tried to inject some enthusiasm into my voice. “After all, how could we come to Pont Saint-Esprit and
            not visit the pont Saint-Esprit? Madame Saleil would give us poor marks for tourism.” Examining the map Martha had bought at the newsstand,
            we turned toward the river.
         

         
         If Martha was curious about what had happened at the épicerie, she kept it to herself. Instead, we chatted about the history of the “bridge of the holy spirit,” which she had read while
            waiting for me. “It’s the oldest bridge across the Rhône,” she said as we walked. “Almost a kilometer long. Built in the thirteenth
            century by Alphonse of Poitiers, the brother of Saint Louis.”
         

         
         Once we were standing upon the bridge, however, I failed to see what made it so special. “Why, it’s no different from crossing
            the Key Bridge over the Potomac,” I said. “Dirty old river water. And the trees crowd the banks so that you can hardly see
            a thing.”
         

         
         “The church is quite lovely,” said Martha, indicating the Gothic Église Saint-Saturnin along the other side.

         
         “It is,” I agreed, but without much ardor.

         
         Martha craned her head in both directions, left, right, and back again. “Hold on,” she said, grasping my arm. “We got it wrong!
            We should be over there”—she pointed at the Église Saint-Saturnin—“looking over here. Not over here looking over there. Don’t
            you see? Come on!” She took off along the bridge, running down a flight of stairs, and I followed close behind. When we reached
            the quay she came to a stop beside the church, ducking into a patch of shade. “Look!” she said, puffing slightly.
         

         
         From here we could see the medieval stone bridge as it shone in the afternoon sunlight, stretching across the Rhône in a series of symmetrical arches. At this angle, I could see the length of it, sense the scope—it was an incredible feat of engineering for any era, let alone the thirteenth century. Gazing at its straight, simple lines set against the cloudless Provençal sky, I felt my spirits lift a fraction. 

         
         When the bus returned for us at six o’clock, the girls were jolly and sunburned, chattering about the little restaurant where
            they’d eaten a late lunch and how someone had put a stack of records on the gramophone and they’d all gotten up to dance.
            “Imagine ‘Bongo, Bongo, Bongo’ and ‘Chattanooga Choo Choo’ playing in this tiny village in the middle of nowhere!” Mary Ann
            exclaimed. “I could scarcely believe my ears!”
         

         
         I smiled at her earnest astonishment, but I couldn’t help wondering how much more of America we would encounter here. I had
            expected to find France frozen in time—and yet here was our pop music blaring in remote country restaurants, here were small
            boys idolizing John Wayne and young people ordering Coca-Cola at the café. I had dreamed of traveling back in time—and yet
            here I was, a witness to European recovery, an envoy of the future.
         

         
         The past—my past—was irrelevant. I would need to summon all my native optimism to see that as a promise.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         I was late, but she was later, and so I waited at a little round table on the café terrasse, longing for a cigarette but not wanting to make a bad first impression. Instead, I watched the pedestrians as if they were
            stage actors: a spidery old lady dressed in black, from her fusty silk hat to her sensible, scuffed shoes; two men in suits
            greeting each other with double cheek kisses; a group of young people chatting madly as they fanned in and out with the narrowing
            sidewalk. Were they university students at the nearby Sorbonne—my future classmates, perhaps?
         

         
         A ray of afternoon sunlight snuck past the striped awning and sparkled on the marble-topped table. Around me the sounds of
            the café pattered gently—the scrape of rattan chairs upon terra-cotta tile, the clink of thick china punctuating a demure
            lilt of French voices—and I saw a slight young woman dashing along the sidewalk, a light jacket slung across her shoulders.
            She paused at the café entrance, scanning the terrasse until her eyes landed on me and my red travel skirt.
         

