[bookmark: Chapter_One]A PARISIAN MALADY
By Susan Solomon

No one gets the perfect life. We get moments. And if perfect moments are the measure, they will happen in Paris.
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CHAPTER ONE
I was perched on the perfect bench in Parc Monceau on a February day in 2020. Edgar had given up pulling on his leash, and I, at nearly fifty in my California-purchased winter wear that didn't quite provide the insulation I needed, was soaking in the winter sun. Up my spine, just the tiniest, life-affirming shiver.
In September, it would be a shiva—the Jewish ritual of mourning—that would find me on another bench, grieving Benoit's death. We'd had eight months of thinking we could ride that horse forever, that lovely Paris would keep us safe. But in February, I didn't know any of this. February was just a bench and a dog and a moment I replay like Bowie before Ziggy died.
Parc Monceau was alive with its usual Sunday splendor: couples posing for wedding photos by the pavilion, both inevitably refusing to admit they were freezing while instructed to gaze into each other's eyes, children chasing pigeons, friends trading gossip on wrought-iron benches. I imagined their tantalizing stories of Apolline and Balthazar hooking up in la fumoir.
I thought I might be on the verge of finally beginning the sparkling expat narrative—one that I’d rehearsed for years because it was easier than imagining the messier one.  Edgar, the ragamuffin but adorable American mutt I'd transported to France, and me –two drifters off to see the world.
But something spooked Edgar: a jogger in sleek athletic wear. He lunged, his frayed leather leash jerking from my hand. The young woman in a perfect ponytail went down hard, one knee hitting the gravel. When she stood, there was a brioche-sized tear in her expensive-looking leggings and blood on her knee.
"Désolée, désolée," I said, rushing toward her, already calculating how this would decimate my wine budget for the month.
"Stupid chien," she muttered, glaring at Edgar with pure hatred, and at me with slightly less.
Then, a call from beyond. "Professor Bergman. It's Beatrice."
Beatrice was one of those sparkly young people who naturally attracted friends of all ages. Although American, she easily slipped in and out of Parisian life, picking up French as naturally as I picked up my mille-feuille habit.
She glanced at the limping jogger. "Wait, Adele? Hey, it's me, Beatrice. We met at that party where you were, you know, with Jean-Louie on the boat?"
The woman stopped, turned, and her expression shifted from fury to embarrassment. Within thirty seconds, Adele was gone. She gave Edgar a reluctant pat on the head, said something that made Beatrice laugh, and jogged off, limping only slightly.
"Pays to get out and meet people, my dad always says," Beatrice said, turning back to me with a smirk.
"You're terrifying," I said. "Also, you just saved me about 200 euros."
"Probably more. Those were Chanel for sport." She crouched down to scratch Edgar's ears. "Hey, can I take this bad boy for a spin? He looks like he needs to work off some guilt."
"Well, Edgar managed to have an encounter with a very proper pooch this morning. I believe it was a Cavalier King Charles. The dog was very regal, very much out of his league. And she had a not-bad-looking gentleman on her leash."
Beatrice perked up. "I know that dog...and the man. That's Benoit's Eloise. She's pretty, Edgar. You have good taste." She patted Edgar on the head again, this time flattening the hair that poufed like an Eraserhead movie poster.
My twenty-something American student knew someone whose dog smelled like patrician cologne?
"He's nice, too," she said, a comment that made me vaguely uncomfortable. "I mean, he's someone pretty cool you should know in the city. It's Paris, after all. And what's the harm in saying hello?"
Beatrice and I had become friends over Edgar walks and, admittedly, we’d shared a little wine and conversations, but not often. Mostly the walks.
"Come on. He owns Le Vingt Quatre over on Prony. It's small, but my friends and I like to go there for drinks. We can't afford most of the food, although it looks exceptional. I've seen more than one customer swoon over the entrecôte. And Benoit will sometimes pass an entrée onto me if I bother him long enough.” She paused. “Anyway, it’s special.”
“No thank you.” My instant response. Edgar and I were just fine on this flawless February day. We didn’t need an expensive restaurant, some awkward meeting with a French restaurateur who looks down on a thousand patrons’ low-cut blouses every night. No. Thank. You.
“He’s funny. And humble. Cooks like a wizard. And I hear he plays Sparks after closing.”
I made a mental note to find Le Vingt Quatre on one of my strolls through the neighborhood.
"I'll drop Edgar off at your place, and you can do some exploring, you know, reconnaissance for future reference?" Edgar gazed at me with those soulful brown eyes. I hated the fact that he was aging rapidly, but he also loved Beatrice.
"Sure." I dug into my pockets, and a mashed twenty-euro note emerged. Beatrice waved me off, but I insisted. She was my student, yes, but she was also my semi-professional dog walker, and the relationship worked because we kept those boundaries clear. Mostly clear. Clear-ish.
"Will do, Professor Bergman. And check out the restaurant. You won't be sorry. I mean, at the very least, you'll get a good burrata salad and a smooth Sancerre, right?" She gave Edgar a tug, he bounded a bit, and they were off, leaving me with a few hours of free time on a lovely Sunday afternoon. That girl knew me well. She knew a lot of things.
All on my own and dog-less, I decided to wander not to Le Vingt Quatre that night –too direct, too eager, there was time. Instead, I wandered to the Musée Nissim de Camondo, next door to the park, where rich people settled during the turn of the last century. Tucked into their grand apartments, they could look upon the park where all types of people frolicked and deign them a wave or two amidst their plebeian outings.
This place was more than grand. It was a gorgeous breath of opulence, captured and sealed forever. Walking into the Camondo courtyard, two plaques pretty much summed up the tragedy of their Turkish-French-Jewish bloodline. 
One declared that in 1956, the home was made into a museum in honor of its namesake, the beloved male heir to the fortune who met his end on the battlefields of World War I. 
The other, smaller, revealed the fate of the daughter, Beatrice and her children. She had converted to Christianity and thought she was immune to Nazi terror, sunnily riding her horse through Parc Monceau in wartime Paris. But the Nazis had no love for her or her family, eventually sending the newly minted Christians to the furnaces.
Even with such sadness, there was such beauty in the house. I imagined myself floating in and out of the rooms, picking up a book from that vast library, sinking into a plush, stylized divan of a certain era. At my age, I was almost always reminded of being born too long ago, but in this house, I whimpered at being born too late. 
Following a small line of people, I made my way into a secondary library and positioned my glutes on a hard chair to watch the film about the family. With nothing to lose but time, I settled in. A heavy-handed English translation accompanied the narration in French. For all their persnicketies, I was always surprised how easily the French let bad translations pass (a candy wrapper stating the contents were for "mouth fun" still made me giggle).
The grainy black and white images drew me in. The family, with all their art and grandeur, did ordinary and wonderful things like fall in love, read books, listen to children laughing in the park, and watch the sunsets. The father did his best to hang on after the death of his soldier son. But Beatrice, so immersed in the loveliness of her life, rode that horse despite the horror around her, thinking that nothing could touch her.
And then, everything changed.
The video ended abruptly. People filed out. I sat on that chair, a sloppy blob of protoplasm. Silence all around. Everything was over so quickly.

CHAPTER TWO

The next day, I was ready to step inside Le Vingt Quatre. This was going to be different from simply going to a restaurant and flipping through my phone or highlighting bits and pieces of Ann Handley for my class. I was in Paris. I was going to experience the food and the people, maybe even a humble, funny restaurateur who didn’t listen to Michael Bublé. 
From the first footsteps through the door, I knew I'd found it - an authentic French café. Real twinkle lights, not the Target ones on spindly wires. Abstract geometric artwork. Jazz that was actually Bill Evans. The tables were spread far enough apart that you didn't have to chat with strangers.
There were four busy tables, two of which were couples of indistinct age and indistinctness in general. They chatted softly, cutting their meat and seemingly enjoying their meal. The third table was another singleton, ta-da, a man with a broad face and business-y attire. Perhaps he was a banker who simply wanted to liven up his dull day. The fish seemed to be doing the trick as he savored each bite and shook his head approvingly.
The fourth table was large, with three men and two women. One of the men was big and loud. My French wasn’t good enough to understand the nuances of most jokes, but this man’s humor didn't seem nuanced. I wondered if there was a French version of a farmer’s daughter joke. You know, something to do with sheep and an ill-placed borehole in a barn door. My parents had a neighbor who seemed to grow dirty jokes in his backyard garden. Every time he came over, he had something to say about penises, sloppy seconds, or promiscuous women. Most of the jokes were vaguely racist, as if the inappropriate sexuality wasn’t bad enough. My mother had a way of checking on the roast whenever Mr. Pillsbury’s monologue started up or she’d sneak up to my room and shove my shoeless Barbies into their convertible. “Why doesn’t your father send him packing?” she’d say and propel the toy car straight across the room. 
 The women at the table had similar reactions. One had her head down, cutting at her meat. The other was playing with the salt and pepper shakers, sending signals to her date that it was time to leave, but the signals were too subtle for the jokester. He was sloshing around in his wine and food, spitting out stories and engaging in inappropriate micro-touching of the woman next to him, who seemed to recoil from the wind he was producing.
I glanced over to the bar to see a woman in the most marvelous coat with a large houndstooth pattern that said “pure class” without whispering a word of self-praise. She was gorgeous and had one of those sleek ponytails that only plastic dolls and teenage singers typically pull off, but she was doing it with a face that wasn’t young but cared for. Our eyes met and she gave me a knowing nod as we heard the clown at the table ramble on and guffaw at his own jokes. With nowhere else to sit and vaguely connecting with the woman at the bar, I pulled up a chair, keeping a seat apart from her so as not to invade her space.
“He’s so annoying,” she whispered to me in English as I settled in. “Mark my words. Benoit will kick him out at the right time, but only after he takes his money. That table will be a goldmine by the end of the evening with him ordering every dessert on the menu.”
“And probably wearing it on his filthy shirt,” I said.
“Yes, normally I’m in love with the French, but there are some who need a taste of their country’s scolds, if you know what I mean.” She paused for a moment and looked me over. “I’m Genevieve, but don’t let the name fool you. I’m as American as Rodeo Drive.” She gave “rodeo” a hard “r” to prove that she knew the intersection of Beverly and Sunset as well as any Angeleno.
“I’m Laura,” I said, “as American as Syosset and Hicksville.”
Genevieve laughed. “I think I’ve heard about you. You’re the American with the ugly dog who had his nose up Eloise’s butt.”
Where did I go from there? Granted, Edgar was a bit of a mangy animal. I wasn’t going to defend his looks. But Genevieve’s familiarity with Benoit was a surprise. Why had I figured he was single, given his energy, ringless hand (yes, I noticed on our first encounter), and Beatrice’s failure to mention a wife or girlfriend? Rather than probe –I mean, I did have a reputation as the owner of the butt-probing pooch –I pulled out the wine menu. “Yes, that’s me,” I said, adding, “God, I could use a drink.”
“Try the sauvignon from Loire. It’s mild and fruity and not that oaky shit you Californians guzzle.” The voice was familiarly Benoit’s. He approached us wearing a casual button-down shirt and a bit of, what was that? Sauce vierge? Now I could see he had graying hair, pulled back in a ponytail that made him look both artsy and efficient. 
“Ah, Eloise’s friend,” he said. “Beatrice said you’d be dropping by and, had I known the day, I would have made you and your dog a hamburger.”
“How thoughtful,” I said, bristling a bit that I was just a friend of his dog and seemed to be the joke of the day with my obvious American flair.
“Actually, we make a very good hamburger, one of the best in Paris, if I say so myself. But we also make a lovely salad with burrata and roasted vegetables. Many of my American clients like that because they are into healthy eating, right?”
“Great,” I said, not just because it wasn’t a hamburger, but because the idea of a salad and a glass of wine did sound like the antidote to a day of teaching college students. “And the sauvignon. After all, I don’t want him to be wasting all the good wine.” I pointed my elbow toward the loquacious man at the large table. 
Benoit laughed and leaned in. “I’ve been pouring him shit for the past 15 minutes, and he doesn’t know the difference. Next, I am going to be giving him radiator fluid.”
Genevieve and I laughed, and Benoit lingered at the bar. He had rolled up his longsleeve shirt, the sign of a man who was intense about his work. “Benoit,” he said, offering his hand.
“Laura Bergman,” I said, locking into his firm handshake. “American but trying desperately to be French.”
“Don’t do that,” Benoit laughed. “Be an American. We need someone to blame.” He looked over at the loud man’s table. “And deflect from French people like him.”
I chuckled again, and he made one of those “see you later gestures.” He was charming, I had to admit, even if he and Genevieve already had some kind of relationship between them. I decided not to let it bother me. My romantic history was long, complicated, and punctuated by some extremely rocky times. I wasn’t entirely convinced I needed another entanglement.
The man at the large table continued chortling at his own jokes and the women next to him were looking so miserable. One cringed so much her shoulders were around her ears.
Then I saw it happen.
Benoit approached the table with a wine bottle, reaching to refill glasses. His elbow caught the loud man's wine glass - just barely, just enough - and red wine splashed across the white tablecloth and onto the man's lap.
"Oh, merde!" Benoit exclaimed, grabbing napkins. "I am so sorry, monsieur. Please, ladies, let me move you to a better table immediately. I cannot have you sitting with this mess."
He was already pulling out chairs at a quieter table near the window, making it seem like an upgrade and not an escape. The two women rose quickly, gratefully, gathering their purses. The loud man dabbed at his pants, too focused on continuing his dumb story to care about the wine stain or puddle on the floor. 
I caught Benoit's eye as he settled the women at their new table. There was something there – a mischievous look for the benefit of Genevieve and me. Or maybe I was imagining it. He ran back in the kitchen and produced two chocolate royales for the women, who uttered a quiet cheer and dug in, happily talking to one another.
"He does that sometimes," Genevieve said quietly beside me, watching the same scene. "Such a boy scout. Mostly."
My throat tightened. I thought of my mother disappearing upstairs with me, the two of us hiding in my bedroom while Mr. Pillsbury's voice boomed downstairs. My father doing nothing.
Benoit returned to the bar, wiping his hands on a towel. "Everything is good?" he asked me.
"Perfect," I said.
The rest of the evening passed in easy conversation, Genevieve and I trading stories about Los Angeles. Benoit hovered, daring Genevieve to sit beside the sloppy patron.
"You wouldn't do that to me, Benoit," she said.
"Why not? You could civilize him."
"I'd bite his dick off," Genevieve said smirking, and taking a sip of her wine.
I choked on my sauvignon. Genevieve patted my back while I recovered, laughing.
Benoit grinned. "Yes, you would." He turned to me. "Have the plat du jour. I promise you, there is no dick in it. Only duck."
"Good to know," I managed, still catching my breath. "But the salad was enough. For now."
"You are always welcome, Laura," Benoit said, still amused. "I expect to see you again. Thursday?"


CHAPTER THREE
Of course, I should explain how I ended up in Paris. At this stage in my life, I'd become a teacher. And let me tell you, I was still learning how to teach. Even before the Paris gig, I knew that teaching is performance. It's like opening night with Frank Rich in the front row, except he's nineteen and gleefully doling out one-star reviews on his phone. 
The right wardrobe choices mattered—not too short (a student once noted my visible underwear in an evaluation), not too weird (I know when you are gramming, ya know). The content had to be flawless too, though I taught marketing, which meant flooding lectures with YouTube videos to keep everyone awake. When tech failed, I'd resort to, "Well, this video is really interesting, and you should watch it when you get home."
The one big thing I hadn't mastered? Connecting with my students. My attempts came with lots of gesturing and "let me explain again," but sometimes the class just didn't get it. Either my lectures were too scattered or they weren't into what I was saying. Ergo, the title I'd received on someone's social media feed: "Boring Bergman." As much as I hated to admit it, I wasn't marketing myself as a great marketing teacher.
A little backstory. Boring Bergman went to Paris at the invitation of a fellow lecturer, Angela, at a community college. This lecturer, another marketing faculty member who, unlike myself, had a taste for Bourbon laced with rum, was having a bad year. One evening, she called me to say doll babies were attacking her. She mentioned that she was supposed to get on a plane to Paris in a week, and maybe it wasn't a good time. And could I, or would I be an angel and take her spot just this once? 
“Angela, this is Paris. Everything we fantasize about in the break room could fall into place. Love. Adventure. Purpose. A day not killing one another over a damned parking space.”
Maybe it was the Old Kentucky talking, but Angela slurred her way through a long list of reasons why I needed to take her place. I told her I would think about it. But after weeks of hospitalization and many rounds of self-esteem circles later, Angela was forwarding me welcome emails from American University in Paris.
The fact that I wasn't an instant hit didn't surprise me. I didn't have time to put together more than a few lectures, and besides, all I knew was that I was teaching "marketing," which could mean anything from sophisticated digital strategies to finding the best Instagram filter. On the plane, I'd tried compiling a decent syllabus, but I got engrossed in an Amy Schumer movie and watched it three times before zonking out on two travel-sized chardonnays. My head crashed on the keyboard and I arrived in Paris with lecture notes that seemed to be written in Slovenian.
The class I was given was a motley crew of eager freshmen and juniors exported from mostly the University of Southern California, some sent to Paris simply to wait out their time on the waiting list. The USCs were typically the scions of wealthy parents who wanted them to go to the Sorbonne, but an inability to learn more than "je-mah-pell Brian" held them back. Of course, the exception was Beatrice. She just happened to be a USC exchange student, but she wasn't like that. Yes, she was wealthy. However, she'd bothered to learn French, in fact so well that she spent a good part of class wildly texting her newly found French friends with "CC. Dac. CB1." Unlike the other half of the class, she managed to pay attention, so I let her multi-task.
Beatrice was a beacon of maturity. We’d all noticed that one young woman's hair became greasier and greasier. One day, she broke down and cried during class, murmuring that she still hadn't figured out how to turn on the shower in her apartment. Between sobs, she flashed the class a picture on her phone. "There are these buttons I keep pushing, but nothing comes out. And when it does, it burns my feet." Beatrice took pity, offering to go over to her apartment after class and turn on the shower. "My civic duty," she said, announcing to the class the next day.
My first few classes cemented my "Boring Bergman" moniker, I'll admit. They were sloppy affairs, filled with case studies and a few exercises that only Beatrice and a few of the University of California Santa Barbara students sprinkled into the class attempted to complete. The rest of my USC exchangeroos drew circles in three different colors of ink on the exercise instructions I handed out. "Oh, I was going to read it later," was the response I got when I asked why they wouldn't participate.
By week two, I prayed I’d find my groove. I filled my lectures with critiques of marketing strategies by well-known American companies. There were a few oldies but goodies in my bag. A Kardashian's tone-deaf Pepsi commercial during the height of the 2017 Black Lives Matter demonstrations sparked some conversation. 
Hoping to engage a big guy with a nice face in the back who weirdly still maintained his California tan, I asked, “any comments?" 
"Well, she's hot," he said, obviously proud of himself.
"Look," I said. "It's clearly a case of tone-deaf marketing when there are serious issues in our society, and business doesn't respond."
No one responded. "What would have happened if Pepsi had simply contributed to Black Lives Matter? They’d be doing the right thing for society. Doesn't that mean anything?"
A phone flipping student paused and looked at me as if I’d landed in a spacesuit from the planet Zercon. "I thought this was a marketing class."
We were done. 
As the last of my students piled out of the classroom, I bundled up my Michelin-man jacket. Beatrice wandered over to the front of the class, unwinding a silk scarf I recognized from a little shop on Pereire.
"So, there's a protest tonight," she said, scrolling through her phone. "For Adama Traoré. You know, the Black Lives Matter over here. My friend is going and she said I could bring people." She looked up. "Do you want to come?"
I hesitated. A protest. In Paris. With students. "I don't know if that's, I mean, I have lesson plans.”
"Oh." She looked disappointed but not surprised, like she'd expected as much. "Okay. Well, it's at Place de la République at eight if you change your mind." She started to leave, then turned back. "My friend says it's important to show up. That's what she told me, anyway."
She said it simply, matter-of-factly. Not performing. But taking risks. Doing.
I watched her walk out, texting in French as she went, and realized she'd already done what I was still trying to figure out.
  It was 6 p.m. and I figured I could go home, change, and still make it to République by 8. Or, I could do what I was embarrassed to admit I really wanted. Another evening at Le Vingt Quatre. 
To do this, I knew I had to face the Paris metro. Parisians at the start of the 2020s had made a deal with the transportation devil when it came to their metro. In the city’s push to rid the city of polluting modes of transportation (the wretched car), millions now poured into the tired metro and RER trains. Of course, there were the few hearty bikers and perennial motorcyclists who cruised around on motos with decidedly uncool blankets covering their chilly knees. But most of Paris squeezed into the subway cars. 
At rush hour, the squeeze was more like a crush to every soft tissue organ. There were days when the compression was so intense that I was pressed against the floor and lifted off it, becoming one giant organism with about 40 other riders as we swayed together from one stop to another. In such close quarters, we breathed in and out the same time, an entire cab exhaling tons of carbon dioxide in a giant heave.
The 18:10 metro was so packed I figured I'd need a lung transplant if I was going to ride it all the way home. In a moment of whimsy, I opted for bailing two stops early, which would land me at Monceau, a nondescript station on the edge of the ever-lovely Parc Monceau. Plus, when one emerges from the darkness of the underground, there's a burst of Haussmann architecture as far as the Belle Époque eye can see.
Haussmann boulevards are wide and majestic. Some say their generous berth was made to give soldiers the space to march through the streets and shoot at will on unruly citizens. ("Marchons," as the national anthem goes, "the bloody banner is raised!")  But Haussmann was precise, constructing the Paris that is now the stuff of dreams. Rooftops were built at a required 45-degree slant so all the streets would soak in the city’s sparse sunlight. I imagined him, perched on the rooftops, measuring his craftsmen’s work with a platinum protractor. 
Then, just as my reverie hooked me in, a damn Mercedes shot out of one of Haussmann’s finest. Dammit. Hey!" I screamed, slamming my hand on the hood as the car barreled onto the sidewalk. The driver jerked his forearm up in the classic bras d'honneur and shouted, "Faites attention!" as if I were the problem. 
Nope, the problem was that Haussmann was a master who planned for nearly everything, except the automobile. His grand buildings were built for ground-floor carriage houses—elegant archways meant for a slower time. Now they housed Mercedes with impatient rich people whose chauffeurs shot out of hidden garages with no warning. It was a Parisian imperfection, like the city’s weird attraction to pigeons.
Still catching my breath from the metro, I had the vague awareness that I might not end up again in a French dog owner's café. I remembered the number –24 – but could not recall the street. Most Parisian cafes looked similar anyway with a compulsory awning, big pane window, bistro chairs with woven backs. The nuance was in the food.
Block after block of little restos blurred into the next, and irritation set in. I began to imagine I had hallucinated and Benoit’s restaurant was actually a front for grizzled hamburgers and warmed-over frites. Was Monsieur Benoit even real?
Rounding the corner, I told myself one more block before I gave up and headed home. I remembered This particular street was more Haussmann-esque than most. Apartments had big balconies dripping with vines and flowers. Several smallish bistros dotted the sidewalk, one with a cheery violet awning and bistro chairs sporting purple striped backs and seats. The canopy in neat Palatino type declared, "Le Vingt-Quatre." Voila. Curtain up. Finally, Benoit's place was visible.
I paced a little outside the place, noticing that it was already quite full of Parisians in cozy sweaters and chunky boots. Should I enter? I could still make République by 8:30.
I decided. Entrée Encore. And so, in the spirit of Edith Piaf, determined to regret nothing, that's what I did.