         
         “Jacqueline?” she said, moving toward me. She wore a crisp white shirt nipped at the waist, a gray pencil skirt, and low heels. Her short dark hair, set in loose waves, was swept back from her forehead, and her straight brows and dark eyes gave her face an intense, serious expression. “I am Claude de Renty,” she said. I rose, extending my hand to shake hers, but to my surprise she moved closer and kissed me on both cheeks. “Please excuse me for being late. I was meeting with my history professor and he’s a bit verbose.” She spoke in quick, colloquial French, slipping immediately into the informal tu form of you. “It’s all right if we speak French, n’est-ce pas?” she asked, sitting in the chair across from me. “I find English sometimes difficult.” I was surprised by this as I knew
            Claude had recently returned from her own year abroad in the United States, studying at Wellesley and Mount Holyoke Colleges.
            Then again, by requesting that we speak French together, I immediately felt less self-conscious about my own feeble vocabulary
            and slippery grammar—and perhaps that was her goal.
         

         
         “Of course French is fine. I’d prefer it, actually.”

         
         “Bon. Ah—here comes the waiter. Do you know what you’d like?” She tipped her head, inviting me to go first.
         

         
         “Picon-citron,” I said. Madame Saleil always ordered the sharp drink of orange bitters and lemonade at the café, and the Smith
            girls considered it the height of authenticity. Even though I’d have preferred a soda pop, what was the point of being in
            Paris and drinking the same old things I drank in New York?
         

         
         “I’ll have a Coca-Cola,” Claude said firmly. “With ice.” Our waiter bustled away, and she turned to me. “How was your journey?
            You are not too tired?”
         

         
         “Not at all.” In fact, though I was fresh off the overnight train from Grenoble, I had never felt more alive. “You can’t imagine
            how wonderful it is to be here. And this weather!” I gestured widely, indicating the unseasonable spill of sunshine, the crystalline
            sky. “It feels tropical after all the rain in Grenoble. I could burst into song!”
         

         
         A smile flickered across her pale features and quickly disappeared. “We’re so pleased to host you this year. My mother especially
            has been looking forward to meeting you.”
         

         
         “It’s awfully kind of you. I don’t think my mother would have let me come if the Comtesse hadn’t written to assure her she’d look after me.” When Mummy had learned some Smith girls were housed at Reid Hall—in drafty cold-water rooms that abutted the men’s dormitories—she had moved heaven and earth to find “suitable” lodging for me. Unleashing her social connections like a pack of bloodhounds, she eventually tracked down a summer acquaintance from Newport whose daughter’s Parisian mother-in-law knew a widowed countess living in shabby gentility. The Comtesse de Renty was eminently respectable, the matriarch of an aristocratic family that had fallen on lean times, with a rambling apartment in the bourgeois 16th arrondissement. Though she had already committed to hosting two other Smith girls, she agreed to squeeze me in as well. Mummy had been thoroughly pleased (a rare occurrence), and I was thrilled by the prospect of a true immersion with a French family. 

         
         “Maman has the apartment all prepared.” Claude nodded at our waiter as he placed our drinks on the table. “You will be in
            the front bedroom by yourself, and Mary Ann and Susan will share the bedroom on the courtyard.” She poured from the bottle
            of Coke, half filling her glass.
         

         
         “That’s so thoughtful—but I don’t mind sharing if it’s more convenient.”

         
         Claude shrugged. “Maman thought this would be best. Her room is off the kitchen. My sister, Ghislaine, and her little boy
            are in the petit salon next to you. And I’m in a room at the back.”
         

         
         I hid my relief behind a sip of lemonade. I knew Mary Ann from the ship, of course, and recognized Susan as a bright and lively
            Smithie. But I had feared that in a household of seven, it would be difficult to find the solitude I craved—not to mention
            forge my own independent social life. At least I would have a place of retreat.
         

         
         “I do hope we won’t be in your way,” I said, stirring my drink with a long-handled spoon. “You must let us know if you and
            your family need time on your own.”
         

         
         “Don’t be silly. The apartment is your home. It will be lovely for us to have you there, especially after . . .” Her face closed. “We are delighted.” 

         
         After what? I wanted to ask—but it wasn’t ladylike to pry, as Mummy had told me a thousand
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“Vibrant and sensitive. This is the Jackie Kennedy origin story we've all been waiting for.”

—ALLISON LARKIN, author of The People We Keep

. 4
O OO\ I

ACQUELINE






9780062997012_tpimage.jpg
Jacqueline

in Paris
ﬁ A NOVEL

Ann Mah