CHAPTER FOUR

Looking back, the signs were there. I heard it in early February in my classroom. It started like a little ping, the ding of a triangle amid the usual orchestra of student voices. But the triangle kept pinging until it became annoying. One young man, freshly returned from a Chinese New Year celebration in Wuhan, excused himself. A few students gave one another side glances. "It's not that," he insisted. "It's just a cold."
But of course it wasn't. By mid-February, a group of exchange students trudged in fresh from the slopes in Lombardy with rugged sunburned faces and coughs that would have sent the St. Bernard in the old Ricola ads bounding up the mountain. My classroom reverberated with hacking until I had to stop the lesson and repeat, "If you feel sick, for God's sake, don't come to class."
No one left, and they kept coming. Missing a semester would set them back, and no one wanted to stay in Paris over the summer when there were Greek islands and bike tours of Sicily booked for July. So we carried on with a marketing class that sounded like an infirmary.
The metro was filled with hackers too. French people aren't very subtle when they're sick. They cough as if expectorating their lungs, especially when sitting next to you on a crowded train.
We all knew about the virus from China, but we'd survived flus before. Wasn't swine flu just as bad? Most of the poulet in France seemed pretty healthy, so no problem. Besides, my students seemed to be pulling through.
Personally, I was trying to shield myself because there was an event I simply could not miss. A teaching colleague who was a good decade younger than me turned out to be as much of a Madonna fan as I was. I know, Madonna wasn't exactly highbrow fare, but for this woman of a certain age, she meant something. That woman was a fighter, someone who perennially gave the middle finger to convention. You could be smug about the plastic surgery, the weird hate-fest with Lady Gaga, the race to adopt kids at an age when other women couldn't. But who cared? She was Madonna, bitch.
So when Jared, a colleague who taught Intermediate Arabic plunked a ticket to the Madonna Madame X tour on my desk and held out his hand for 300 euro, I ponied it up. "This is going to be mind-blowing," he said. "I'm French, but I've got family from Detroit. We don't fuck around when Madonna comes to town." I liked him.
I suggested we meet at Le Vingt Quatre. "I know a great small place. I know the owner and he'll probably seat us right away."
True to form, I was tardy getting to the restaurant. It had to do with a skirt that didn't seem Madonna enough. I was going for slicked black hair Madonna, when she put a pause on blond ambition and was all about a sleek movie star vibe. I could fix the hair fairly well, and the dress would be a little black number. I wasn't trying to impress my colleague, but if Madonna got a glance at me, well, there was the daydream of her inviting us backstage. I knew this was out of the question. However, it was Paris, and, as my young student repeatedly told me, I had to live for the moment.
Arriving at the restaurant, I saw grabbing a table wasn't going to be possible, even if I did know Benoit. The place was packed with people laughing, talking, and, yes, coughing. "We'll sit at the bar," I said. "Look, that woman Genevieve is always there."
I was absolutely right. Genevieve was stationed as usual, looking very Genevieve. She popped up from her chair and gave me a "bis" as if we were old college friends. "Who's the gentleman?" she asked, her well-shaped eyebrows arching.
I tried to make introductions. "This is Genevieve. This is Jared, my colleague and Genevieve is," I paused, not knowing what exactly this woman was. The babe of the proprietor? Simply a woman about town? A devoted aficionado of white wine? (Yes, she had another in her polished hand.)
"Laura's friend," she said, extending her hand. Well, she was now my friend. That was an interesting twist.
Benoit popped out from the kitchen looking harried, a strand of hair had escaped, his sleeves were rolled up, and there was a small burn mark on his forearm he didn't seem to notice. He caught sight of an older couple at a corner table and immediately straightened, going over to ask about their meal in a way that suggested he genuinely cared.
He looked a little older than I'd recalled, although still lovely. My stomach did that stupid flutter thing it hadn't done in a while, which was inconvenient given I'd spent twenty minutes trying to look hot for Madonna, not a restaurateur with forearm burns. But there it was. I could now peg him in the 55 or 60 range, which worked for me. I'd put Genevieve somewhere in the late 40s. I wasn't very good at these estimations.
"Who is this?" Benoit asked, and I caught something flash across his face, not quite jealousy, more like surprise.
"Jared, Laura's young colleague," said Genevieve. "And this," she gestured at Benoit, "is our supposedly welcoming host. Welcome to Le Vingt-Quatre. Are you comfortable speaking English?"
I realized I'd never asked Jared how he felt about speaking English to me all night. "Yes, English is fine," he said, looking at me.
"I'm looking forward to having something wonderful to eat before we're off to see Madonna."
Benoit nodded, as if that validated his assumption my colleague wasn't straight (he was, but we were too excited about the concert to bother with Benoit's dumb assumption).
Genevieve squealed. "You lucky things. I would love to see Madonna. She's everything." She paused, looked at her wine glass. "My mother was horrified that I wanted to dress like her. Still horrifies her."
My colleague seemed to vibe with Genevieve. "Come with us," he said.
I looked at him. The tickets were sold out. How could he just produce another ticket?
"I know a guy working the show. But it’ll cost 250 euros."
Genevieve dug into her purse, pulled out a slim leather wallet, and counted out the cash. No hesitation. I was peeved. He'd charged me 300. What? There's a 50 euro discount for ponytails? I kept my mouth closed. It would be nice to have G. come along. I suspected under that houndstooth coat, there was a party girl.
Benoit returned, leaning against the bar. "The salmon today is perfect. But," he looked at me, "you might prefer the sole. It's more delicate. I remember you don't like things too heavy."
He was right. How had he remembered that from one meal weeks ago?
I ordered the sole, my colleague dug into the entrecote, and Genevieve had a grilled dorade that made her eyes roll back. When my fish arrived, it was perfect, barely kissed by heat, the flesh still sweet and yielding.
"This man could always cook," Genevieve said, watching me. "I think he's gotten better with age."
"How long have you known Benoit?" I asked.
"We go way back," Genevieve said, waving at Benoit, who trotted over. "I was just telling them our history."
"Genevieve saved my life once. Or maybe I saved hers. We were both disasters at the time."
"Still are," she said lightly.
"Yes," he agreed, "but at least now we're disasters with better wine."
He pecked her on the top of her head—not a lover's kiss, but the kind you give someone when you're about to tease them. Benoit offered a devilish grin that made the under-eye mole dance. He was good-looking in a silver fox way, not terribly attractive but good-looking enough to make this old gal's head turn. He kept himself French-trim, and I liked his smile. It was warm and generous, so unlike the usual French glance that all but blurts out, "I'm too good for you."
Jared looked up from his orgy with his food and announced we had better get to the Grand Rex because our queen did not suffer fools who are late. I wasn't certain this was true—Madonna was well-known for keeping her audience waiting—but I didn't want to take the chance. We thanked Benoit and showered him with praise. Genevieve gave him a quick bis, and I figured I'd do the same. He smelled good, like a man who takes the time to choose his scent, combined with shallots and butter from the kitchen—an all-around pleasant and appetizing whiff.
Benoit's eyes met mine before leaving. "Come again, Laura," he said, loud enough for the others to hear. "It's good to see you."
"Flirt," Genevieve called out and pulled me by the arm. "He does this to women and expects them to just peel off their underwear. It's incorrigible."




CHAPTER FIVE

A grand queue was forming around the Grand Rex and I deeply regretted my clothing choices. The little black dress and flimsy cloth coat were no match for the frigid Paris evening. Genevieve was downright frost-bitten. She had no gloves and kept blowing on her hands which, in the harsh light, were not nearly as elegant as they had seemed at Le Vingt Quatre. They were a bit ropey with a burgeoning network of veins, which made me now place her well into her 40s. My colleague, being the gentleman, took her hands into his and blew on them. “The things we do for fandom,” he said. Genevieve looked touched. “Thanks,” she said and slowly removed her hands from his. “It’s been a while since someone even held my hand.”
Jared looked uncomfortable. I got the sense that we were not Brigitte to his Emmanuel. He wasn’t necessarily digging our mature woman vibe, but what did he expect? The queue for Madonna was packed with women my age, all trying to recall a time when it was acceptable to run around with out-of-control curls and low-hanging belts with brass buckles that read “Boy Toy.” 
It took almost an hour before the venue operators took pity on us and opened the theater. All of us cold and our feet tired, we were a wave of humanity squeezing past a set of bulging doors. I thought the door frames might bust as the crowd lurched for the opening. It was a struggle to stay upright, my body bending with the shove of frigid people behind me. I knew that if I fell to my knees, I would be the headline of Le Monde. “Middle-Aged American Madonna Fan Crushed by Concert-Goers. “’Tant Pis,’” says Uncaring Crowd.”
We found our seats, which were not as terrible as I’d predicted. It was orchestra, far in the back, but on an aisle. I’d heard that Madonna sometimes emerged from the back of the audience, high-fiving and “bising” people as she made her entrance. If that were the case, we might just be able to touch Madame X herself. 
“This will do,” Genevieve said and we both nodded
The crowd was noisy, people chattering and some blasting their phones with pre-game Madonna music. There was also enough coughing to keep us moderately concerned. But my concert-mates seemed to have run out of things to say. Jared was bent over his phone screen. Genevieve gave me a few awkward smiles, as in, “God, I hope that this starts soon.”
Jare held up his phone. “Come on, let’s do a selfie video to show people where we are. He pulled me into the frame so we were almost cheek-to-cheek. “Hey there,” we said, all smiley. “Just waiting for the Queen.” He played it back. I supposed he was going to send it to someone to mark the occasion. I felt a little foolish, thinking it would surely land on my students' social media feeds. However, it was a Madonna concert, and fooling around was pretty much required.
“So,” I ventured. “What’s your Madonna memory?”
Jared was game. “I bought her book, Sex, in 1996, when I was 12 years old. It was total soft-porn and not exactly the thing a Muslim mother wants to find her son reading. When she found it, I got in so much trouble. She actually burned the book, if you can believe it.” I laughed but gave Genevieve a side glance. I remembered that book as well, but in 1996, I didn’t have to hide it from my mother. If anything, it would have been a conversation piece with some randy workmates.
“Well, mine predates that quite a bit,” I said. “My first marriage was the same weekend Madonna married Sean Penn in 1985. Of course, we didn’t have the paparazzi helicopters circling us as they did. But my first husband did have many of Sean’s tendencies, except it wasn’t paparazzi he liked to beat up.”
“Oh God,” Genevieve said, genuinely concerned. But she didn’t ask any follow-up questions. I was relieved that the last thing I needed to do was to give a litany of my first husband’s craziness. If she wanted to know more, it could be covered at a later time. “My story is tamer,” she said. “Benoit took me to see Madonna for her Ray of Light tour. I loved that period. Madonna was so mystical, and her voice never sounded better. I was practically in a trance the whole time. Benoit just sat there in awe, saying things about how bold some American women can be.”
I laughed. “That sounds like him, doesn’t it?”
Genevieve smiled back. “Yes, it does. He likes bold American women. I think that’s why he told me about you when you first met. You didn’t seem all that appalled that your dog was doing disgusting things.”
"Oh, I was appalled, but I'm used to it. That dog has got to learn some manners."
"Well, he thought it was charming. And he seems interested." Genevieve gave me a knowing look. "He's going to that flea market tomorrow morning. You know, to find hideous antiques for the restaurant. I'm telling him you'll go with him and meet up around eleven o'clock, by the restaurant."
"Wait, " I blinked. "I mean, sure. I don't have plans. But shouldn't we, I don't know, check if he even wants to do?"
She dropped her phone back in her purse . "Oh, and I won't be there. Just you two. Trust me, it's better that way."
"Better for whom?"
She exhaled, a conversation-ending sound. "Now where the fuck is Madonna?"
Around the ninety-minute mark, the crowd's mood curdled. By hour two, people were openly hostile. Papers sailed through the air in protest. An Evian bottle—still half full—narrowly missed a woman in front of us. Someone started a slow clap that died out when no one joined. The booing began in pockets, then swelled into something uglier.
"She's testing us," Genevieve said, checking her phone for the hundredth time. "Seeing how much we'll take."
"Well, I'm about done being tested," Jared muttered.
Finally, Madonna, sporting an unexplained eyepatch for her Madame X theme, opened her act by briefly running through the audience, touching only a few people. We weren’t so blessed. It reminded me of how, when I was a kid, I was dragged to synagogue. Everyone rushed the aisles when they brought out the Torah because touching it (or rather having your book or prayer shawl touch it because they were not quite as unclean as your filthy hands) was a blessing. Only the pushy people actually got to do this, though. The rabbi was fast as he marched up and down the rows, and little kids like me always got shoved to the back for this part of the service. I was shoved to the side for Madonna as well, although I got a glimpse of her. She looked pale and small, as if she really didn’t want to be at this venue on this night. 
For someone I'd always considered the consummate show woman—a performer who'd made a career of absolute control—she was off her game. Word had spread that she'd injured her knee at a previous show, and when she asked for a chair during a slower ballad, you could feel the crowd's discomfort ripple through the venue. 
A stagehand brought out a simple wooden chair, placing it center stage. Madonna lowered herself carefully, and sang. Her voice was strong, at least. The crowd settled, willing to forgive the chair if it meant the show would continue.
Then, somewhere between the final note and the opening bars of the next song, during that brief, chaotic window when stagehands scramble and dancers reposition, the chair was whisked away.
Too soon.
Madonna reached for support that wasn't there anymore. Her knee buckled. And the Queen of Pop hit the floor.
The sound that came from the audience wasn't quite a scream. It was a collective gasp, thousands of people inhaling in perfect unison, breathing in one another's recycled Parisian air. No one moved
Someone rushed from the wings with a cane. She took it. She didn't wave it away or refuse help and then she used it to get herself upright. Were those tears? I'd never thought of Madonna as someone who could cry. In my mind, she was made of something harder than regular human material.
The crowd began applauding, tentatively at first, then building to something wild and desperate. As if the sheer force could rewind the last two minutes, could will her back onto the stage whole and powerful and ready to perform. We clapped and clapped, refusing to accept what we'd just witnessed.
Nothing happened.
A disembodied voice, the Voice of God, came through the speakers. First in rapid French, the words tumbling over each other, then in clipped British English: "Ladies and gentlemen, tonight's performance has been cancelled. Please make your way to the exits in an orderly fashion."
Some people booed, though it felt half-hearted now. A few actually wept, whether for Madonna or for the fact they’d spent hundreds of euros, I couldn't say. Most of us just sat there, exhausted and bewildered, trying to process what had just happened. 
"This is too much," Genevieve said quietly, gripping Jared's elbow like she might collapse herself. "I can't. This is just too much."
"This is too much," Genevieve said, her voice barely audible. She was gripping Jared's elbow. "I can't. This is just too much." I didn't ask what she meant by "this." Madonna's fall? The cancelled concert? Something else entirely? 
We stayed in our seats while the crowd began its slow evacuation. Around us, women were crying. It wasn’t the theatrical sobbing of disappointed fans, but something quieter. The kind of crying you do when you've just watched something you feared.
A woman in the row ahead turned to her friend. "Did you see how small she looked?" "She's always been small," the friend said. "Yeah. But she’s Madonna.”
I watched Genevieve staring at the empty stage. Her hands were shaking, though whether from cold or something else, I couldn't tell. "When I saw that Ray of Light tour," she said, "I was thirty-two. I remember thinking she'd figured out some secret the rest of us hadn't. How to keep going, how to keep reinventing, how to never let them see you weak." 
She pulled her coat tighter. "This isn’t supposed to happen." 
 In the aisle, we joined the river of bodies moving toward the exits. Everyone was quiet now. The angry booing had burned itself out. 
Jared checked his phone. "It's trending already. #MadonnaParis. People are saying she shouldn't tour anymore." 
“She can do whatever the fuck she wants,” I said. “Can’t she?”
Outside, the February air cut through my thin coat and taunted my lack of gloves. Genevieve stood on the sidewalk, looking lost. Groups of women clustered around us, none of them ready to leave. As if dispersing would make it the end of the event, of the concert, final.
"I need a drink," Genevieve announced. "A real one. Not wine. Something American and terrible for my healt." 
We found a bar three blocks away that was still open, filled with other refugees from the concert. The bartender was pouring a whiskey with the name of Bullet. Genevieve ordered it. "To Madonna," Genevieve said, raising her glass. 
I hadn’t drunk whiskey since my first divorce. "When I was twenty-five," I said, "I thought fifty was ancient. Like, I’d be those people in Target running over people with those golf cart things. But here I am, here we are. I’m still kicking. And saying ‘fuck’ an awful lot.” 
Genevieve lifted her glass and Jared checked his phone again. "The metro's going to stop running soon." But none of us moved. We sat there with our American bourbon, listening to other disappointed people process what we'd just witnessed. More coughs from some patrons. One sounded like it launched more than a sliver of lung.
Then, someone cranked up the volume on their phone. We could all hear it: "Like a Prayer.” That lyric: “I close my eyes. Oh God, I think I’m falling.” I heard myself singing along.
“It’s about a blow job, you know,” Genevieve said. Jared did a spit-take, blowing whiskey out of his nose.
Outside the bar window, Paris waited indifferently in the darkness. The Eiffel Tower seemed to forget its hourly sparkle show. Taxis passed, ferrying people to their warm apartments.  
"She'll recover," I said, though I wasn't sure if I was talking about Madonna or Genevieve or myself. "Of course she will," Genevieve said. "She's Madonna.”
We took a taxi together. I was the first drop-off.  
"Tomorrow," Genevieve said. "You're still meeting Benoit for the flea market, right?"
 I'd forgotten about that. "I don't know.”
"Go," she said. "Trust me. Go." 
Edgar was waiting by the door. His tail wagged weakly. I knelt down beside him, felt the gray in his muzzle, the way his joints creaked when he stood. "We're all getting old, buddy," I said. He licked my hand and settled back down with a sigh that sounded like a little prayer.


CHAPTER SIX

I awoke from my Madonna madness the next morning with a lovely text, no emojis, just an invitation. “This is Benoit. Would you like to accompany me to Les Puces? I would be delighted to spend an afternoon with you among the dusty ruins of Parisian life. Meet me in front of the restaurant at 11. Ciao. B.”
Even with the Madonna calamity, Genevieve had followed through. This odd matchmaker who had also been at one time connected to Benoit had arranged for our outing. Had my brain not still been stuffed by that cottony post-concert deafness I remembered from my younger days, I would have searched for an ulterior motive. For all I knew, it was staring me in the face and blowing candy-coated raspberries at me. However, my neurons were spinning without clicking. I lifted my aching torso from the bed, slogged to the toilet, and then to the washroom. No thought was needed in simply relieving my bladder from the night before, although with a tinge of a hangover, the sound of my own urine stream was the equivalent of Niagara Falls.
Tamping down enormous under-eye poofs, I tried to make myself presentable, especially the matter of my hair. The silkiness of bygone coiffures had left me years ago. I was wearing my hair longish, which also added to the grooming time. While a short, au courant French choppy bob would have been more practical, I liked the longer tresses. I knew I wasn’t fooling anyone. My face was, as one failed plastic surgery consultation had declared, “fallen.” And my body creaked in ways that were entirely new to me. However, I was going to give it an effort that morning. I’d try to slip into a pair of decent dark jeans, a jaunty sweater and a coolish jacket, and give it a try. I was never going to be a French fashionista with that “I don’t give a fuck, but I look marvelous” outfit. I was just going to get at least a B-plus for effort.
One quick walk around the block with Edgar to relieve himself, and I hurried him back into the apartment. The poor dog gave me one of those, “What am I, chopped liver?” looks. It had been a while since we’d even ventured to Parc Monceau, and I was feeling guilty. “We’ll do a big walk tomorrow, Old Boy,” I told him. He looked away and inched toward the window that caught the most morning sun, aware that I was a rotten liar.
Since it was Sunday, Le Vingt Quatre had its chairs piled high inside. It looked forlorn without clients, and the bare light of the mid-morning exposed all the interior flaws. I was accustomed to the bistro buzzing with people, masking the now-visible dusty curtains and scratched floors. Benoit, too, looked a bit different, paler, and a little less radiant without his proprietor grin and the little dance he did as he slid from table to table, bending over each like an attentive Disney character with super long legs and arms.
“The place seems smaller,” I said, which I quickly realized was a bit of a buzzkill for our first meet-up. But, as per usual, mouth preceded brain, so I continued. “Maybe even a little sad.” I pointed to the chairs. “I think your place misses the people.”
“Not to worry,” Benoit said, tactfully ignoring my lack of tact. “It will fill up by this evening. That’s the beauty of this business. It always revives itself. That is a constant you can count on for the rest of your life.”
Benoit seemed pleased to see me, as I was with him. I wasn’t quite sure how this would go without Genevieve somewhere in the wings. But there was an easiness about our being together,  at least at the start. He locked the restaurant door, tossed his keys into his pocket, and took a jaunty step. I followed, copying the jaunt and trying to keep up with his wide paces. “I was not sure you were the Puce type,” he said. “Do you like old things?”
“I like myself,” I said, as if this was the obvious answer.
Benoit chuckled. “Well, good attitude. This will be fun.” Did I think it strange that he didn’t pump me up with, “Don’t be modest. You look 25 years old,” or some other lie? I wasn’t sure if I should be self-conscious about his retort. My dating abilities were rusty. I had been a lone wolf for quite some time.
Benoit fiddled with his Navigo pass for the metro. Was he slightly nervous about the outing? Somehow, that did seem endearing. Perhaps he, too, needed a dating refresher.
I fumbled around my pockets for my pass, finally feeling its plastic case buried amid mittens and tissues. “So, why the flea market? Are French fleas really all that? Our American ones, after all, are a bit, well, pesky. Not something I usually buy on a Sunday.”
“I like the antiques,” he shrugged. “They are the refuse of wealthy families, not unlike myself.” Benoit kept talking as we descended the metro stop stairs. “I was born into one of these insufferable French families. They made their wealth generations ago and just kept rolling it over to the next generation. We had attics filled with the shit you are going to see. And then, I rejected it all. Now, I claim it back in the way that I want, odd piece by odd piece. If you look, the cutlery in the restaurant is all fine, but mismatched. It would horrify my grandparents and even my parents. However, that is how I nod to my past without being beholden to them.”
“So this is a quiet fuck you?” I wasn’t looking at him, and I wasn’t sure if what I said resonated, but I did understand what he was saying. I understood that, sometimes, you cannot completely shrug off your past. You can just give it a half-flagged middle finger. I believe that’s what I’d done with my own history. I didn’t reject it completely. I just tried my best to move on, as difficult as that was.
I heard Benoit chuckle. “Yes, exactly. A quiet fuck you.” And then he added, “Thank you for being part of my quiet fuck.”
Now, I knew there was a translation gap, but did he quite understand that he had proposed silent coitus to me? I decided to let it slide. 
The metro was, for once, not an exercise in how many breathing entities could be mashed against one another. Since it was Sunday, there was space to exhale. I could even see beyond the advertisements near the ceilings of the cars. The seats were made of some garish rainbow upholstery, which, without the usual jammed bodies, actually seemed a bit welcoming, if only somewhat worn. For the first time since arriving in Paris, I sat on a metro chair. “My ass has never touched a chair on the metro,” I said.
Benoit smiled and, because I didn’t elaborate, I wondered if he knew what the hell I had just said. Did he think that I only crouched on metro chairs like some over-cautious soul using a public toilet? My mind was wandering, and I had to reel it in. “So,” I said, “Tell me more about this decadent childhood.”
“Well, we weren’t metro riders,” he replied, busy scraping something gooey from the bottom of his shoe. “That might have kept us from most of your basic diseases. However, we did have the disease of superiority. Do you know I have five names? That’s right. I am Benoit Alexandre Pierre Georges du Mer. But you can call me Ben.”
“Ben?”
“It’s my American persona. You know, friendly as fuck. Until you try to take away my gun.”
“That’s a joke? You don’t have a gun?”
Benoit searched his pockets and smiled. “No gun.” A kid looked at us, a bit shocked and relieved. No gun. He laughed. We laughed. There was a French connection.
We gabbed a bit more before departing at Port de Clignancourt. I talked about my students, the lessons I had cobbled together. Would he like to guest lecture on hospitality and the food industry? It was a joke at first, but maybe a bit of a desperate plea. I was always looking for people far more interesting than me to talk to the students. Benoit — or was it Ben — politely declined, saying he wasn’t confident in his English. But he did keep up the conversation. It was quick-paced without jabbering. I got the sense that he was trying to tell me his life story without being self-indulgent or overly editorial. He wanted it out in the open, when I had not decided whether or not I would afford him such transparency. Two husbands. Years of flitting around. No real job to speak of. It wasn’t much in the way of Profiles in Courage.
The end of the metro line precipitated a pause in the conversation. The riders on the train, who had become more diverse since we left Line 3, poured out. Young moms with recalcitrant children, cool dudes with leather jackets and things plugged into their ears, middle-aged guys hoping to sell something, older women with shopping bags all pressed against one another as we filed through a narrow subway hallway. A handful of teenage friend-groups, loud and athletic, hooted as we made our way into the sunlight. None of them looked like Benoit and me. We were the old white couple, a bit out of place in this decidedly different part of Paris.
A few meters from the station were rows of vendor stalls. The area was packed, breathing commerce, community, and the collectivity of sharing a story. Music rang out, both Western and the sounds of Mother Africa. I knew these refrains from the time I married my second husband, a low-level diplomat, carried off to Abidjan, and me in tow, more eager for adventure than marriage. The clothes for sale were also familiar—big and floral and louder than anything one would commonly see in the seventh arrondissement. I’d worn several outfits from these prints while in Côte d’Ivoire, unaware of terms like "cultural appropriation." Sometimes, I’d even pile my hair into a big turban, thinking it more respectful than not. With little to do besides waiting at home for my husband, who was proving to be a miserable bureaucrat, I hoarded reams of these cloths. I’d thought I’d hire a local tailor to make clothes for relatives, but when they saw the skirts and shirts with raw-edged hems and inexpensive zippers, not to mention the screaming fabrics, they offered polite “thank yous.” I heard those responses. They were laced with an underlying, “What am I supposed to do with this? Please, no more.”
We wove our way through the stalls, many with these fabrics, a few with African trinkets, and others with the cheap wares of modern times —cell phone covers, extension cords, and socks. So many socks. Who needed cartons of socks sold at a discount? Some of the vendors called to us, letting us know that we were passing up the sale of a lifetime. I nodded. Benoit rushed me. I was trying to assess his reaction. When we got to the end of the stalls, he guided me across the street to an area a bit less tumultuous. “Well,” he said. “That was a different part of Paris, wasn’t it?” I waited. Held my breath for a perhaps somewhat racist comment. Had it dropped, I would have known Benoit was a dud. But it didn’t come. I exhaled. He was, at least for this test, an okay guy. 
We moved through a few more crowded streets, making our way to a small opening, which led to a warren of shops and stalls, but these were very different from the Africans’ set-ups. These were the antique dealers whom Benoit had sought. And oh boy, did they deal in antiques. I had never seen so much of an assortment of other people’s junk in my life. It was the cast-offs of Louis XIV. Everything was gold and filigreed. There wasn’t a simple curve or angle in any of the wares. Walking among the gilded clocks adorned with leopards and dragons, and one mysterious model wherein a highly serious Moses was lifting the timepiece, I wondered whether anyone at any time thought these things were in good taste.
“Time to covet thy neighbor’s wife?” I asked as Moses stared back at us.
“Not if she had anything to do with that clock,” Benoit responded. He was fingering some brass candelabras, and I wondered what he planned to do with them. “I like these for the cafe. They say we have an interest in classical things, but not overboard.”
“Didn’t you come for silverware?” I asked, nudging him along and, I’d like to think, preventing him from purchasing a tin box with a vaguely pornographic picture of a plump showgirl with her rear-end tilted skyward.
Benoit moved to another stall where bins were filled with cutlery. How on earth could he tell any of it apart? “We’ll go for the Christophe,” he said. “It won’t tarnish as fast, and the design is decent.
I spied a collection of elongated silver-plated objects that looked like figurines for the dinner table. They were shaped like dachshunds and cats with oddly stretched backs. “What the heck are these?” I asked. “Place card holders?”
“Knife rests —porte couteau,” Benoit explained. “You set your knife there during a meal to avoid soiling the tablecloth.”
“And you make it hysterically ornate because it’s French.”
“True,” said Benoit.  “But I believe you need a set.” He paid the shopkeeper 30 euros before I could protest, and within seconds, I was the owner of another piece of ridiculous French memorabilia.
“Thanks,” I said. “I’ll keep it for my next incredibly formal dinner with incredibly stuffy people.”
“Ah,” said Benoit. “I have had many of those dinners growing up. You also need a disgusting, fat, rich man who keeps spitting food when he talks, and everyone overlooks his uncouth habits because he is rich.”
“We have a few of those. I believe one is in the White House.”
Benoit chuckled. “Yes, you have finally learned the ways of the Europeans, in a most unlikely way.”
Benoit took my arm. “You have a lot to learn about quirky French people, don’t you? And I believe I am representative of the quirkiest.”
“Hmm?”
“Someday I’ll tell you more. But for right now, I would say I have taken a different path than most. Actually, I got off the path of most.  You know, banking —the family profession. It took me 30 years to realize it wasn’t for me.”
“Well,” I offered. “You and me both. It took me 49 years to get to Paris.”
At this point, I’d say that by any standard, we were hitting it off. Benoit seemed to be enjoying the day, showing me a few more antiques and me slapping his hand, stopping him from purchasing a set of plates that were particularly garish with, I swear, Marie-Antoinette herself giving the queen’s wave. Benoit was easy to talk to and to kid. I certainly wasn’t much of a dater at that time, but I suppose that if I had to conjure up a “good date,” this would fall into that category. 
“Pick out something you believe customers would appreciate. Let me see what you like. But nothing that matches,” he said. 
I ran my fingers across the forks and spoons, some with intricate designs of another era, when deco was all the rage. I imagined someone finally tossing their grandmother’s silverware into a box and selling it, maybe because it reminded them of stuffy rooms and argumentative meals. Perhaps re-purposing it in Benoit’s restaurant was a good idea. Sometimes, family can be absolutely stifling, which is probably why I only occasionally visited my own. “I like this one,” I said, pointing to a fork with a proper filigree. “And that spoon.”
Benoit clucked a bit. “Well, that one’s a fish fork. And the spoon is for grapefruits. But I suppose if we are going to make it a mélange, who cares? We are making new traditions at Le Vingt Quatre. At least that’s my hope.”
“I like that,” I said. “A strange mix of food and people that just works.” I paused. “Like having Genevieve at the bar most nights.”
“Hmm,” said Benoit.
We strolled among a few more stalls. I had to pull an absurd abstract painting out of Benoit’s hands, and he eventually agreed to relinquish it. “Like Picasso, only more misogynistic, as if that were possible,” I observed.
“I like breasts,” Benoit shrugged. “Especially when they are balancing on the nose.”
“Ah, but chicken breasts are the best,” I quipped. “I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone who cared so much about food.”
“I care about making people happy now,” he said and shrugged.
 As the afternoon progressed, there was very little forced conversation and quite a lot of easy banter. I didn’t even concern myself about that awkward good-bye kiss. If it happened, great. If it didn’t, this would be far from high school. We would see each other soon, and then, maybe continue where we left off.
We got back to the restaurant by 17:00, and Benoit’s staff was already scurrying about. There was a client coming in with a big party at the ungodly and horribly unfashionable time of 18:30. Nothing was ready. The chickens were still pale and in need of seasoning, and the vegetables were not yet washed.
Benoit issued orders to the crew, and they continued to freak out, only a few getting to work while the others yelled about crazy clients and their co-workers’ inability to handle the stress.
Benoit apologized for having to cut our date short, but it seemed a busy night, and he was called back into the chaos of the kitchen. I sensed that this was more a joy for him than an obligation. He yelled back at the harried crew, joking with them that he was glad they did not have to fly a plane or perform surgery. “Control!” he yelled. “This is how souffles fall.”
I hung around the bar for a while, savoring a Sancerre. I know that French people don’t typically drink wine without a meal to accompany, but I was born and raised on a nightly pre-dinner glass or two of chardonnay. Well, I wasn’t raised that way, let me qualify. However, it seemed I’d been an adult for long enough, and as far as I could remember, I’d partaken in a glass by late afternoon.
The restaurant did not have diners yet, but Benoit seemed to have a host of vendors and delivery people bustling in and out in addition to his harried staff. I enjoyed watching them, knowing that I was just an observer in the catbird seat. I was sure the crew was checking me out, wondering if I was to be Benoit’s latest conquest. Did he have conquests? I needed to ask around more.
By the time I was ready to leave, the dinner service was in full swing. I could hear the rhythm of the kitchen. It was the clatter of pans, Benoit's voice calling out orders in rapid French, someone else laughing at something I couldn't hear. Through the small window in the kitchen door, I caught glimpses of controlled chaos: a young cook with sleeve tattoos futzing with something using tweezers, another one stirring a pot that released clouds of steam. Benoit leaning over him, pointing and teaching.
I waved goodbye to Benoit, and he spotted me, immediately abandoning whatever he was doing to come to the kitchen door. His apron was splattered with something thick and orange that I was sure tasted better than it looked. A smear of it had somehow made it onto his forearm.
"Tomorrow?" he called out over the din. "I will cook you something really nice."
That did sound tempting, although I remembered a promise to Beatrice to go out for a drink after class. She'd been angling for it all week, wanting to talk about some internship drama that apparently couldn't wait. "I'll pencil it in," I said, immediately regretting the idiom.
Benoit cocked his head like a confused dog. "Pencil?"
"It means... I'll plan for it. Mark it down."
"Ah." His face brightened. "Good. I am now a pencil in your book. I will be sure to sharpen my tip."
"Something like that."
He started to say something else, but one of the cooks called his name with what sounded like urgency. Benoit then disappeared back into the kitchen. I heard him bark something in French, followed by what I assumed was either cursing or encouragement. Possibly both.
As I gathered my coat, Genevieve materialized beside me, so silently I actually startled. She was dressed in what I'd come to think of as her uniform: a perfectly tailored blazer. This one was charcoal gray over black pants that probably cost more than my monthly Carrefour budget. Her hair was pulled back even more severely than usual, if that was possible, making her cheekbones look sharp enough to cut glass.
"Did you have a nice time?" she asked, her tone pleasant but unreadable. There was something in the way she watched me that felt evaluative, as if I were a wine she was deciding whether to add to the list.
"It was fun," I said, immediately cringing at how juvenile that sounded. Fun. As if I were a third-grader reporting on a field trip to the fire station. "I mean, La Puce was... the market was wonderful. Benoit knows quite a lot about antiques. He has a real gift for old things.”
"He does," Genevieve cut in, not unkindly. She glanced toward the kitchen. "He's always been like that."
There was something in the way she said it. Affection? Resignation? I couldn't quite tell.
Benoit emerged again, this time carrying a small plate. "Before you go," he said, presenting it with a flourish. On it was a single, perfect caramelized onion tart, I thought, with something creamy and herbs scattered on top. "I made extras. You must try."
"Benoit, you're in the middle of your work.”
"Taste," he commanded, grinning.
I took a bite. It was extraordinary, both sweet and savory, the pastry so light it practically dissolved. I may have made an embarrassing noise.
"See?" He looked triumphant. "Tomorrow I will cook you more."
"Fantastic," I managed, my mouth still full.
Genevieve was watching this exchange with an expression I couldn't quite read. Amusement? Something else? When Benoit turned back to the kitchen, she leaned in slightly. "He doesn't usually share his tarts before service," she said quietly. "They're for the evening menu. He's been known to fire people for stealing them."
I wasn't sure what to do with that information.
"She's coming back tomorrow night," Benoit announced to the entire restaurant, or at least the two tables that were occupied. "And I'm cooking something for her. It will be fantastic." He added bow that was so theatrical it should have been ridiculous but somehow wasn't.
I reached for my bag. Geneviève had already drifted back toward the kitchen, answering something I couldn’t hear. Benoît followed me to the door.
I leaned in, close enough that I didn’t have to raise my voice.
“That Geneviève,” I said. “She’s not over you.”
He looked at me for a moment, then, another, “Hmm.”
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Beatrice was unfazed when I cancelled our rendezvous. “There are a lot worse people to be stood up for,” she said, so gracious, so kind. So mature beyond her years. “I like Benoit. He’s genuinely cool.”
This I already knew. Despite trying not to be a phone flipper, I'd gotten sucked into TikTok, the app my students were all abuzz about. And, lo and behold, I found something with none other than Beatrice and Benoit. It wasn’t too surprising because Beatrice was making TikTok clips with practically everyone she knew in Paris. (I assumed I’d be one of her next victims and would be humiliated with my awful dance skills.) When I saw it, I was surprised, and, yes, just a little bit charmed. Their smiles were quite similar.
It also just happened to be the first thing out of my mouth when I saw him that afternoon.
 “Is this you?” I held the phone up to Benoit the minute I swooped into Le Vingt Quatre. I knew the answer, but I wanted him to come clean. 
“Ugh. She made me do it. Embarrassing.”
I studied the video once more. Benoit and Beatrice mugging for the camera. Beatrice was asking him to describe one of his creations, and she did a chef’s kiss with every mention of every ingredient.
“She told me it was just to share with a few friends. And now, we are blowing up the internet.”
I looked at his five hearts and two comments, both from Beatrice. “Not exactly blowing up. But a nice try.”
“Maybe my mother will see it and be proud of her son.”
“That’s sad.”
“Ah, I have my fans,” Benoit shrugged. “Beatrice. Her friends. The cheese vendor. You, perhaps?”
“Perhaps. But I prefer my men with a bit more mystery than TikTok stars.”
Benoit shrugged again. “I can do that.” 
The restaurant was closed. Monday was a day of rest for Parisian restaurateurs. He'd texted: Come at 8. Wear something you can get dirty. Bring your appetite and nothing else.
I'd shown up in a tight skirt and a gorgeous sweater I’d snagged at Le Bon Marche which would set me back but the pure silkiness of it was worth it. Besides, it would look amazing on a  TikTok video, if that was the plan.
"You might get that dirty,” Benoit said, petting the sweater like a cat. It was that soft.
“I might. But how dirty?”
“Come," he said, leading me not to a table but through the kitchen to a back door I'd never noticed. "I want to show you something."
We went down a narrow staircase that smelled like old stone and something else—something chemical and sharp. The basement was bigger than I expected, lined with wine racks and boxes of supplies. Benoit walked past all of it to a door in the back corner.
"My cave. This is where I keep the wine and a few things I'm ashamed of," he said, pulling out a key.
"That's a hell of an opening line."
"I'm serious." He unlocked the door. Inside was a small room, maybe ten by ten, with a single bare bulb hanging from the ceiling. Against one wall was wine –lots of it. Against another were file boxes, neatly labeled in French. There was also a desk with an ancient laptop and stacks of papers.
"These are all my projects," he said, motioning toward the boxes. "From the family business. The buildings that fell. The bribes. The people who died." He pulled out a file at random. "This one: Conakry,  2004. Low-cost housing. We cut so many corners that when the rains came, the whole thing just dissolved. Like sand. Ten families were left homeless."
I didn't know what to say.
"I keep them all here," he continued. "Every single project I touched. Every person I hurt. I told myself when I left the business that I would never forget. That I would keep a record of the bad choices I made. The people I hurt by being a coward."
"That's..." I searched for the word. "Unhealthy."
"Completely. But also necessary. For me, anyway."
He closed the file, returned it to its box. "I wanted you to see this because I'm not going to pretend with you. I'm not a good man who made a few bad choices. I made very deliberate choices for many years, and people suffered. I can feed you the best meal you've ever had, but I can't unfeed the people who starved because of what I did. What my family did."
"Why are you telling me this?"
"Because said I care so much about food. And the truth is darker than 'food makes people happy.' The truth is that I need to do more than make people happy. I need to create something that doesn't hurt anyone. I need to prove to myself that I don’t always make terrible choices and can put something beautiful into the world."
At some point, and I don’t remember exactly when,  he said he thought I understood. That I probably had a room like this of my own. Maybe not literal but probably somewhere else.
He was not wrong, which irritated me. Mine was not a room so much as a storage facility. A lifetime of decisions that had seemed reasonable at the time and baffling in retrospect. Jobs taken for money. Relationships extended past their expiration dates. Years spent convincing myself I needed something else, when that was always elusive. I was forty-nine and alone in Paris, which sounded romantic until you examined the path that led there.
"I have a whole fucking warehouse," I said.
That satisfied him. More than it should have. He said people like us didn’t get the fabulous stories. The beautiful lives without complications.
"So what do we get?"
"We get to be honest. We get to look at each other's ugly rooms and say, 'Yeah, okay. I see that. I see you.' And then we get to decide if we want to try anyway."
“I’m intrigued.”
“You may be sorry,” he said as he closed the door, locked it. “Because as much as I keep this door hidden, my family is still out there. And their rooms are mansions.”
“I get it.”
“I’m not quite sure you do. But, I need to know, not right now, although maybe by the end of the evening. Are you the kind of person who can be with someone who's kept a record of his sins in the basement?"
I thought about it. Really thought about it. About my first husband's fists and how long I'd stayed. About my second husband's indifference and how I'd mistaken it for professional and duty. About me, flitting from place to place, chasing something that would bring me fulfillment. About all the ways I'd failed myself and others.
"Only if you're the kind of person who can sit at a table with someone who has made some very bad choices about her past table partners.”
His face darkened. "You were a mob wife?"
“Not quite. I'm just agreeing that we all have basements."
"Then we understand each other."
Back in the kitchen, he washed his hands for a long time, like my grandfather preparing for prayer. Then he started cooking, but differently than I'd seen before. He wasn't performing. He was working.
"I'm going to make you something my cook used to make when I was a child," he said. "She didn’t come from money. She was just a very good cook who knew how to make fabulous things from simple ingredients."
He pulled out ingredients: eggs, butter, bread, cheese. Simple things indeed.
"She would make this when my parents went to parties. Nothing fancy. Just scrambled eggs with too much butter and cream, served on toast with whatever cheese was in the icebox. She'd sing while she cooked. They were songs I can't even remember the words to anymore. And my mother and father would have already left in their fancy clothes, leaving my brothers and me to fight over who got the corner pieces of toast. Those were good memories. We were just kids eating a nice meal together with Louisa."
He beat the eggs slowly, meditatively. "And then my parents would come home and everything changed the moment they stepped back in the door. Every meal was a catered affair with staff. And we stopped being kids and became, well, Du Mers."
The eggs went into the pan. He stirred them constantly, patiently, adding butter in small pieces, taking them off the heat and then back on. It took forever. My last husband –the diplomat who was more of a bureaucrat than anything else --would've had them scrambled and plated in three minutes, rubbery and utilitarian. Didn’t matter what country or kitchen we were in.
"The thing about eggs," he said, "is that you have to care. You have to pay attention every single second. The moment you stop caring, the moment you rush, they're ruined. They become something else entirely."
He plated them and I stood back. The eggs were soft, creamy, the color of daffodils. The toast was perfect. The cheese, some runny, stinking thing I couldn't name, was obscene.
"Eat," he said.
I did. And damn. It tasted like childhood, like safety, like some version of love I'd never actually experienced but recognized anyway.
"You're crying," he observed.
"I'm not."
"You absolutely are."
I was. "It's just. It's very good."
"It's not just eggs."
He sat down across from me with his own plate. We ate in silence for a while. Outside, Paris was doing its evening thing. The streetlights turned gold. People were rushing home, buses groaning, Deliveroo motorcyclists taking off with food deliveries.
"I got up at five this morning," he said finally, "and sat in that room downstairs for two hours, reading files. I do that sometimes when I can't sleep. Punish myself. Remind myself."
"That's very Catholic of you."
"I'm not really Catholic. I just like the guilt." He smiled, and this time it reached his eyes. "But then I thought about you coming over tonight. And I thought about what I could make you. And I realized I didn't want to make you something impressive. I wanted to make you something that was true to who I am."
"You’re scrambled?"
Benoit laughed. “In a way, yes. But I think you are, too.”
I thought about Beatrice, my sunny student who kept telling me to live for the moment. "Follow your heart," she'd said. "You're in Paris, for fuck's sake." At the time I thought she meant follow it toward something bright and uncomplicated. She didn't understand that for people my age, following your heart into something more complicated, which might not end well. 
"You're going to be a problem," I said.
"Why?"
"Because I think I want to find out more about you, and that's a terrible idea."
"Why terrible?"
"Because I was looking for something more, I don’t know, unbroken."
"Umm," he said. "There’s even more to the story…”
“Oh?”
“Another time. But maybe we're messy enough to want to learn to be better. Maybe we are learning from what we’ve experienced."
"That's optimistic."
"I'm French. We don't do optimism. We do moments that aren’t terrible."
He reached across the table and took my hand. His fingers were scarred from kitchen work, warm from handling food. "I'm not going to promise you anything except this: I will feed you. I will try to unlock my rooms. Maybe not all, but I will try. I will do funny videos with young friends and then be embarrassed. And I will probably disappoint you in a thousand ways. But I will try my best, to uncover truths, and not to fuck this up completely."
"That's the worst proposal I've ever heard."
"I'm not proposing." He squeezed my hand. "I'm proposing scrambled eggs at two in the morning when neither of us can sleep. Wine that's too good to drink alone. And maybe, if we're lucky, those moments when you pause and think, this is it. Right now."
"That sounds very American. Very optimistic."
"Ah, no. Not that Disney happy where everyone smiles for the camera when they’re inwardly miserable." He made a face. "I just mean... awake. Present. You know that feeling when you eat something perfect and everything else disappears for a moment? That feeling. I can promise you that feeling."
"Hmm. Promising me good food instead of eternal love and happiness."
"Eternal love and happiness sound exhausting. Good food is much more reliable and satisfying."
I looked at him. At the lines around his eyes and the gray in his ponytail. At the man who kept files on his sins in the basement and made eggs like they mattered.
Here's what I understood about the evening: Benoit was orchestrating it. The cave, the eggs, the existential truths within our conversation. I wasn't going to resist. It felt worth having, and in some ways, not resisting, not second-guessing, felt like progress.
I'd spent decades trying to move puzzle pieces around so that they would be right. The right person. The right position. The right city. Those pieces, I thought, would make something solid. The life I wanted.
But maybe I just needed to recognize the pieces that were good on their own. This—Benoit, Paris, teaching online, scrambled eggs at midnight with a man who kept his sins in a locked room. A relationship at forty-nine with no guarantees except butter and honesty.
The moment is all you get. This one seemed worth taking. Even if it wouldn't last.
“Sure," I said.
"Sure?"
"Sure, let's see if we cannot make each other worse."
He smiled. "That's the most romantic thing anyone's ever said to me."
"That's deeply sad."
"Welcome to my life."
We finished the eggs. We drank wine. He told me about a woman he loved who ran away to the United States and I told him about the night I left my first husband. The part I don't usually tell people. It was the part where I stood in the driveway with my suitcase and almost went back inside because being hit felt more familiar than being alone.
"But you didn't go back," he said.
"No. I got in a taxi and had him drive until I was in another state."
"That took courage."
"That took a lot of cash I didn’t have. Courage would've been leaving the first time he hit me."
"You're still here. That's what matters."
We went upstairs to his apartment. It was lovely but just a tiny bit sad. I felt like I’d wasted so much time being who I thought I was supposed to be and now, on the verge of something terrible brewing on the streets of Paris, I’d discovered something more. It made me sense that all of this was just a bit too late.
After, lying in his bed with Paris glittering outside and the smell of butter still somehow in the air, I thought about all the moments I'd missed because I was afraid. All the times I'd said no to the wrong things and yes to the wrong people. All the years I'd spent preparing for a life that never came.
"What are you thinking?" Benoit asked.
"That I'm glad I came tonight."
"Just tonight?"
"No. I'm glad I came to Paris. I'm glad I came over. I'm glad you showed me your locked room and made me eggs."
"That sounds  bit twisted.”
I turned to face him. "I'm glad for all of it. Even the dark parts. Especially the dark parts."
"Why especially?"
"Because I'm tired of pretending things are lighter than they are. Even if it's fucked up and complicated and might not last."
He pulled me closer. "Tomorrow I'll show you another file from Gabon. The one where we bribed the ministers for our palm oil plantation."
"Okay."
"And you'll show me something from your warehouse?"
"I'll tell you about the time I sat in a broom closet, crying. Because I’d rather do than tell myself I had agency to leave a messed-up marriage.”
"Don't," he said. "You don't have to tell me more.”
"Why? Because my warehouse isn’t as sexy as yours? Because it’s too mundane and doesn’t involve ministers and hectares of land?”
“No.” He was quiet for a long time. Then: "That's very American of you. Thinking everything is a competition.”
"Oh, so like your people. Calling American bullshit."
We fell asleep like that, two broken people, knowing there would be more. It wasn't cute. It wasn't a rom-com or a sweeping declaration of perfect love.
It was weird and dark and uncomfortable and entirely, completely what I wanted at that time. Which meant, it was perfect.
Outside, more coughing. The virus was spreading. People were getting sicker. The world was ending in slow motion.
And we were in bed, savoring the moment like it was the last good meal we'd ever have.
Because maybe it was.
And maybe that was exactly the point.


CHAPTER EIGHT
Beatrice was early for our meeting, or maybe I was late. I wasn’t tracking the time between when I left class, hopped on the metro, and finally made it to the eighth. I was daydreaming a bit on the metro, something about Benoit and doing something a tiny bit unspeakable, although by my age, everything had a name. I just can never remember the terms. It really didn’t matter. There are certain things I didn’t think were even possible after age 25. They just look all exciting and breathless in one’s daydreams while one is crammed into a coughy, sniffly subway.
Somewhere around Opera, the subway opened up. Pity, I thought. I’d soon hop off the metro and my thoughts of Benoit would have to get all dressed and tucked in. I was fairly certain that he wasn’t really going to perform those acrobatics, although he did seem nimble, darting around his tables all the time.
I made my way to the restaurant, not Le Vingt Quatre, but another favorite where we could sip drinks –hers nonalcohol –exchange the apartment keys so she could walk Edgar and then I could trot over to Benoit’s place for another lovely dinner. I saw that Beatrice was sitting in a corner away from most of the clients. She was wearing a surgical mask, which made her both easy and difficult to spot her. No one was wearing masks at the time. That was what they did in China, not in Paris, as we were deluding ourselves in the earliest week of March.
“Prepping for surgery?” I asked as I sat down at the tiny table.
Beatrice obviously didn’t think this at all funny. Her eyes peeked over the mask in a hard gaze. “It’s the virus. It’s here in Paris, you know. I already know one guy who had it and he said it’s the sickest he’s ever been. I’m protecting myself. I still have some traveling to do, and I’d like to be alive.”
“Sounds like a plan,” I said. “I’d rather not die while I’m in Paris, either.”
A waiter breezed by us carrying a tray full of aperos. He placed them on the table of four young women, who squealed with American accents. “To Paris!” they yelled as they toasted one another with their tall drinks. “I never thought I would get here!” one exclaimed, knocking back half the drink with one gulp.
Beatrice removed her mask and gave me a knowing nod. I’d seen that nod before, but not on Beatrice. Maybe Benoit. It was a little world-weary, that slight tilt of the head, the flicker behind the eyes that said “wait until they are here long enough to know better.”
 “They obviously haven’t stepped in all the dog shit yet,” said Beatrice, which was true. Paris had an ungodly amount of dog crap, although it wasn’t like Beatrice to complain about such things. Beatrice was typically sunny. I appreciated that happy young American vibe that feels a bit overdone, but can still be incredibly welcoming.
“I need to tell you about Jared,” Beatrice said. She was looking down at the creases in the tablecloth, as she was going to have a terrible time with the news. Jared was the colleague who accompanied me to Madonna. He was part of staff, but Beatrice knew all, staff or students.
“What’s new with Jared?” I asked. “I haven’t seen him around lately. What’s up?”
“He’s the one who’s sick He got the virus. He can’t see anyone, but he texts me. It’s bad. He says he woke up yesterday and couldn’t breathe. His doctor admitted him to the hospital.”
Was Jared sick? I’d just seen him a few days before at the Madonna concert. “How did he get it?”
Beatrice shrugged. “Who knows? We don’t really know how this thing spreads, do we? Maybe he touched something. Maybe he was in a room with someone. He thinks he might have gotten it at the Madonna concert. I mean not to freak you out, but he texted me and said everyone was coughing.”
I couldn’t deny it. Beatrice was absolutely right. The concert had been a chorus of coughs for hours on end. At one point, we both said it sounded like a tuberculosis ward, and Genevieve chided us for being harsh. 
Beatrice grabbed her phone and played back the little video Jared and I had made while sitting in our seats at the concert. “Hey there,” we chimed in together, chummy in a way I hadn’t remembered. How much wine had I imbibed by then? My face looked puffy in a way that signaled at least three chardonnays had been kicked back. “Just waiting for the Queen.” We sounded a bit insane, but the noises in the background were unmistakable. Hacking extraordinaire. “Umph,” I said. “That doesn’t sound healthy.”
“Nope,” said Beatrice. She held up her phone again. “Here’s a list of symptoms to watch for —coughing, body aches, and fever. It’s nothing to play around with, especially for…” Beatrice paused.
“For what?”
“Well. You know, people who aren’t in their twenties.” Beatrice looked down at the table again. I knew she wasn’t trying to be insulting. “Sorry. I’m worried. I’m worried about you, and I’m worried about Jared. You know, we can’t even visit him. He’s all alone, and we can’t come and give him chicken soup. I feel kind of bad.”
“I’m sure he’ll be ok,” I said, trying to comfort her, but as the words came out, I couldn’t help but think of how I was feeling. What had I been thinking, posing with him cheek-to-cheek? What was that tickle I’d felt in my throat that morning? Was a sore throat a sign of this illness? I’d have to check online later. Not when Beatrice could see I was the slightest bit concerned.
Beatrice was now rubbing her hands together. It was chilly but not too chilly to run inside. “Let’s change the subject.” Now that was Beatrice, flitting to a more palatable topic. “Can I talk to you about something careerwise?” she asked.
Now, this would be a very normal question for a student to ask a teacher, especially a marketing teacher. However, if I haven’t made it completely clear, my actual work in the marketing field was fairly limited. I’d had a few mid-level jobs with average success. I was a classic example of those who can’t, teach. I loved marketing lessons and theories. It was the practical application of the day-to-day job with all that ridiculous office politics that was not my cuppa tea. But Beatrice didn’t need to know all of that at this very moment. “Sure, shoot,” I said.
“Well, remember we talked about that internship lined up with a big digital public relations firm in Los Angeles? It’s promising, and they are going to pay me. Anyone in our class would jump at the situation. But I’m not sure, and Dad’s been pressuring me more and more. But when I think about going back, it feels wrong. I mean, I’m in Europe. I can finish this semester and spend my summer traveling around. I want to take, you know, one of those trips of a lifetime.”
I did know. During my 20s, I took so many trips of a lifetime that I should be about 205 years old by that calculation. At that time, I had zero concern about getting a real job. I wanted to go to Zagreb. And after that, Helsinki. And after that, I wanted to really get to know Berlin. After all, Berlin was one of those cities where you had to have some status and familiarity with. How else could you get into a club there?
“That’s a tough call,” I said. I had to control my urge to tell her to live a little. After all, I was the marketing teacher and, well, it required me to truly care about marketing jobs for my students.
“I know. It’s such a dilemma when you’re 22. You want to see the world. You want to be experienced. You want to have love. Follow your heart and all that. But then there are people like your parents who want you to have stability. They’re not free spirits like, well, you and me.”
Uh oh. Ever since I started teaching, I worried about students actually emulating my path. Although I didn’t expect them to have two marriages and a string of mid-level jobs, I was concerned about the aimlessness that seemed to pervade my 30s and 40s. While the rest of the world was living respectably, I was still disrespectful of the rules. I didn’t regret most of it, but I wasn’t sure that parents sent their kids to expensive schools to learn from teachers who had to devote an afternoon to deleting potentially incriminating photos from 2008 on Facebook before her final interview with the faculty nominating committee. “So, let’s break down your options,” I said. “Tell me more about the internship. How do you see yourself?
Beatrice was game to play along. “Ok, I’m in Los Angeles, at a cool agency in West LA. Or maybe West Hollywood. I’ll have to check with Dad where it is. I’m wearing skinny windowpane pants and killer high heels. I’ve got a slouchy sweater and an awesome bag. Total Boss-Lady attire. My client is a group of women entrepreneurs who have designed an ultra-ecological car. It has the potential to change the transportation world, and I can’t wait to develop their communication strategy, track our outcomes, and put all that theory into practical application. It will be an opportunity that could really propel this career.”
“Now that, my dear,” I said with all sincerity, “sounds fabulous.”
Beatrice screwed up her face. “Yeah, it does, huh? I know that’s what I’ve been working toward. I’m good at it, too, huh? I mean, I really listen to your lectures and feel that I can do this. In fact, I want to do this. But maybe not right now.”
“I get it,” I said. “I understand that a career is extremely important. And it’s why your parents are shelling out all this money for college. They want to see you succeed, even if they did send you to this wildly expensive school for God knows what reason.” I put my hand over my mouth, realizing what I said was inappropriate for a teacher at the school. But with Beatrice, it was easy to get caught letting your guard down.
Beatrice laughed. “No offense taken,” she said, wanting to continue the game. “Let’s talk about me going off to Crete this summer. Let’s talk about Vincent with his insane black curls, smooth chest, and soulful eyes. With him, I see moonlit nights on the beach, days spent boating and exploring the island. And when we get tired of Crete, we move on to Rome, where I’ll eat pasta and drink Compari, and dance at nightclubs with hordes of young people.”
“Hmm, I know this is not the advice I should give to you, but Compari with the guy with incredible curls. There is nothing wrong with that, either.” 
“He’s awesome,” she said, melting in her chair. I looked at her sparkling expression. She was in love, and why not? She was in her early 20s and living in Paris, this city that seemed to defy all the insensitivity of New York and the plasticity of Los Angeles. Here, people were supposed to love simply being in love, and it wasn’t hard. Everywhere you looked there were cupids and heavenly floating things in the architecture. You really wanted to believe that the spirit could be lifted a little higher in this city. Of course, there were rude people here, people who tsk-tsked you when you did something a bit off kilter. But there was also that magic pull to something bigger than a finger-wagging that let you obsess on that something or someone who transcended other people’s pettiness. 
“I can see he’s awesome just by your expression,” I said. “Now, is he worth ditching that great public relations account for? I mean, are you going to be on the island for a few days and realize he doesn’t shower, or he has a wandering eye, or worse?”
That last line didn’t register with young Beatrice. She was obviously questioning what could be worse. I didn’t know what exactly to tell her, other than to watch out. My first husband, the one I ran off with in my 20s, had curls as well, although in a recent picture I saw of him, he was sporting a ridiculous power-shave that made him look like some kind of wild dog. At the time, however, he was darkly handsome and well aware of this attribute. He took me to clubs and told me I was beautiful. But when we were married, of course, he decided not to ruin his fce, but mine. 
But maybe, I thought, maybe Beatrice wouldn’t be paired with such a brute. Was it possible that the kid with curls was a good guy? I did wish that on Beatrice. What I knew of her I liked a lot. She was genuinely kind to people and you didn’t see that much. Most of the kids in my class had some hustle or edge about them. They were looking for a good grade, an easy class, or an opportunity to belittle someone smarter than them. Beatrice didn’t play those games. She was trying to figure out her life, but she wasn’t going to take prisoners in the process.
There was one instance, around the first days of class. One of the students didn’t have a great grasp on English. She was Chinese, a daughter of an obviously wealthy family that wanted her to have the best of both worlds —an American education in Paris. What more could they ask —or pay—for? However, Tina wasn’t doing well. She could not respond to questions when called upon. She barely took notes, most likely because my lectures weren’t being comprehended. And when I asked for a simple assignment —pick a product that you believe is well-marketed —she turned in a paper with her name, her address, and her email. 
Beatrice figured out that Tina needed help. She handed the pages of her own notes, run through Google Translate into Chinese. “I know it’s not perfect, but it’s a start,” she said. Tina brightened, as if a light had gone on. That act even inspired me and I did the same for the assignments, running them through Google and handing Tina a special sheet of instructions. We all knew that this wasn’t exactly how the administration would have liked to see things done, but Tina was passing, and that’s all that mattered. She had told Beatrice that returning home a failure would not have gone over well. “It’s nothing,” Beatrice said. “I just knew I could help out, and I did.”
That was Beatrice. When I’d told her about Edgar and how he needed walks when I was in class, Beatrice said she would do it at least two or three times a week. I wasn’t asking for her help. She just stepped up. 
The other thing I loved about Beatrice was that she was adventurous. That’s the piece that reminded me a tiny bit of myself. Beatrice came to Paris via Turkey, where she had been scaling mountains and living in caves for a month. “When else in my life would I get an opportunity like that?” she’d said, and was still scraping the red sand off her tennis shoes the first few weeks of class. Back when I was young and fearless, I probably would have done the same for the same damn reason. 
Seated in that care, we didn’t notice it was getting late. I glanced over to another table where the waiter was clearing plates.  Beatrice was looking at her phone, I assumed to check the time. Oh my God,” she said, dropping the phone on the table. “No. No.” Her eyes were wide, and I tried to read her concern. What could possibly have been written in a text to cause her so much terror?
“It’s Jared again,” she said. “He’s in the hospital and he can’t breathe. He says they are going to put a breathing tube in him. “Being sedated. Love you, Bea.’” Beatrice looked up at me. “This isn’t real, is it? I mean, he’s still healthy. He will get through this, won’t he?
I didn’t know how to answer. We’d all heard reports of the deaths in China. And then on the news the other night I’d seen some horrifying photos of people connected to ventilators in Italy. They were lying there, in comatose states, on their backs, often stripped of their clothes or barely clothed in thin gowns. All I could think was that it was a horrible way to die. “He’ll be okay,” I said to Beatrice.
The light in Beatrice dimmed. She gathered her things and said she needed to go home. I squeezed her hand. “He will be okay,” I said. She gulped and nodded. “I gotta go,” she croaked out. “It’s just too sad.”
Watching Beatrice bolt from the restaurant, I suddenly realized that I had promised Benoit I would go to the restaurant. It seemed way too late to do that. I was sure he was cleaning up by then. “Sorry,” I texted. “Beatrice and I had a talkathon. I will come tomorrow. Promise.” I wasn’t quite sure if we were on such a breezy basis, but I decided that was the best I could do. If I ran over, he’d probably be angry at me. Better to give a simple excuse and promise the next day.
My phone buzzed. “Come now,” he wrote, “I want to see you.”
I had to read the message twice. It sounded so urgent. Again, I didn’t think I was assessing our relationship just right. That “I want to see you” sounded downright Danielle Steele territory.
Then, another message. “Are you hungry?” Well, that sounded more on the level.
“Starved,” I wrote, which was the absolute truth. Beatrice and I had been so engrossed in our conversation, we hadn’t ordered anything but drinks. We were surrounded by incredible meals being served and consumed around us, and we hadn’t partaken at all. My stomach heaved a little just to remind me that I’d been entirely neglectful of it.
Another text. “Good. I’ll feed you.” Now who could resist that? The prospect of being fed by Benoit. I dumped my phone in my purse, threw down some euros for the drinks, and headed to Vingt Quatre. It would take a good 15 minutes at a hurried clip, but I would be there. Hopefully, my meal would still be there, along with Benoit.
I tried picking up the pace, my boot heels sticking in the cobblestone. The thought of Jared alone in the ICU had me terribly sad. I needed to be with someone, just to talk about this horrible consequence of what was supposed to be an innocent concert. It was just a lark, and, to make matters worse, Madonna was terrible that night. All new songs, not even a “Come on Vogue” to rouse the audience. Then there was the tumble off the chair, and, of course, the insanely late entrance. I loved Madonna and always would, but that was not exactly the stuff to die for.
When I arrived at Vingt Quatre, a small group of people were departing. They were happy, full of wine and the pure essence of a wonderful French meal. I pegged the two women for Benoit’s roasted chicken with a buttery potato puree. An older man, I guessed had just worked his way through the beef. The younger one was the poulpe grille. I am not an octopus fan, but I could imagine him swooning over the dish like the groom in a Chagall painting. He looked octopussy and would probably make a soulful connection with the dish. That observation made me smile for a moment. I almost asked him if he adored the octopussy before stopping myself.
Right behind them was Genevieve. She looked well put-together, her dark complexion striking against a white wool coat and to-die-for tall boots. “Laura!” she said and gave me a proper bis. “He’s in the kitchen,” she said. “I think he cooked something for you. With that, she left in a bit of a flurry. 
“Thanks,” I called out and decided not to let her spook me. Genevieve, I’d decided, was an odd duck. If Benoit wanted to tell me their history, he would. I wasn’t going to obsess over it. 
With most of the guests finishing up, Benoit was clearing tables. He had a small wait staff, but he must have told them to go home. He’d do that on slow nights, seeing his young staff glance at their phones, text their evening romances, and anxiously await their dismissal. “The night is young,” I once heard him say to one of his employees. “Go out and be young.”
Benoit looked tired but smiled when he saw me. “Ah, the teacher arrives from the evening with her student. What did you learn?”
I was beginning to really dig this face of his. It was crinkled, although still quick to change expressions. Tonight was all warmth and openness. “I learned,” I said, “that life is incredibly unfair.” I took a seat and hung my head. “Do you remember my colleague from the night we went to Madonna?”
“The Arab fellow who speaks English like an American. Yes, I remember him. Nice guy.”
“He’s got COVID-19 and is in the hospital on a ventilator. We don’t know if he is going to live.”
“Putain,” Benoit mumbled and sat beside me. He took my hand and stroked it. “I am so sorry, Laura. I really am.”
I was trying not to cry, knowing that if I started, I wouldn’t stop. So, I choked back a few breaths and just looked him in the eyes. “Thank you,” I said. “I think I need that meal you promised.”
“And that you shall have.” Benoit went to the kitchen and I sat in the gold-infused light of the cafe. I was sad, and I swear I heard an opera aria in the distance. How Paris. 
 “I made you something I know you like. Sole meuniere, encore,” Benoît said, presenting me with a large oval plate and a golden-brown piece of fish swimming in a buttery lake, heaped with herbs. To the side were tender roasted potatoes that perfectly paired the fish in golden goodness.
“Sole for the soul,” I said. “How thoughtful.”
“Are you a slow eater?” Benoit asked, leaning over me as if this were a very intimate question. 
“I can go at any clip you want. Why are you asking?”
“Because I am preparing a chocolate soufflé. But if you are slow, I’ll wait another few minutes before baking.”
“Honestly,” I said. “I think I’m going to devour this in a few minutes. I am starving and this is too good to fool around with.”
“A woman with an appetite. I’m impressed. Okay, I’ll be right back and pop that soufflé in the oven. I hope you can wait all of 20 minutes for it.”
Alone with my meal, I communed with my fish. It was hot and buttery and crispy and lemony. I said a little thank you to it for being so insanely tasty, and then I scarfed it, my knife flying across the plate. Benoit came back with a glass of wine and commended me on my abilities as a gourmand. “You see this in contests,” he said. “Like the overweight Americans who stuff hot dogs in their mouths as if they have no gag reflex.”
“Thanks for the comparison,” I said, wiping my mouth. 
“You have a smudge,” said Benoit, and he kissed me where my butter drool hung off my lip. 
“Well, thanks again,” I said. “But let’s not get ahead of ourselves. There’s a soufflé in the oven that’s calling me.”
I think I disappointed Benoit, but after 20 minutes, he dutifully trotted off to retrieve the soufflé he probably now hated himself for making. When he returned, he put it in front of me, but then slid the plate back to himself. “This, we share,” he said, digging in before me and pulling out a gooey piece of soufflé perfection.
I dug in myself, and for a moment, we were dueling spoons like kids. He let me have the last bites and then kissed me once again.
“That is not the only dessert, I hope,” he said, and I winced at the incredibly cheesy line. However, his passion seemed real, the night was glittery, and I was feeling wistful about life and love.
We ushered the lingering party out the door, locked up quickly, and Benoit accompanied me to his apartment not far away. It was big enough, not a starving chef’s affair but nothing too lavish. It was comfortable and even Eloise the spaniel decided not to give me too much of a sneer. I stood in front of Benoit’s dining room window, fixing my gaze on the sweet street with the soft gold streetlights and those endless Haussmann balconies. How beautiful was the night, was Paris, was the fact that I would be bedding my Frenchman once again.  He saw me staring and asked me what I was looking for. I turned around, ruffled his hair heavy with the scent of shallots. I nestled my face into his neck and wondered if I would be eating and not fucking this gorgeous and sensitive man.
“My favorite view,” he said, and I wasn’t certain if he meant the street or perhaps me, which would be odd. I could not compete with Paris, except maybe on this extraordinary evening. I leaned in more, and we rubbed our jeans against each other, like high schoolers new to the sensation and not the middle-aged specimens that we were.
“Let’s go to bed,” Benoit said, grabbing my hand and falling on top of me once we hit the mattress. The room was small, warm, and enveloped in a glow that pulsated like my quickening heart. “Le Tour Eiffel,” Benoit said as I wriggled out of the day’s clothes. “It lights up the room every night.” And before I could even calculate the probability that I, Laura Bergman, would once again be making love to a Frenchman who cooked and slept beneath light of the Eiffel Tower. 
 I hadn’t planned to stay the night. Just a good messing around and I’d be back at my apartment. But it didn’t work out that way. Lovely Benoit. Beautiful Paris. Smashing sex. And that damn dog, Eloise, even wagged her tail at me in the morning. While Benoit puttered in the kitchen as the sun came up, grinding his coffee, of course, I realized it was already 9 a.m. “I’m going,” I told him. “But not too far.”



CHAPTER NINE
There was a time when I would have said a 49-year-old woman and a 61-year-old man cannot call themselves boyfriend and girlfriend. It is so, I don’t know, juvenile. However, when you come up with better words than “lover” (too swarmy), “significant other” (something for completing a form, no?), or partner (like Lehman Brothers?), I’d like to hear it. Benoit was, for lack of a better word, my boyfriend.
We flowed together. I spent my days preparing for class and my early evenings teaching. By the time class was over, I was starved. Benoit would be there to reserve me a special dish and a glass of wine. Our evenings would be late and usually intimate. Genevieve’s schedule was earlier, so if she was around the bar, she’d typically leave before I got there. My shift was the late night one, which proved better because I was the one who accompanied Benoit to bed.
Usually a ”get-yer-spurs-on and git” American, I now tried to sleep in a little later, although not as late as Benoit. Paris in early March was still winter, which meant minimal sunlight and enough cold weather to want to pull the covers over your head like a teenager trying to sleep off a growth spurt. One morning, I slipped out while Benoit was still asleep, pulling on my Lululemons without thinking and braving the early morning rush of work-a-day people and people in their Mercedes going wherever people in black Mercedes go. Fortunately, the boulangerie was mercifully packed and I could hide in the crowd. I figured Madame the Proprietress would be too busy to give me too much of a tsk-tsking.
When I returned with two croissants, Benoit was up, standing at the window.
"You really shouldn't wear those," he said, eyeing the notorious yoga pants.
"It was crowded. No one noticed."
"I would notice." He pulled me close, hands on my offensively-panted hips. "You are too American sometimes."
"You're dating an American."
"I am dating you. There is a difference. And besides, I don’t want other Parisian men to get the wrong idea.”
I was aware of who this man was. Benoit was one of those sexy older men who could easily age-down playing the dating field. Had I been more self-aware, I might have even been concerned with this fact. However, I was having a good time with him, and with Paris. For once, I wasn’t going to let petty paranoia spoil what I had. “You, dear man,” I said, “are a champion bull shitter. But we’ll allow it for now.”
We had eggs that morning -almost every morning. After waking, Benoit would prepare us perfectly fluffy eggs. Then he did his daily haggling at the market and opened up the restaurant. 
“Do you ever get tired of the routine?” I asked, marveling at how he could transform eggs into pretty pillows the color of daffodils day after day.  
“I spent 30 years in the family business, a wretched firm of unsavory trades with horrid businesses in under-developed countries. It’s a wretched way to earn a living --not for people with kind hearts. I prefer routine to destroying people’s lives.”
“Understandable,” I said, my tongue delighting as it punched a hole in the egg pillows. “But wasn’t it hard to leave all that?”
“Not in the least. I tore up my contract with my uncle and took my Mont Blanc pen with me so I could sign the lease to Le Vingt Quatre.”
"Classy. That's the kind of move I'd expect from you." I looked around. Damn, there weren't any more eggs, but I was intent on hearing more. "So what was the final straw? What made you take the pen and run?"
Benoit was quiet for a moment, his fork tracing patterns in the remaining food on his plate. "There was a project in Gabon. Iron ore mining. We were—my family's firm was—negotiating contracts that would displace an entire village. Good farming land, a school, everything." He looked up at me. "I was the one presenting the terms to the village elders. I spoke French, they spoke French. Everyone understood exactly what was happening."
"Jesus."
"The meeting was in a classroom because it was the largest building. There were children's drawings on the walls. One of them was a picture of a baobab tree, you know the ones that you’re supposed to protect because they are 300 years old and protect the spirits of the deceased." He paused. "An elder asked me if I had children. I said no. He said, 'Then perhaps you don't understand what you're asking us to do.'"
I reached across the table and touched his hand. He didn't pull away, but he didn't quite lean into it either.
"I went back to Paris. Told my uncle I was done. He laughed. He thought I was having some kind of crisis, that I needed a holiday in Corsica. He couldn't fathom that I actually meant it." Benoit stood, carrying our plates to the sink. "I think he still believes I'll come back. That I'm playing at this."
"How long has it been?"
"Almost eight years now."
I joined him at the sink, watching his hands in the soapy water. "Do you ever wonder if you're... I don't know, overcompensating? Like making perfect eggs and running a restaurant is some kind of penance?"
He looked at me, surprised. "That's very direct."
"I'm an American. We do that."
"Yes, well." He dried his hands carefully on a towel. "Maybe at first it was penance. But now? Now I just like making things that people enjoy. Food that doesn't come with …” He gestured vaguely. "Harming people."
"That's a pretty low bar, Benoit. “I mean, I haven’t known pasta to destroy any villages.'"
"You're mocking me."
"I'm absolutely not." I took the towel from him, folding it properly because it was driving me crazy how he'd just draped it over the counter. "I'm just saying you get to want more than ethical penance. You get to actually be proud of this."
He pulled me close then, his chin resting on top of my head. "I'm working on it," he said quietly. "The pride part."
We stood there for a moment. I wanted to hear more, but I didn’t push.
"My family thought it was some kind of a joke." My uncle actually said to me, "Is making pasta code for a digital start-up? Perhaps we should invest."

“I tried to tell him that good pasta is actually a good way to attract women. You know, that was something he could comprehend,” Benoit said and then stopped. “Does that offend you?”
“That you’re attracted to women? I kind of suspected. Go on.”
“Ah, well, there is truth to that. In the beginning, I’d cook my dates a gorgeous meal of pasta and seafood and they would sit on the terrace at my place overlooking the Bois de Boulogne. They would swoon and I realized that the only thing that made me happy was cooking for other people,” he said. 
“I like that.”
Benoit looked at his phone. “Ah, more stories for another day,” he said. “Time to go shopping.”
Most days I’d rush off to class, my belly full of breakfast. But on my “skip days” (we had a strange schedule), I followed along. It was fun to see his passion for his restaurant. He was also incredibly thorough. I watched as he surveyed the fish market, choosing only those items that were free of bruises or sloppy slaughter. “You can taste a fish that was caught maliciously. The bile comes out in the meat.” 
This was also a man who made the vegetable vendors crazy, telling them that their broccoli was off-color or questioning the true origin of an avocado. “This looks like it has been shipped from Guam,” he once said, unaware of whether or not Guam had much of an avocado crop, but nevertheless denigrating the slightly anemic-looking specimen.
For all his specificity and especially his upbringing, though, Benoit was rarely a snob. He gravitated towards Americans because he said we were nuts, but not snobs. The grandeur and bloodline came from his family, from which he had disavowed for all intents and purposes.
The only area for friction erupted with the dogs. As I gradually moved in, Edgar spent the days with me. Sometimes I brought him back to the apartment at night, but I never liked leaving him alone at night. Adjusting to Paris had been a struggle and every strange sound perturbed him. His bladder, too, was not the most reliable and I would find puddles in the morning when I returned to feed and walk him.
The nights that Edgar came with me, Benoit tried hard not to become too protective of Eloise. However, Eloise was a much more sophisticated and better-trained animal. Edgar, the shaggy old man, insisted on shoving his snout up her ass at every opportunity. Eloise had none of this, and small fights ensued, Eloise always dominating. I didn’t fault her for this. I mean siding with Edgar was like taking Harvey Weinstein’s side. However, Edgar was my smelly charge, and Benoit didn’t love having him around. 
Occasionally, I called Beatrice, and she could take Edgar for a spin before leaving him exhausted in my apartment. That was always the best solution, and Beatrice didn’t mind being the dog walker one bit. I paid her 20 euros, and she was more than satisfied. 
“We are making this arrangement work, aren’t we?” I said to Benoit one evening. “I mean, I know it’s been quick but everything seems to be falling into place. I feel as if we’ve known each other for much longer.
Benoit smiled and tucked a piece of hair behind my ear. “I’m not sure we do know everything,” he said.


CHAPTER TEN

Benoit and I were going to Belgium for a weekend jaunt. He had a chocolate supplier to see and I had a yearning to travel. It was a dirty secret that Belgian chocolate far surpassed French chocolate, even though everyone knew it. Benoit was not satisfied with his chocolate royale gateau and had heard that a certain Belgian was willing to strike a deal on his chocolate supply.
After class on Friday, I met Benoit at Gare de l’Est. He’d put one of his waiters in charge for the weekend and was a bit nervous. However, everyone had text numbers and Belgium was just two hours away by train. He convinced himself that nothing could go wrong.
We secured first-class tickets, which were hardly distinguishable from economy. The only differences were the chairs were a bit wider apart and there were plugs for our phones. The high-speed train shot out of the station and every French person seemed incredibly bored. I, however, pressed my face against the window, practically licking the glass with excitement.
Leaving Paris is a rush of multicolored graffiti affixed to every wall of suburban apartments followed by green hills and gray skies. Lost and lots of green with an occasional cow positioned up close and personal against the whooshing train. It was as if French people were either crammed into a Paris apartment or hermitted in a stone farmhouse in the middle of a pasture.
“Country people are different,” Benoit said, leaning over as he observed my fascination. “I will whisper because no one likes a snob. However, as a former snob, I have an impulse I cannot cure. These people live to be caked with mud, frizz their hair in fog, and smell like barnyard animals.”
I laughed a little. Benoit’s snobbish ways did not leave him the moment he turned the lights on in his little bistro. He came from money, and there was no escaping. It was evident in those shoes he bought the other day. Who but a snob buys shoes that have been handpainted a burnished brown? “It’s an indulgence I need to stop,” he admitted, as he admired the sheen on his newly brushed shoe.
“Look, I salute these people,” Benoit said, trying to soften his contempt. “They grow the products that make my recipes so fresh. It’s truly living off the products of the earth. However, I could never live like that anymore. My family owns a chateau and I know what happens with these people. One becomes very provincial. Your neighbors in the little towns are the only ones you talk to. And if they are ignorant nationalists, you are stuck debating immigration and Marie Le Pen for eternity.”
“But you could also talk to the cows, “I quipped. “I’m sure they read. Mostly e-books they pass among themselves. But they surely read.”
Benoit chuckled. “E-books. Pathetic.”
“I’d just learn to ignore the townspeople. Let them become fascinated in whatever sexual positions they see you doing as they peer into your farmhouse at night with their giant telescopes. I got nothing to hide.”
“You might want to hide what we did last night.”
“Pshaw, you said you needed to do that exercise. I was good with that.”
“I know,” Benoit said and laughed. He kissed me on the head as I slumped down in my seat. I leaned into him like a teenager. The train was warm and cozy, and I was happy. 
An actual teenage couple watched us and I swear they recoiled in disgust. The girl laughed and the boy gave me one of those distinctly French sneers. Okay, I was embarrassingly happy.
Benoit extricated himself from me and wriggled out of the train chair. “I’ll go get us something to drink,” he said. “I enjoy alcohol on trains. It makes me drift off.”
He didn’t have to buy me any booze. The rhythm of the train, the warmth, and my contentment had me in and out of consciousness. With Benoit headed for the bar, I pressed my face against the train glass and succumbed. 
As I dozed, images of bucolic houses and cows cluttered my head. Then, a jolt. Was it the train or simply the realization there was a woman standing over me? When I realized its presence, I wanted Benoit to tell me I was imagining the scene. But he wasn’t there. It was just me and this woman, looming her moonish face over me.”
“Are you with one of the Du Mers?” She was younger, maybe early 20s, with intense brown eyes. She had both hands in the pockets of a short, slightly militaristic jacket. Her blonde curls hung down as she stared and she would not stop glaring. In another time she could have been Gestapo, but this woman was also very French. She spoke English with that French lilt Americans swoon over, except when they are accusing you of something unsavory.
I tried to defer, giving her the look I had perfected when someone was speaking French and I wanted to pretend I was just a dumb American who didn’t comprehend. But those were English words coming out of her mouth. It was a bit impossible to ignore.
“His family are pigs,” she said. There was a man sitting in the aisle who seemed to know her. He tugged her by the pants leg as if to say “Enough. Let that poor woman alone.” But the woman wasn’t finished.
“My mother worked for them for years. The brother, Georges, was the biggest pig. He harassed her and then he fired her after 15 years of low-paid wages. No severance. No pension. Those assholes rule the world and they left us without anything. I despise all of them.”
The woman was still staring me down when Benoit returned, jaunty with his booty of two mini bottles of Sancerre and bags of crisps. He looked at her quizzically and then knowingly. “Corinne,” he said. “How is your mother?”
“Sick and dying,” she said. “And your horrible family is at fault.” I had a sense what was next. I could see it in the set of her eyes and the pucker of her mouth.
I screamed and shoved Benoit before her vile spit landed on him. Instead, it landed on the gray train floor, a puddle of sticky saliva. We all stared at it as it seemed to bubble and quiver with the movement of the train. The man who tugged on the woman’s pants tugged harder, speaking to her quietly in French as if to calm her. Benoit continued focusing on the spittle. Finally, he slumped into his chair, his head in his hand.
“That’s awful,” I said.
“What part?” he answered. “Would you like to spit on me, too?”
We didn’t speak, not through Lille, over the border or into Brussels. He’d dropped the wine bottles beside him and I quietly unscrewed one, sucking on it like soda pop. When we reached our destination, Benoit took our luggage from the racks and I trudged behind him through the train station.
The Airbnb was tight but well-appointed, a small living room and cozy bedroom, with some sort of kitchen set up by a dining area. Someone had put some effort into the furniture —big and well-appointed, which I suspected was somehow delivered into the house by a pulley through the window. I’d seen these setups around Paris and marveled as an Ikea couch shot up above passersby on the street. I always dreaded witnessing someone’s Fartful (or whatever odd Swedish-named furniture) fatally bean a pedestrian. I never actually saw that happen, but wondered how many Parisians were felled this way.
Benoit set our bags down and immediately went to the window, his back to me. I unpacked mechanically, hanging my clothes for the next day, arranging toiletries in the chilly bathroom. The silence felt deliberate, like we were both carefully avoiding the thing that we didn’t have words to discuss.
"Should we find dinner?" I finally asked.
He didn't turn around. "I'm not particularly hungry."
"We should eat something."
"There's probably bread. Cheese." His voice was flat, absent of the enthusiasm he usually had about food.
I found both, fresh bread on the counter and cheese, butter and jam in the small fridge.  I assembled two plates while Benoit continued his vigil at the window. When I brought him his plate, he took it but didn't eat, just held it.
"Do you want to talk about it?" I asked.
"What's there to say?" He finally looked at me. "You saw what my family does. That woman's mother—Corinne's mother—she worked for Georges for fifteen years. He made passes at her, treated her like property, then discarded her when she complained. No severance, no pension. Just gone."
"Did you know about it at the time?"
"I knew Georges was an ass. I knew the firm treated people as disposable. But the specific cruelties?" He shook his head. "I tried not to know everything.”
I sat down beside him on the overstuffed couch. "You left. That counts for something."
"Does it?" He set the plate down on the coffee table, the food untouched. "I took my Mont Blanc pen. Meanwhile, women like Corinne's mother are sick and dying with nothing. My leaving didn't help them."
What was there to say? He was right. His leaving hadn't helped them, but how could he clean up an entire family’s mess? Sometime, as I’ve learned, we just have to resolve to do better. That’s all we can do.
"I'm not asking you to defend me," he said quietly. "Or to tell me it's not my fault. I just need you to know what you're getting into. That woman on the train isn’t going to be the last person who looks at me and knows all the damn secrets. I come from a bloodline that just invites that kind of thing.
Although Benoit had been mostly silent the evening before, a good night’s sleep had revived him. I awoke to fresh-brewed coffee and an omelet, put together with eggs the Airbnb owner had thoughtfully left us and a few vegetables Benoit purchased at a local stall. You can take the chef out of Paris, but it was apparent you couldn’t stop him from vying for the freshest produce. “The price of champignons is amazing,” he remarked, almost gleefully. “I should have bought more.” As usual, the omelet was perfect, but Benoit’s brightened countenance was even better.
I did not know what to say about the woman on the train. From what Benoit revealed about his family, I suspected it was all true. He came from a long line of monsters. There was no sugar-coating the lineage.



CHAPTER ELEVEN

We talked about touring Brussels the next morning, consciously avoiding the train incident. To me, Brussels seemed grayer and far less exciting than Paris. “Belgium is a country invented by the British to annoy the French,” I said.
“De Gaulle,” Benoit snorted. “He was an egotistical prick.” Benoit put his knife on the end of his nose to mock De Gaulle’s exceptional schnoz. 
“Speaking of pricks, any interest in seeing the Mannekin Pis?” I’d seen this tourist site long ago, when I honestly considered it a cultural highlight. Now, it seemed like something silly to pass the time.
“My dear, you can go visit that guy and all his shortcomings. I have important chocolate business to accomplish.” Benoit was serious, gathering his stuff and checking the directions to his chocolate broker on his phone. “I’ve got this meeting and then let’s have lunch together. We can spend the afternoon touring around. How does that sound?”
“Good to me,” I said, still scrolling my phone for something interesting to see in Brussels. In truth, that sounded like the perfect plan. I had no interest in the chocolate merchant, as much as I love a good truffle or even snacking on a dark candy bar. Benoit was intense about his food dealings, that it would have taken all the joy out of the encounter. I had visions of him complaining about the texture of this or the ingredients in that. And then there would be the haggling over the price. None of this was kid in a candy store material. It was dreary business without any of the fascinating marketing theory. Just transactions over cacao, and I had no desire to get in the middle of it.
With Benoit gone, I did a bit of Brussels-hopping. I made my way through cobbled alleys, eventually getting to the Grand Palace. Brussels architecture fussier than Parisian and the palace’s spirals jabbed into the sky with points that looked as if they’d impaled many nearsighted birds throughout the years. The style was older, perhaps dating back to a time when kings watched medieval workers lift stones and break their backs while the royals, content with their lucky births, frittered away the hours with gossip and lavish meals.  
Yes, I needed to see the little statue peeing. I had to, if only to surface some fond memories of being a carefree college student in my late teens. We were late eighties punks back then, my multinational rat pack that I’d formed out of the exchange student group I was living with in England. One was my future diplomat husband, but that would be years and another husband in between. We were mostly interested in getting high and drunk that weekend in Brussels. The little kid with the exposed pee pee seemed to set our mood precisely.
I stood in front of the fountain longer than I meant to. A Spanish tour group cycled through, phones up. Then a family with small children. Then a couple about my age, the woman laughing at something her husband said.
That girl I'd been, the one who thought nothing mattered except the next high, the next city, the next adventure. I tried to picture her face. Tried to remember what it felt like to wake up without so much heaviness. To not care about teaching plans or paychecks or whether someone would call you back. To believe in the moments, rather than the dread I felt most mornings.
I bought some chocolate in the square.
Then more chocolate. Then I helped myself to a gaufre with chocolate on top. I had decided Brussels ranked a low second behind Paris, but that wasn't going to stop me from my chocolate orgy. I mean, when in Brussels, why not indulge in the local fare? It seemed the diplomatic thing to do.
At around my fourth chocolate shop I realized I was going to be late meeting Benoit for lunch. I texted him and the response seemed agitated. “Ok, but have meeting after lunch.” This was odd. The only meeting I knew of was the morning’s chocolatier. Did he succumb to the same problem as me —just too much damn chocolate in Belgium?
Benoit said he’d already ordered for me by the time I reached the cafe. I bristled a bit, thinking I was perfectly capable of ordering what I wanted and, besides, why was he in such a rush? Additionally, he’d secured me something cheesy and heavy, the kind of dish I would typically push around my plate. I was going to protest, but he seemed preoccupied.
“I’m getting texts from Paris that there is going to be a lockdown, like they have in Italy. The disease is spreading and they say this is the only thing they can do to stop it,” Benoit said, not particularly interested in me wailing about the heaviness of the lunch.
“Lockdown? Like no cars or busses? God, we just got finished with that transit strike in January. It would certainly be nice to have some normalcy for a little while.”
“I’m not sure,” Benoit said. “But the government will decide next week. And in the meantime, I need to do one more thing in Brussels.”
“What is it that you have to do? Is this some kind of elicit meeting I’m not supposed to know about?” God, I sounded petulant and wanted to apologize, but I was ticked at whatever had Benoit intensely pre-occupied.
“No, if you want, you can come with me,” he said, paying the bill and shoving his seat under the table. Then he added, “God, that was awful, wasn’t it?”
I felt vaguely justified for my behavior, but Benoit had moved on, studying his phone. “Come on,” he said, pointing toward another cobblestone walkway. “We need to get to the metro.”
 The metro was filled with bundled people and a few homeless men gathered against the wall. I wasn’t certain of their origin, perhaps immigrants caught without shelter. They already appeared so battered, and I wondered what would happen to them if this virus struck with the force people were now predicting. 
Benoit didn’t seem to notice much other than the signage in the station. “Damn train,” he muttered, until I spotted the correct station and we ran into the train car as the doors were closing. I was fairly certain we were headed to a place few tourists had been. As the gentrified portions of Brussels faded behind us, we were deep in a neighborhood, not unlike the outskirts of Paris. People rushed about, kids played music loudly, and street vendors were desperate to sell cheap goods. “This can’t be a chocolate shop,” I said.
Benoit stopped in front of an apartment with a large metal door —the kind that seemed more appropriate for a garage. He fiddled with an ancient keypad and pushed the creaky door aside. The lobby smelled like strong cooking and desperation. “It’s on the fourth floor,” he said, bracing himself as we began to climb a series of broken stairs.
Apartment 435 had numbers only partially nailed to the door. Benoit banged on it and the 3 and 4 fell off. “It’s Benoit,” he shouted.
A familiar-looking woman opened the door and stared at us. The moonish face and the blonde curls. It was the woman from the train, looking even icier than before. “What do you want, Benoit?”
“To give you this,” he said, handing her an envelope. “It’s your mother’s severance and two years of pay. I would give you more, but I don’t work for them anymore and I am trying to run a small restaurant. You should come when you are in Paris. Everything on the house.”
The woman gave Benoit a half-smile and extended her hand. “Thank you,” she said. “I suppose that there is one decent person in that family.”
“I’d like to think so,” he said, and bowed his head a bit. She didn’t invite us in, folding the envelope and placing it in her pants pocket. That was the extent of the exchange. We walked down the hall back to the stairway and I heard her call out to her mother. The tone was much different from the way she addressed us on the train.
“I can’t believe you did that,” I said to Benoit “That was so generous and somehow I have a feeling it wasn’t you who treated her so poorly.”
“It was the family of someone we injured and I take responsibility,” he said. “Someone has to.”
Our duties in Brussels completed, we rode back to Paris. The train ride was pleasant and we were not bothered by anyone else. No one confronted us. No one accused us of having a thoroughly rotten bloodline. It was peaceful and green. What was that in the window reflection? Me with my brown and purple Mohawk? It made me laugh enough that I even communed with a few cows, whom I told Benoit were telepathically giving me directions on where to get the best butter in Paris. 
“You’re nuts,” Benoit sighed and extracted from his bag the small bottle of wine he’d never drunk on the trip out. “I would offer you this, but you already seem a bit loopy, my darling.”
 I patted him on the arm. Being called “my darling” by him sounded nice, a little quaint-ish European, but nice. Although I knew there was more below Benoit’s surface, the parts that were becoming familiar seemed extraordinary. Benoit told me that he had searched for the girl’s address all night the evening we arrived. He finally tracked her down and called his brother to determine what was owed to the family. His brother had not been pleased. Apparently, restitution was not on the family crest.


CHAPTER TWELVE

I was perched at the bar late one night after class, nursing my Sancerre. Pale gold. Perfect.
Benoit coughed while wiping a smudge off the bar.
"Oh God, not you, too," I said. "All day, it's a symphony of hacking in my classroom."
"Allergies. Stop worrying."
The restaurant was quiet that night. Only a few diners. Word was spreading that Paris might lock down, though nothing was official yet.
Benoit exhaled and studied me. "You do look worried."
"What happens if they actually do it?" I said. "The lockdown."
"Close the restaurant, I suppose."
"No, I mean, what happens to people who aren't French? Do they make us leave, or do we get to stay?"
He looked at me. "You're worried about your visa?"
"Among other things. Seems I have a pattern. Whenever I have a moment of enjoyment, something happens.” I put down my glass. The remaining droplets caught the light, pale gold trembling. “I don’t want to leave.”
“You’ll come and live with me. We’ll hide under the covers.” He gave me a wink.
“Hmm, what a plan.”
“It could be.”
The television over the bar usually ran on mute. French news was always some imminent strike or bureaucratic mishap. No one bothered watching, except the few drinkers who would raise their fist at something that offended them –right or left. 
But that night, someone turned up the volume. President Macron, in his classic blue suit, appeared. His message was brief: the virus had descended on Paris and we would follow the rest of the European Union and go into confinement. It would just be two weeks. Then, life would return to normal. Surely, we could all be good citizens and agree to that.
The few remaining diners in the restaurant went quiet. Even the couple in the corner who'd been arguing in whispered French stopped mid-sentence. Someone dropped a fork, but Benoit and none of the wait staff swooped in to pick it up.
I looked at Benoit. He was staring at the screen, his jaw tight.
Two weeks.
The couple in the corner finished their wine and laid cash on the table, hurrying out. The lone diner at table six bent his head over his meal and hurried to finish it. Benoit seemed to forget the French custom of not arriving with “l’addition” unless asked for it. He scurried over, not just with the bill but with the credit card reader in his hand. No argument from the last diner. Within minutes, the restaurant was empty except for us.
"Two weeks," Benoit said finally, still looking at the television even though Macron had disappeared and the news anchors were now dissecting every word. 
"We can co-confine for two weeks." He turned to me. "It might be kind of lovely."
I gave it a thought. A one-second thought that contained my entire messy apartment. My sister back in the U.S. who would say she predicted something terrible would happen the moment I moved to France. The stack of ungraded papers on my desk, and the fact that I barely knew this man.
Two weeks in his apartment. Or mine. We hadn't even discussed logistics. Where would Edgar go? Would we cook? Would we run out of things to say by day three? Would we sleep in the same bed, him being a late riser and me at the crack of dawn? Where would I dry my hair? Would the whir of it irritate him in the morning?
But outside, the streets were already emptying. The couple from the corner rushed past the window, shoulders hunched against something invisible. Two weeks could become four. Four could become longer.
But I had a decision to make. It was choose your partner now. Now. Now.
"Lovely," I agreed.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN
With the restaurants ordered to shut down, I helped Benoit prepare for our little fortnight pause. It was just the three of us, hoisting boxes and packing away glasses. Yes, the three of us. Benoit, me, and Genevieve.
Genevieve told us that with the virus, she had little else to do, and for a moment, I thought she honestly was going to make our confinement a threesome. It didn’t amount to that, but she did have such a random way of showing up. She was already there by the time I wandered over to the restaurant that morning. I had Edgar in tow, which I normally wouldn’t do entering Vingt Quatre, but with the confinement looming and no diners, it seemed permissible.
 “Great,” Genevieve said, perched on her favorite chair and polishing silver. “We could use a hand.” She gave Edgar a sneer. “And a messy paw.”
I looked at Benoit. The “we” was so strong, the punch at the start of her sentence. 
“It’s so nice of Genevieve to help out before she goes back to America,” he said, broadcasting his words across the restaurant so I didn’t miss a syllable.
“Tomorrow,” she said, rubbing a knife in a vaguely pornographic way. “I’m out of here. Out of the way of the virus. Out of Benoit’s hair. I’m sure he will be quite relieved.” And then she paused. “You, too, I suppose.”
Genevieve waited until Benoit went down to the basement before carrying on the conversation. “Come here, Laura,” she said, and I don’t know why, but I followed her command, sitting at the counter with her. Genevieve looked even better close up than far away. She had gorgeous and dewy skin that glistened in the morning light. There were small lines on her face, but nothing unattractive. She didn’t play the role of the ingenue and had no interest in it. Genevieve was maturity, reserve, and as much as I hated to admit it, grace. “I’m going back to my husband,” she announced. “So you need not worry about me.”
“Genevieve, I don’t have any claim on Benoit.”
“Well, he seems to be smitten with you.” She looked up from the knife. “I’m happy for you both. You need each other.”
I couldn’t hold back any longer and had to ask her the million-dollar question. “Genevieve, were you ever in love with Benoit? There, I asked it. It felt possibly wrong, but I had to know. And if she was leaving, what was the harm in knowing?
“Love? We were very, very young,” she said. “Or, at least I was. He was this older man in Paris from, well you know the story, a thoroughly rotten family. I was never going to be right for him, according to them.”
Benoit emerged from the cellar, wearing his chef apron. He could pull off the look —determined chef, eager to feed others, conscientious about his art. “A thoroughly rotten family?” he said, smiling a bit. “Are you talking about me again?”
Genevieve smiled. “There are terrible families and rotten ones. Yours smell worse than your cellar.”
“Oh, you wound me, my dear,” he said and planted a kiss on her cheek. They had such a strange relationship. Like old friends who hung out because there was too much history to let go.
Genevieve hopped off the chair. She was wearing jeans, presumably because she was ready to work. Genevieve wasn’t the type of woman who wore jeans simply because she didn’t have anything else to wear. Besides, they were a skinny and fashionable pair for the time, not a denim-washed relic from the 90s.“Now, where are the vegetables you were planning to toss? I’ll take them to the homeless shelter.” Benoit ran back to the kitchen and Genevieve went back to close-talking with me. “He’s a good man,” she said. “Just do not get wrapped up in that family. Of course, you’re older and not as vulnerable as I was. But they’ll find a way to torture you nevertheless.”
I started sorting through Benoit’s liquor collection, wondering which would be acceptable to uncork. Although it was only morning, I felt like drinking away my anxieties about the virus and the confinement. There was a bottle of Sancerre blanc that might be passable for early-day drinking. I fingered the bottle as I watched Genevieve pack her things. Her movements were like a waterfall –flowing and knowing its purpose. She pursed her lips to signal that her mouth was closed; she wasn’t going to say anything more to me about her story. 
Genevieve carried a box of vegetables and walked toward the front of the restaurant, ass swaying just a bit. She maneuvered the front door latch and, as she opened it, a startling flash of morning light nearly knocked me off my seat. Genevieve gasped, dropping the box.
In the doorway stood an older man, face worn and small bits of hair pointing off his skull. He was finely dressed in a thick sweater and wool pants. His hands were in his pockets, elbows flared to each side. I’d seen this type all over the eighth arrondissement. Privileged, wealthy, and probably guilty of a host of unseemly dealings most of his life.
“Monsieur Du Mer,” Genevieve said in well-accented French. “How unexpected.”
“Unexpected?” he grunted. “Doesn’t my son still own this place?”
“Of course, please come in.” Genevieve looked at me and then back at the man. She hardened her gaze to match his. “I must be going. Please tell Benoit I am taking the vegetables and catching my plane later today. Good-bye.”
“And good riddance,” he said under his breath. He didn’t see me. Or maybe he did and I was so inconsequential to his mission that he chose to ignore me. “Benoit,” he yelled. “Where the fuck are you?” He wasn’t big, but he was clearly a man who needed to make his presence known. He picked up a menu and fingered the edges as if it was completely unsavory, glancing at one and letting out an enormous huff. “What kind of shitty fare has he been cooking?” he mumbled. “I’m sure Michelin is holding its breath.”
Benoit still had his apron on. Although I appreciated the working-man look, I was certain his father would not approve.
“I’m your father,” he bellowed. “Take that thing off. You look like a child. A senior citizen child.”
Benoit didn’t budge. “What do you want, Father? I’m very busy as we must close for the next two weeks due to confinement.”
“And all of Paris will be better off,” he scoffed. “I see you are still seeing that African woman. What has it been, 25 years? Can’t you find anyone better than her?”
Benoit reddened deeper than I’d ever seen before. “Get out,” Benoit shouted, his teeth on edge. “Get out of my restaurant. You don’t say those things to me. You don’t have anything to say to me.”
“I’m an emissary for your mother. She is concerned about you, and your judgment,” he said. “She also make sure you didn’t have that damn disease, although judging from this place, God knows what one could pick up.”
“Tell mother she can call me. And no, I don’t have that particular disease. Just whatever congenital diseases my family might have given me by my unfortunate birth.”
The father grumbled again. He scanned the room and at last noticed my existence. “Who is this one? I trust you’ve found another woman below your social status. She’s old, I can see. So, perhaps no complications.”
“I want you to get out,” Benoit said, going up to his father and shoving him toward the door. “Tell mother I’m fine.”
The old man shoved him back a bit and, for a moment, I wondered if I would have to jump in and break up a fight. They ended, however, with a stand-off, or rather a glare down. “I’m off, Benoit. Try not to embarrass the family again.” And then, beneath his breath, he said, “Enjoy your fuck fest with the old cunt.”
My French was not the greatest, but I understood what he was saying, especially about the aging vjay.  That I definitely understood. One of the benefits of teaching college was that my vocabulary was suitably filthy. “Geez,” I said. “Isn’t he a charmer?”
Benoit slumped at a table and hung his head. “He is an ogre. The most repugnant person on earth. I am so ashamed to be part of his bloodline.”
I had to agree. That man had made an entrance of no more than a few minutes, but his brutish presence was undeniable. And, even more than that, he raised so many questions about Genevieve and Benoit.
"Did you leave Genevieve because your family pressured you?"
Benoit was stacking chairs. He didn't look at me. "Do you think I'm that bad?"
"No." I followed him to the next table. "I just need to know you didn't do that."
He lifted another chair with more force than necessary. "I didn't."
"So what happened?"
"Laura.”
"Please."
He sighed. "We dated in the mid-90s. She was a student. I was working for the family. When they found out, they tried to break us up."
"And?"
"And I quit." He moved to the window, started wiping down the glass. "She left anyway. Went to America."
"Did you go after her?"
"Months." He was scrubbing hard now. "Detroit, Pittsburgh, Kansas City. Couldn't find her. Even hung out at one of your stupid boring baseball games with a bunch of bros.”
“That I’d like to see.”
Benoit swung a pretend bat my way. Edgar barked, thinking he ws about to throw a ball.
"So you went back to work for them."
"What else was I going to do?" He turned to face me. "I wasn't twenty-five anymore. I didn't know what else I knew how to do."
I could push pretty hard when I wanted to. Hakn a tshaynik, as my mother would say.
"And then she came back?"
Benoit's jaw tightened. "Three years ago. Just visiting Paris, she said. Married by then. Wanted me to stop looking." He tossed the rag on the bar. "Is that enough?"
"She still visits?"
"Not just to see me. She has friends here. Clients." He gave me a look. "You know, she sits at that bar and I don’t ask this many questions."
I knew I'd reached my limit. Benoit brushed my cheek with his mouth—not passionate, maybe too friendly. The kind of kiss that said, "You're a piece of work."
"Still friends?" I said.
“The best,” he responded. He positioned himself beside the bar, packing glasses into a crate. They were typical French bistro glasses that you could get for a couple of euros, but he handled them as if they were pieces from the Louvre. His gestures were slow and careful, and his eyes were fixed on the glassware, perhaps a way to stop looking at me. Then, to break the silence, he began whistling. It wasn’t a great whistle, but I figured out the tune. “My Way.” Frank Sinatra. “And now the end is near. And so I face the final curtain. My friend, I’ll say it clearly. I’ll state my case of which I’m certain.”
“Chairman of the Board?” 
“Seems appropriate for today,” he said, continuing to wrap the glasses. I wiped the tables, feeling a bit like a barmaid in some 1950s black and white movie.
Benoit brought one more box of wine to the cave before declaring, “We’re done.”
I felt a hard lump in my throat as he surveyed the place. It was unimaginable to think of Vingt Quatre void of customers. Benoit always seemed to be energized by their presence, and I had to think he’d be a little depressed without the nightly buzz of a house of diners. “All that’s left is to write a sign for the door,” he said. “We need to let the customers know we’ll be back in two weeks. Maybe wish everyone good health or something. Just temporary, that’s all.” He clapped his hands together and stood up. “Well, some time off will be nice.”
“I’ll do the sign,” I said. “I’ll make it bi-lingual. You know, let those Americans know we’ll be back.”
“I heard most of the Americans are going home,” Benoit said. “There’s even a cruise ship out in the Mediterranean that’s demanding they be evacuated back to the U.S.”
“Doesn’t surprise me.”
“A bit extreme, don’t you think?” Benoit was supposed to like Americans, according to Genevieve, but I think he just got annoyed with them. “They will be perfectly safe in France, seen by French doctors. This is just another example of American entitlement,” he said.
I flipped over a paper placemat and put my head down, writing the sign with all the concentration of a Torah writer.  
 Benoit tapped his finger on my sign to show I had left out the proper accent mark. Then he inspected my oeuvre one more time. “Good enough for two weeks,” he said. “After that, this whole thing will pass, and we’ll be back in business.” 
“Here, here,” I said, raising a fork that had dropped to the ground.
Benoit picked through his wine shelf and reached for a bottle as if removing a prized book from a museum library. "Let's mark the occasion of going into confinement. And I can't think of a better confinement partner," he added, rubbing my shoulder.
And there it was. Confinement partners. We'd been sharing a bed for weeks now, but I always had my place to return to when I needed air, when things felt too close. Now that escape hatch was closing. Two weeks minimum, locked down with a man whose father had just called me old, whose ex-lover had warned me about his family, whose past I was still piecing together.
I looked around the empty restaurant. Decisions like this were being made all over the world right now. Pick your person. Everything is shutting down.
The logistics raced through my head—two dogs, virtual teaching from his apartment, my clothes, my books, whether his bathroom had enough counter space for my things. And underneath all that: what if this is a mistake? What if two weeks turns into more? What if I'm walking straight into the complications Genevieve warned me about?
But the alternative was worse. Being alone during whatever this thing was that was falling down around us.
"Sounds good," I said. "Why not?"
Benoit uncorked the wine and pulled out two glasses. "To new adventures!"
Edgar barked in enthusiasm and Benoit, for the first time, patted his head. “Oh wait, old boy,” he said. “I’ve been saving something for you.” He ran back to the kitchen.
“Here you go,” Benoit returned, waving a huge t-bone in front of Edgar. Now, my dog who usually whines as I eat my vegan pasta, had rarely had such a treat. He jumped higher than I’d seen in years, grabbing the meaty mess from Benoit’s grip. “Bone apetit,” declared Benoit.
“You’ve been waiting to say that, eh?” I said. 
We drank and talked for the next hour, watching as passers-by read my sign and commented that the confinement was indeed upon us. “Back in two weeks,” Benoit called out, knowing that they couldn’t hear him.
“To two weeks of hiding out,” I said and poured us all another round. Edgar chewed happily on his bone. Benoit gave me a satisfied smile. Perhaps this wasn’t going to be too bad after all.




CHAPTER FOURTEEN

"No tech at the table," Benoit demanded. "That's the rule. Your laptop and all these disgusting wires leave before I set any plate on this surface. Gone."
"Does a salt shaker count as tech, El Duce?"
"Thirty minutes," he said, ignoring me. "I need thirty minutes to set the table properly."
I started gathering cables. "We're two lonely souls in a lockdown. Who are we setting for, the ghost of Escoffier?"
"You'll thank me when you taste the broccoli."
I had thanked him the last four times. Benoit had figured out how to char it on the grill just enough that it stayed crisp and glistened with butter. I wasn't about to admit that at the moment, though. I shoved my laptop under my arm and headed for the bedroom.
"And the power cord," he called after me.
"Fascist."
But an hour later, when he brought out the fish—some new technique he'd been obsessing over, and the broccoli, he watched me with satisfaction. “Now, would Mussolini treat a halibut like that?”
“He never cooked for me. All he did was that crazy saluting. Man, it was irritating.”
“Ah, but Benito. I’ll bet he was horrible in the bedroom. Obsessing over train schedules is not exactly passionate.”
“Nothing measured up to you, my dear.” And with that, I cleaned my plate. 
Benoit sat back, smiling as if he actually enjoyed this confinement. “I am enjoying cooking just for us,” he said. “And when this virus is over, we’ll have a big party at Le Vingt Quatre.”
I believed his optimism. And why not? My days consisted of working, eating, and going to bed. It was March, and the sunlight was still short and sparse. Padding around the apartment seemed the right thing to do.
Besides, there were times when we brushed by each other and reminded ourselves we were still early in our relationship. The sex wasn’t lustful, bent over the stove or rotating on a swinging chair with a strategically placed hole in the middle (second husband, bless his taste for the exotic). It was calmer, quieter, and often longer. Benoit, the champion of the slow-cooker, was also the slow lover, and when we had little else to do but to be together, it worked just fine. 
The were a few wedges to our situation. One was walking our four-legged companions. I was never a good walker, and lock down walking stressed me. First, there was the writing of the attestation. This was not in itself difficult to do. One had to fill out a few boxes on a form —why we were venturing outside, our date of birth and a signature swearing that we were not drifting into fantasies but clearly stating the reason for our stroll. It was possible to do this on one’s phone, which required clearing the prototype name —Camille Dupont —and replacing it with one’s own. Every time I obliterated Camille, who was about my age (nee 1970), I felt as if I was swiping away her identity. And then there was the plugging in of one’s own birth date, not the American style (month, day, year), but the more logical European, which did not sit right in my head. According to the form, Edgar and Eloise were animaux de compagne. So much ceremony accompanying animal elimination.  “You do it, I can’t,” I declared too many times, trying to prep for stepping outside.
Besides, I was convinced the disease was everywhere. Obsessive hand-washing was expected and performed as if we were all surgeons. But because this illness, pronounced in France as co-veed had such a mysterious origin, we put up plexiglass barriers between us. People paraded about with translucent visors on their heads. Cashiers in grocery stores did their jobs behind plexiglass with a look of terror on their faces. You could see it through the transparent plastic. They wanted to say, “Go home. You don’t need that butter. Oh God, don’t get me ill.”
Rumors spread that packages might also keep the disease lingering on their surfaces. Benoit picked up his mail with gloves and left it to “shed” for a few days in the entryway before opening a bill as if it were a piece of plutonium. One day, an Amazon package arrived, and we debated whether or not to bring it into the apartment. I argued to at least bring it up from the mailboxes and outside the apartment’s front door. From there, Benoit declared that we would wait another day before bringing it inside our living space. We waited and, of course, it was stolen away in the middle of the night. He bristled as he realized he would now need to re-order the toilet brush that was on backorder. “Look for the neighbors with the sparkling clean toilets. They’re the thieves.” I offered.
Most of the time I spent on the couch in Benoit’s apartment, doom-scrolling social media and then telling myself that was precisely what I should not do. It was difficult, though. So much unknown, and yet so many horrible stories began to appear. Normally healthy individuals weren’t feeling well one afternoon and then died two days later. There was the young mother who went to lie down only to have her lung collapse, and she died while her children played in the other room. Benoit and I began to question each sneeze, each cough, each ache, and even each bowel movement. I wanted to shake us from this condition, but the more I texted friends and read through people’s social postings, it seemed the whole world was doing this, feeling their frailty.
“Perhaps we need to permanently put away our phones and laptops,” Benoit said, leaving his phone purposely in the hallway. “Our grandparents got through a world war without these things. We can survive two weeks.”
Although the no-electronics rule seemed like a good idea, I had classes to teach, and I was going to join the millions of instructors around the world who would try to navigate and ultimately curse out Zoom. I wasn’t a virgin to this stuff, having taught online before. However, these were courses that could be systematically organized well in advance prior to implementation.  The change to Zoom was rapid. One minute we were in the classroom, and the next we were told to “do it all online.” I had no time to explore the program, finding out the little tips and tricks. And by the way, how were some of my students fixing their backgrounds to look as if they were on the moon? 
Benoit, too, felt challenged by the Zoom presence in our lives. I’d be teaching and look down at my phone, only to read desperate texts such as, “Ok for me to make a phone call in the other room?” “Will the sound of chopping bother the students?” And of course, “When is this finished?”
There was one afternoon when Benoit did not tread as quietly and engaged in a heated phone call. I winced as the students heard loud shouts of, “You are done telling me what to do” and “These are my decisions,” followed by clicks and then call-backs throughout the afternoon. “Always some excitement in our apartment,” I said to my students, trying to brush it off but still wondering what could have caused the exchange
As Benoit cooked, I decided to snoop. I’m not a big snooper. I’m not the jealous type looking for girlfriends or whatnots. We were in confinement, for goodness sake. I knew his every move. But there was something happening that made him want to cook an awful lot of soup.
Benoit’s desk had mounds of papers, all in French, which made my snooping speed incredibly slow. I didn’t recognize letterheads all piled high. And simply getting through the first paragraph of most French documents took a lot of fortitude. “For the privilege of this.” “For the benefit of that.” “For the period of whenever.” You can’t scan something like that, especially since Benoit has four middle names. However, a few letters caught my eye. Oxfam. I certainly knew that one. Save the Children. Yes, they were familiar. ChildFund International. I could guess what that was about. They all read the same. “Thank you for you generous donation.” “Your very generous donation.” “Your extraordinary donation.” I rummaged through some more papers, mostly court documents with his family’s company name. And then there was the letter from the Malala Fund, thanking him for building a school in Chad for the total of 1.1 million euros. My hands shook as I read the letter. Benoit was not just rich; he was giving it away so girls could go to school.  This was not the smoking gun I’d expected. Not at all. 
I heard Benoit banging around in the kitchen and felt terrible. I’d invaded his privacy only to discover his generosity. Was the school named after him? If they had any smarts, they would. But of course Benoit wouldn’t stand for any of that. He’d let Malala do the naming. Malala, jeez. I wondered if he’d ever met her. Maybe she had a crush on him, although I couldn’t be jealous of Malala. That would be entirely uncool.
“How’d the class go?” Benoit asked. I vaguely suspected he saw me snooping, but he wasn’t going to nab me. Not this gentleman who gave his fortune away for the sake of a little girl’s future.
“I’m not sure I’m making a difference in their lives. I mean, it’s a marketing class, for God’s sake.” My work, indeed, felt very inconsequential.
“You are,” he said. “You’re contributing.” 
The line felt like a bit of a throwaway, but what could I do? I could not donate a million euros to the academic pursuit of more marketing. I slouched a little at the kitchen counter, taking solace in Benoit's kitchen artistry. "You're getting pretty good at that," I said, eying another salad construction.
"Your influence," Benoit said, arranging celery and shaved truffles with the precision of a jeweler. "I'm becoming the vegetable king of my arrondissement."
"Is that so terrible?"
He gave me a look. "Laura. I am French. I love the meats."
I took a bite of what he called his salade Laura—the celery and truffle combination was ridiculous, honestly—and made an involuntary sound that might have been indecent.
"You see?" he said. "This is my life now. Roquette and burrata while my cassoulet dreams die."
"You made coq au vin last week."
"And you were so polite about it I wanted to throw myself in the Seine."
I tried not to laugh. "It was good!"
"It was 'very interesting,'" he said, mimicking my voice. "You praised the wine reduction like you were complimenting a child's crayon drawing."
"That's not fair."
"My entrecote is going to taste like the bottom of your shoe soon." He was slicing tomatoes for a Niçoise now, his knife work unnecessarily aggressive. "No anchovies, I assume?"
"You assume correctly."
He sighed, the sound of a man witnessing the death of French civilization. "When this confinement is over, we're having that dinner party. And I'm cooking every animal I can legally purchase."
"Sounds perfect," I said. "We could use the business."
“Don’t worry,” he muttered. “We will do okay.”
“Benoit, I just have to ask. How dependent on the restaurant are you? I mean, I know you made money before starting Quatre Vingt. Don’t you have any in reserve if this confinement goes on longer than they’re telling us?”
Benoit looked at me with a gaze that said, “Why are you asking me?” “Of course,” he said. “This is not about me. It’s about keeping Le Quatre Vingt in business and all my wonderful customers.”
“And staff? Are you paying them?”
“Yes, and then some. I made sure they would be secure. My waiters are at home, enjoying their meals with their families right now. This I can be confident about.”
“So, we’re good? You can wait until the situation improves and still be comfortable?” 
“Comfortable,” he said and rubbed my head. I dug into my salad. The cheese ran over the vegetables, gooey and delightful. We were both good and comfortable. With each bite, my desire to learn more about Benoit intensified. How did this man, schooled in what he described as the most brutal of financial matters, become a master of each morsel? The incongruity was mystifying, although I had to admit I was enjoying the benefit of the result.
Although it was March, the days were still short and nightfall came quickly, leaving Benoit’s street very quiet. His street was never one jam-packed like some Paris streets, which, before the confinement, had been absolute bottlenecks at rush hour as those who could not afford Paris rents tried to get home for a late supper. I’d seen what happened on Pereire or some of the other streets heading toward the Periph, that monstrous ring-road where cars spin around and eventually exit to further reaches of the city or the countryside. Some drivers leaned on their horns, others yelled profanities out their windows, and others simmered in rage.
Benoit’s street was generally quiet, but in confinement it was silent. No one except a few dog walkers, armed with their attestations, paced around, waiting for their canine companions to finally drop a log and return home. I tended to believe the dogs plotted against their masters, making them walk several city blocks before the ultimate cargo unloaded. 
Sometimes, the silence was broken by the blue light of an ambulance These were dreadful scenes —a family member tearfully accompanying a loved one as his or her gurney rose up into the belly of the vehicle. They would ask the medics about their father, mother, husband, wife, or whoever’s chances for recovery, and the SAMU medic would probably respond with a soothing, “Everything will be alright.” But of course, those were just words. This horrible illness was taking lives, and everyone knew it. The family member would wave goodbye or perhaps blow a kiss, unable to accompany the patient and unknowing if that was their last moment together. 
I couldn’t stand to watch these scenes. A man, so broken, sobbed on the sidewalk as the blue light faded away. I walked away from the window, puttering with the dishes, trying to rid my mind of what I had just witnessed.
“Horrible,” Benoit said. We walked about the apartment in silence. But on this night, as we’d just witnessed yet another blue light drive away from a nearby apartment, I heard something from outside. First it sounded like chatter, then rose in volume. Was that clapping or cheering? I wasn’t sure, so I opened the window and stepped outside on Benoit’s balcony. All of his neighbors were out on their balconies. Everyone began clapping and hooting in chorus.
“What is that?” Benoit said, rushing to my side. 
“I’d seen these scenes in Italy, where the virus was raging even faster. Communities came together at night to applaud their health care workers as they walked home.
“We’re saluting heroes,” I said, pointing to five or six people returning to their homes in hospital scrubs. “Look, they’re the people helping to keep us alive. We should clap.”
Benoit was absolutely boisterous in his clapping, yelling and hooting. Then, I heard him call out someone’s name. “Luc,” he shouted. “Bravo!”
Luc must have been one of the guys in scrubs because he waved back. Then, I saw a guy elbow his friend, who elbowed another. “C’est Benoit,” I heard one yell. The whole crew of health care workers looked up at us. They stopped in the street right under our window. “Bravo a vous,” they shouted. 
   “Bravo Benoit. Medicine sans frontiers!”
“Why are they clapping at you?” I asked, stunned as Benoit turned away in embarrassment. “Are you a secret doctor?”
“No,” he said. “They’re being very dramatic. I worked with these guys when they were with Doctors Without Borders and helped them out a bit. They’re the heroes, not me. But yes, I help. And no, it is never enough."”
The shouting outside had finally died down. Benoit stood there for a moment, uncertain, then crossed to the kitchen and started clearing our plates with unnecessary focus.
I returned to the balcony. The health care workers were gone. Just the empty street and a few neighbors pulling their shutters closed. Someone's cat on a windowsill. A dog walker making slow circles under the lamp. 
Behind me, water ran in the sink. Benoit was probably scrubbing furiously. Schools in Chad. Doctors Without Borders. Heated arguments with whom? That horrible family?
Edgar followed me to the balcony, leaning against my shins. At least he was familiar. My old dog from my old confusion, now accompanying me through the new confusion. My animaux de compagne.
The street went dark as the last neighbor closed their shutters. "I know," I said to Edgar. "I don't get it either.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

I was trying to make space for myself in Benoit's closet when I found it, shoved at the bottom of my suitcase beneath a stack of t-shirts I'd never unpacked. The bolt of fabric from Abidjan, a deep indigo with geometric patterns in rust and gold. I'd bought it at a market stall the week before everything fell apart, thinking I'd make... something. A wall hanging. Pillow covers. Another jaunty skirt. I never did.
I sat on the bedroom floor with the fabric across my lap, running my fingers over it and feeling its waxy stiffness. Even after thirteen years, it still smelled faintly of the shop, like dust and dye and something sweet I couldn't name.
The apartment was quiet. Benoit had gone with Eloise to check on the restaurant, making sure the pipes weren't freezing or some other concern I didn't entirely understand. Just me and Edgar, who was sprawled on the bed watching me with mild interest. Through the window I could hear the emptiness of the street. There were no cars, no voices, just the occasional footwork of someone on their permitted hour of exercise.
I should have been grading papers. Maybe setting up my online classroom. Writing an essay. Doing something productive with all this excess of time.
Instead, I was holding fabric from Côte d'Ivoire and remembering the last time I'd tried to make a home with someone else, somewhere.
September 2007.  I am a 36-years-old and once again married, this time to a diplomat I met when he was in training in Washington, DC. I was in Washington, hired to work for a political firm that was doing its best to rail against Bush politics. We weren’t very good at that, and when one of our principals left to do marketing for Haliburton we knew we were all in trouble. I’d tucked my pink slip in my bra and headed for a bar. That’s what DC was about in those days. Drinking, and lots of it.
I wasn’t quite certain what this fellow dressed in a frayed blazer and unfashionable tie was talking about. He had just passed a challenging exam and was thrown into a training camp for diplomats. It sounded impressive under the gauze of my third chardonnay. But then again, so did the joker spouting sports trivia directly behind me. The diplomat-in-training stayed with me for a few hours, asking the usual questions and telling the usual stories of his college life, now almost two decades old. He was entertaining enough and, sure, we could finish the conversation back in his tiny government-issued apartment.
That flirtation led to several months of an on-and-off-again relationship. Although Daniel (Daniel Silverstein, of course, just to make my mother’s ears perk up) thought he was being shipped out to Brussels or London as soon as training completed, it turned out he’d been assigned to Cote d’Ivoire, a francophone country which demanded that he learn the present, subjunctif, and all other forgettable portions of the French language. I’d had some French under my belt, so I helped him the best I could although his constant hard landings on the end of words made me want to cry out loud. After one failed oral exam, he finally passed the second time, kissed me, and said, “Come to Africa with me.”
Now “Come to Africa” was an enticing invitation. I loved adventure and even though Cote d’Ivoire was West Africa and not the safari-glamping image I’d had, I thought why the heck not. Since being laid off I’d only picked up a few short temporary jobs, dabbled in teaching, and tried to make ends meet with mind-numbing clerk jobs, it was time for a change. However, when Daniel informed me that the government was strongly urging us to marry (girlfriends are ok but wives get jobs and other benefits), I was surprised. The thought of marrying again wasn’t in my plans and it took a bit of convincing to sway me. Nevertheless, we married in a small ceremony in Georgetown, my mother giving the thumbs up that this time I’d gotten it right.
Without a honeymoon (unless you count a layover at the Charles de Gaulle Hilton), we arrived in Abidjan as Mr. And Mrs. I couldn’t have been more lost or confused as to where I was. The city was noisy and crowded and littered with plastic bags and water bottles. Although people were friendly enough, I spent months in confusion. I couldn’t understand the process for getting one of those coveted family member jobs at the Embassy and Daniel was immersed in his work. He was a political officer trying to make a good impression. We barely spoke except for quick dinners that I made of canned beans and anything that looked vaguely familiar at the corner grocery store.
“Do you know that they don’t refrigerate eggs?” I asked over dinner, trying to draw him in on the conversation.
“It’s the coating,” Daniel answered, scraping the last bean from his plate. “We wash it off in the U.S. as a protection against bacteria.”
“That’s interesting.”
“Yes,” he sad and excused himself from dinner to spend even more hours writing reports to God knows who.
Daniel decided he wasn’t going to tell me much about what he was doing, so I took to doing a bit of research on my own. I loved leafing through the newspapers, all with their own political bent. The president at the time was named Koudou Laurent Gbagbo, a man who clawed to victory after toppling a military dictator. His victory led to violent clashes and civil war. It was a time of mass graves and terrible fighting that seemed unstoppable. Finally, in early 2007 a peace deal was made between the government and rebels. Ghagbo visited rebel cities for peace, but the papers were filled with cartoons of him as a greedy, unyielding tyrant. There was little hope that life would change, even with his newly declared truce. 
I wanted to talk to Daniel during dinner about all my now impressive knowledge of the country, but he blew me off. “So what, you read the newspapers?” he would say. “Meanwhile, I have a valuable contact who tells me things you wouldn’t know.”
“Like who is more corrupt, the Minister of Lands or Finance?”
“It’s nuanced,” he would say and then take a phone call from God knows who.
Most of my most meaningful conversations about life in Cote d’Ivoire were passing comments made to local guards or perhaps a few women I met in the grocery store. They told me about how difficult life had been for them, how they just wanted their kids to get a good education, and how they worried that things would never change with such turmoil in the streets. Our housekeeper, Louisa, was a particularly perceptive observer of Ivorian life. “My mother believed things would be different once we got independence from the French,” she said. “But the French had different thoughts about that. They are still in our life, in our government, and in our language. It’s like an animal that burrows deep.”
Louisa practiced her English on me. She realized that there wasn’t much to do as a housekeeper given that Daniel and I had few things in the house. You can only dust a bobble head of Alex Rodriguez so many times. So, instead, we chatted. I was working on my French, she her English. At first, we were like five-year-olds with “You like this” and “I want to do this.” Finally, however, we had real conversations, adopting each other’s language and speech patterns. Later, Benoit would tell me I sounded like a West African when I spoke French. “For good reason,” I said. “I learned from the best.”
After a shopping expedition where I bought too many Ivorian fabrics and not enough food for the week, Louisa invited me to meet her family. “You can give a present to my mother,” she said, pulling a brilliant blue bolt and bringing it to the shopkeeper. How could I object? I wanted to see this family that Louisa was always talking about with a mixture of pride and frustration at the life they lived.
We pulled up to a modest cement house, its squat, unadorned walls baking under the  sun. Inside, the sleeping quarters were stark and communal—thin mattresses strewn directly across the cool concrete floors, layered haphazardly. What passed for a living room was really just a scarred wooden dining table ringed by a motley assortment of chairs: some wobbly with missing rungs, others patched with tape, all gathered around a basket of brown fruit.
I noticed that girls dominated the scene—three of them, peeling potatoes, gathering laundry, scrubbing the floors with the harshest of soaps.  I pegged them for ages 8 through 14, the smallest seeming to do the heaviest lifting. 
“Why aren’t they in school?” I asked Louisa.
“A very good question,” she declared. “These are my nieces and my brother-in-law keeps forgetting to send them to school. He doesn’t think it’s important for them to go. But I have a little secret with them. I give them books and help them study. We are chipping away at their father. He is going to get them to school soon. Just as long as there is a school for them to go to.”
“No school? What’s going on?”
“There’s a school, but it’s not very good. Kids sit on the dirt floor and don’t have books. It’s not what you or I would call a school. There just isn’t the government investment in such things.”
“So, even if your brother-in-law thought it important, there isn’t really a school for the girls to pursue a decent education.”
“It’s a problem,” Louisa said. “And believe me, I’m working on it.” Louisa went on to explain how she was working with a variety of agencies to construct a new school. One, she said, was USAID, the developmental agency of the United States government. “I know quite a lot of people at your embassy who are working on this,” she said.
The idea of building a new school —one focused on girls — really intrigued me. It felt like this could be my calling, the thing that I could latch onto while in Cote d’Ivoire and actually do something helpful. I arranged for a meeting with some of their staffers and got a positive reception. I would be a volunteer, helping to build a girls’ school. There was enthusiasm all around. I had something good to do and the USAID staff needed the help.
Louisa and I set to work. We found a space and Louisa negotiated with a local farmer to buy it for a small sum. I wrote grants —good ones I’ll admit —to help get more money. In four months’ time I’d secured $50,000. It wasn’t a ransom, but certainly enough to get started and prove that we could do what we’d prom proposed. We were going to build a school for girls 14 to 17 and focus on science and technology. We’d get a few good teachers on-ground and develop on line courses with teachers in the United States. It wasn’t fancy, but it had potential. Even Louisa’s nieces were thrilled. They petitioned their father and he finally consented. 
The morning the school opened, I arrived before sunrise. The cement walls looked almost pink in the early light, and I could hear the roosters from the neighboring compounds. Louisa was already there, sweeping the classroom floors one more time.
"They're coming," she said, grinning. "All three of them. Their father gave permission this morning."
By eight o'clock, there were twelve girls total. Louisa's nieces came first, the oldest one carrying the two younger ones' books in a plastic bag. Then others trickled in - some with mothers who wanted to meet the teachers, some alone, walking miles from their neighborhoods.
One girl, maybe fifteen, stood in the doorway like she was afraid the building might disappear if she stepped inside. I walked over to her.
"Bienvenue," I said in my terrible French.
She smiled, touched the doorframe, then crossed the threshold.
I watched them fill the desks we'd assembled. Watched the teacher - a woman named Adama who'd taught in village schools for twenty years - write "Sciences et Technologie" on the chalkboard. Watched the girls pull out notebooks, pens, the future.
Louisa stood next to me. "You built this," she said quietly.
I had. For the first time in my life, I'd stayed somewhere long enough to build something real. Something that would outlast me.
The feeling lasted three weeks.
Daniel came home on a Tuesday, earlier than usual. I was at the kitchen table grading the girls' assignments - basic math problems that some of them had struggled with. But it was awesome in their earnestness.
"I requested a transfer," he said. No preamble. Just standing in the doorway with his ratty tie loosened.
I looked up. "What?"
"To Jakarta. Maybe Brussels. Anywhere that's not here." He dropped his briefcase on the floor. "This place is killing me. My boss is an idiot, the work is pointless, and I'm done."
"When?"
"Three months, maybe sooner if something opens up." He went to the fridge, pulled out a beer. "Thank God we can finally get out of this place."
I put down my pen. "I'm not leaving."
"What?"
"The school just opened, Daniel. I can't just walk away from it."
He laughed. I was so familiar with that bitter sound I'd started hearing more and more. "The school? Laura, it's not even a real job. You're a volunteer. You can volunteer anywhere."
"It's not about volunteering. It's about finishing what I started."
"And what about what I started? My career? Our life?" He slammed his hand down on the table. "You're my wife. You come with me. You know, a trailing spouse. That’s what you signed up for.”
"I'm not leaving the girls." My voice was steady but my hands were shaking. "I'm not leaving Louisa. I'm not leaving something I built."
"You built?" He stepped closer. "You wrote some grants and showed up to watch other people lay bricks. Don't act like you're saving the world."
"Don't."
"Don't what? Tell you the truth? That you're playing at being important, some glorious white savior, while I'm actually doing work that matters?" His face was red now, that vein in his temple pulsing. "Jesus Christ, Laura. Grow up."
I stood. Slowly. Watching his hands.
"I'm not going," I said.
He moved toward me. It was just one step, but it was enough. His hand came up, not quite a fist, not quite open. Just hovering there between us.
I'd seen that hand before. Different hand, different man. I didn’t want the same outcome.
"I'm not going," I said again. "But I am leaving."
I folded the fabric carefully, the way Louisa had taught me. The apartment was still quiet. Edgar had fallen asleep.
I'd given Louisa my savings - $10,000 - and gotten on a plane the next day. Never went back to the school. Never said goodbye to the girls. Just ran, the way I always ran when things got complicated.
But here's what I told myself then: I was running FROM Daniel. Running from violence, from a marriage that was already dead, from a man who would hurt me if I stayed. The next and last time I saw Daniel was in divorce court. He was more corpulent and unkempt than ever. His next assignment, it turned out, was Ukraine, where he was apparently surviving the winter with fried cutlets and dumplings. “You look nice,” he’d said to me and I’d congratulated him on his new job. “It suits you,” I said.
The judge awarded me a grand sum of $15,000. That was all Daniel could afford, and all apparently our marriage was worth. I also asked for the few pieces of African art that we’d acquired, which Daniel was far too quick to hand over. “Take it,” he’d said and loosened his tie, relieved that the whole process was over.
Once again, I sent the money to Louisa. She sent me back a photo of the students, now in crisp yellow uniforms. “On a fait ça,” she wrote on the back. We did this.
Except had I? I felt I hadn’t finished. Hadn’t done all I wanted to do.
I heard Benoit's key in the door downstairs. Edgar's head popped up from the sunspot where he was resting.
"Laura?" he called up. "You there?"
"Here," I said, my voice coming out rougher and more emotional than I intended.
He appeared in the bedroom doorway, slightly out of breath from the stairs, carrying a bottle of wine and an envelope. "The restaurant looks fine. A bit sad and empty, but fine." He held up the envelope. "And this came for us. From my brother. Wedding invitation. May, when the weather warms up and this is all over."
I was still holding the fabric from Côte d'Ivoire, still sitting on the floor surrounded by my suitcase and unpacked things.
"Your brother?" I said. "The one who isn’t that different from your father?"
"That's the one." Benoit didn't quite meet my eyes. "Small gathering. Family. He wants me to bring you."
"To meet the Du Mers."
"Well, that is an inevitable part of being at the wedding."
A crack in our little time together. It had been so, almost perfect.
"I don't like the sound of this," I said.
Benoit came into the room, sat on the edge of the bed. "It will be fine. We'll go, drink too much, leave early. You have nothing to worry about."
I looked at him. At the fabric in my lap. 
Benoit looked at the suitcase. “You’re not planning to leave? Now?”
“Nope, just unpacking. Mostly unpacking memories.”
“Ah, I adore that fabric. But you had me frightened. That you weren’t happy with the way things are.”
I didn’t love the sound of that, so I focused on the wedding. "Your family. What if they're awful?" I asked.
"Then we come back here. To our apartment." He said it lightly, but his eyes were serious. "We're not beholden to them. To anyone."
Our apartment. Not his. Ours.
I folded the fabric one more time and set it aside.
"Okay," I said. "Let's go to the wedding."
 


[bookmark: Chapter_10]CHAPTER SIXTEEN
Something did not smell like brioche that morning. It was not the pleasant odor wafting from competing boulangeries just down the road. In fact, it was downright foul. I could smell it from beneath the covers and, for a moment, checking to just make sure it wasn’t me (I mean, one is never 100 percent sure, right?), I followed my nose to the front door. And there it was, right on the parquet, a steaming pile of a creation that only Edgar could have made.
This hadn’t happened since his puppydom, when he was just a rolly polly pile of fur that didn’t exactly know the difference between my green carpet and the ersatz square of grass we had in my tiny Southern California bungalow. “Oh, Edgar,” I sighed and ran to the kitchen to get the requisite rubber gloves and cleaning supplies, preferably hazmat quality if possible.
Edgar Boy cowered in the corner. Those deep brown eyes –the ones that brought me comfort so many times over the years –were truly sorry. “T'inquiète pas,” I called to him. He didn’t move, perhaps wondering what the other person in the house would say.
I was down on my hands and knees when, damn, Benoit noticed me. Why did he pick this day to wake at a normal hour. He surveyed the scene, took one look at Edgar and went to the kitchen to make coffee.
“Don’t worry. I’ll clean it up,” I called. But there wasn’t a sense that Benoit was going to offer any help. I wasn’t clear how to read the avoidance, perhaps it was the kindest thing he could do, given the situation. Perhaps.
I entered the kitchen, removing my gloves, a la Audrey Hepburn, pronouncing, “Ta da, good as new.”
Benoit was reading his phone, not even looking up. “That’s not normal. Maybe you should take him to the vet.”
“That sounds a little cold.”
“He is old.”
“That sounds colder.” 
“Sorry.” He was still absorbed in the phone, the apology a clear throwaway. 
I needed more from him, so I pushed. It was, after all, instinctual for me. “So, uh, maybe you could call Eloise’s vet. You’re always raving about her.”
Benoit nodded. Eyes still on phone. “Oui.”
I took Edgar out for his morning walk. At this point in the pandemic, we were still filling out attestations every time we went outside, and people were bending the exceptions for dog walking in phenomenal ways. I’d seen some weird cat-walkers appear and some animal on a leash I couldn’t even identify. Plus a lot of people who didn’t even have pets a month before suddenly appeared with furry companions.
Edgar was slow, but he was walking and sniffing, which I took as a good sign. We may have exceeded our hour, too. I needed some time to consider what was happening chez nous. Benoit, it seemed, was growing a little more petulant these days. Perhaps it wasn’t about me and the dog, I reasoned. “Grimper aux murs,” or “climbing the walls” was rampant in the city. I could hear it in the arguments people were having across the ventilation space. 
We got home and Benoit was still on is phone. Edgar, exhausted, went to a corner of the room and fell asleep.
“We’re back,” I chimed. “Did you call the vet?” It was a nice tone, I swear. Nothing pushy this time. In fact, downright sunshiny.
"Oui, oui, I will call." 
Ugh. Non-responsive, this version of preoccupied Benoit was grating on me. Fortunately, I had my Zoom class, which actually went well. Almost everyone had their cameras on and people were participating. A small pandemic victory. “Thank you,” someone even said at the end of the class, before, of course, asking if we might consider “a pause,” given the stress of the confinement and all. I considered the “thank you” a win and padded to the kitchen. 
Benoit had made lunch for himself, but offered to make me something.
“I’ll do it,” I said. “Just don’t forget the vet.”
“Merde, yes, of course.”
By evening, I reminded him again. "The vet?"
"Ah, Laura. I forgot. I am sorry, truly." He put down his phone, looked at me directly. "Tomorrow morning, first thing. I promise."
But the next morning brought a call from someone and lots of chatting, most of it behind a closed office door. I listened. It didn’t sound flirty, but he was obviously engaged in the conversation. “She will know. I promise. Yes. Of course.”
“Problems?” I asked, expecting him to fill me in.
“An old friend.”
Hmm. I took a stab. “Genevieve?”
“Why would you ask that? Just a friend. A conversation with a friend.”
Could he be more vague? “Well, I’m sure you’ll have a conversation with the vet, too.” Ouch, I know. Bad Laura. Very bad. 
"Putain, I am the worst. Let me call now."
"I already did. They can't see him for four days."
He winced. "I am sorry.” He paced the length of the room, obviously irritated that there was nowhere more to go.
"It's fine. Really."
He came over, kissed my forehead. "This confinement. It’s  lot."
I had to believe him. The pandemic was tough and getting tougher. Nobody was themselves. I decided not be too concerned. 
Then, that afternoon, I was looking for a pen. Just a simple pen. I went to Benoit's desk. The one piled with papers.
Womp. The drawer was locked. I tried it again. Definitely locked. Shit.
Benoit entered the room. “Can I help?”
“Was looking for a pen, but this drawer must be stuck.”
“No, it’s not. I just keep that drawer for restaurant documents, very boring. Very messy.” He turned toward the hallway, positioning himself so that I would get the message to follow him out of the office. Not rude. Not defensive. Just signaling for me to drop it.
I would have, honestly. But I pushed, just one more time. "Do you want help organizing this stuff?"
"No, I don’t need that. You don’t need to go through my disaster. That’s too much." He looked genuinely touched.
"I'm a teacher. I'm good at organizing chaos."
His phone buzzed. He looked at it and I could see the relief that the conversation would end. "The supplier. I am sorry."
He kissed me quickly and disappeared back into the bedroom, already talking rapidly in French.
I looked at the drawer again. I didn’t like it. But I had to let it go. I really did. I must have told myself that ten times that evening.
That night, Edgar lay between us on the couch, his breathing labored. I stroked his ears, those soft velvet ears that I'd been touching for thirteen years.
"I got him after my second divorce," I said. Benoit was reading something on his phone, but I kept talking. "I was living in this tiny cottage in North Hollywood. I had next to nothing, so I went to the shelter thinking I'd get a puppy, something cheerful."
"Mm-hmm." Benoit was listening, sort of.
"But Edgar was there, a puffball. Nobody wanted him. The runt, they said. He looked at me with these eyes and I just had to take him home. He's been the only constant in my life. Through three cities, two jobs, this whole ridiculous move to Paris." My voice cracked. "He followed me here. Across an ocean. And now—"
"He is a very good dog," Benoit said, looking up from his phone. He saw my face, put the phone down immediately. "Ah.” He pulled me close, kissed my hair. "Edgar is strong. He will be okay."
I wanted to explain that this wasn't about Edgar being okay. That I needed to talk about everything always seeming so fleeting in my life. But Benoit was already standing.
"You need wine. And I will make you something. My grand-mère's blanquette de veau. Comfort food, yes?"
He was trying. Trying to fix it the way he knew how. With food, with wine, with distraction from sad thoughts. It was sweet. It just wasn't quite what I needed.
When he came back with the wine, he settled beside me and pulled both me and Edgar into an embrace. "We take care of him together, oui? Whatever he needs."
I nodded against his shoulder. He meant it. He did.
The morning of the vet appointment, I got Edgar's leash. Benoit appeared, already dressed. "I will walk with you. It’s the least I can do.”
We shuffled around the block together, Edgar stopping every few meters to rest and smell something unseemly. It was actually nice, the three of us together in the quiet morning.
"When this is all over," I said, "when we can travel again, have you thought about visiting California? I could show you where I lived. Where I got Edgar."
"California!" He smiled. "I have never been. They say it is beautiful. Even more of the elite than San Tropez."
"It is beautiful and filled with fancy people. Well, not where I used to live. But we could drive up the coast. Big Sur, Mendocino. They’re rather phenomenal.”
"This sounds wonderful." He was genuinely enthusiastic. Then his face clouded. "But who knows when, huh? This confinement is lasting much longer than anyone thought. He shrugged. "But we will see. Many things are possible."
It wasn't a no. It was just, vague. The way he was with anything involving the future.
Edgar relieved himself against a tree. We turned back.
"The vet is at two," I said. "You're still coming?"
"Of course." Then his phone buzzed. He checked it, frowned. "Ah. The supplier wants to speak at two-thirty. But I will come to the vet first, stay as long as I can."
"Okay."
"Unless, do you want me to cancel with him?"
I looked at his face. He'd cancel if I asked. He would. But I could also see the stress there, the weight of the restaurant problems.
"No, it's fine. If you need to leave early, I understand."
He squeezed my hand. "You are the best, you know this?"
At 1:45, Benoit helped me get Edgar on his leash. At 1:50, his phone rang. It was the supplier or someone.
Benoit looked at me, genuinely torn. "I can tell them to wait."
"Just take it. I'll go ahead. You can meet me there if the call is quick."
He kissed me, whispered "Je t'aime" then answered the phone.
I walked with Edgar, trying to tamper down my resentment. Benoit was dealing with his own crisis. The restaurant was his livelihood, and at the moment, he didn’t have much of an income. I got it. I thought I did,
The vet was a brisk woman named Dr. Moreau who examined Edgar thoroughly. "His kidneys are struggling," she said. "His hips are painful. He is old. Maybe months, maybe a year. But you should prepare yourself."
"How will I know when it's time?"
"You will know. He will tell you."
She gave me medications, instructions. Edgar sat patiently, this good old boy.
Benoit appeared just as I was paying. Breathless, apologetic. "I came as fast as I could. The supplier and then a friend, they would not stop talking. How is he?"
"Declining. Not dying yet."
"Ah. So we have time. Good."
At home, Benoit had already started dinner before the call—a simple pasta carbonara. He finished it while I got Edgar settled with his medications.
"How is our boy?" he asked, bringing me wine.
"Okay. For now."
"Good." He pulled me into a hug. "We will take good care of him. As long as he needs."
We ate dinner. Benoit told me his supplier was satisfied with the deal they struck. No reference to Genevieve. Good.
I told him about the medication schedule. He listened, asked questions, this time, never searching for his phone. 
After dinner, I gave Edgar his pills. Benoit sat on the floor beside us, scratching Edgar's ears. "You are a fighter, mon vieux. Like your maman."
It was sweet. And yet. I watched him there with Edgar, being present. But would that last? I had no idea. I pushed the thought away. Nothing was certain anymore.
"Come," he said, standing and pulling me up. "Let's watch something silly. Something that makes us laugh."
So we did. We curled up on the couch with Edgar between us, and we watched a ridiculous French comedy that I barely understood, and Benoit translated the jokes. Most of them were truly dumb but I laughed.
It was a good night. A really good night. I remembered that Benoit had once said that about Paris. “You know,” he said, “people come here expecting a story. But that’s not how it works. You get moments. Eating a good meal. Strolling the Seine and watching people tango together. Spending an evening in the comfort of a night with someone you love. That’s all anyone ever really gets.”
Edgar sighed in his sleep. Benoit and I under one cozy blanket. The movie played on.
And for that moment, it was enough.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Six weeks into confinement, a bit of good news arrived. France’s COVID-19 cases were dropping to mere hundreds a day, freeing up the hospital intensive care units and, possibly, the French people under confinement.
The first to open again were the stores and it felt like we’d never seen a shop before. The idea of milling about —one meter apart —in something other than a food market was thrilling. I raced to Sephora and Yves Rocher, giddy with the prospect of stocking up on bath gel and decent conditioner. Weeks of wandering around the apartment in clouds of Carrefour-purchased cologne were giving me a headache.
Even the shop workers bullying every entrant to sop their hands with sanitizer couldn’t irk me. “Bien sur,” I said as my hands dripped with goop more water than purifying alcohol. It had been too long since I had heard the satisfying ping of a contactless transaction.
By late May, we received the best news in months. Restaurants could open with outdoor dining. At first Benoit balked. Le Vingt Quatre was supposed to be a cozy restaurant with intimate tables. He said he could not bear the thought of customers chewing their food while battling car exhaust.
I reminded him that Le Vingt Quatre was not on a busy street, that car emissions would be minimal and that there was plenty of sidewalk space to branch out, set up a few tables, and give it a try. In a few weeks, if business was good, we could experiment with building one of those platforms some cafes were fashioning on the sides of city streets. All that was required was submitting a configuration plan to the local authorities and hope that they wouldn’t be typical Parisian bureaucrats and require months for a reply.
“I’m a restaurateur, not a carpenter,” Benoit said. “If I wanted to build something out of wood I’d open a cafe in Kentucky.”
“If you were in Kentucky, I’d be your sister, and you’d be deep frying that sandwich,” I said, watching him concoct something sumptuous from a baguette, goat cheese, tomatoes, and herbs. 
Benoit bit into the sandwich, chewed, and paused, gauging my impatient face. “Maybe, but I need to think about it.”
I padded out of the kitchen, and when I returned, I spied him scribbling on a notepad. "Le menu?" I asked, leaning in close enough for him to take in the last of Carrefour's finest Eau de Gardenia, or Garbage as we'd called it.
"It's a surprise," Benoit said, stepping back from my scent. "If I'm going to reopen, it will be with a flourish.
“Well, I’m sure you’ll need a taste-tester.” What was another five pounds? They didn’t even have pounds in France, so what did it matter?
“I will make the meal my brother plans for his wedding. Just so I can show you how it is properly done when not made just to impress the bloated elite.”
“Ugh, the wedding. I’d put it out of my mind,” I said, tracing my finger over the embossed 24 on Benoit’s stationery.
“You’re the only one. My brother and his impossibly wealthy bride are all over the society pages. They are bemoaning that they must pare down their guest list and that they cannot attend all the ridiculous soirees leading up to that whore fest.”
“Reducing the guest list, huh? Maybe we could fall off…”
“That’s impossible,” Benoit said. “They cannot wait to berate me about what I am doing. A small café. All that spending on charity. So shameful.”
I had three weeks to figure out what to wear and what to say in decent French, which I practiced in front of a mirror while Benoit ran about the apartment, preparing for the grand reopening—a rentrée of sorts for Le Vingt Quatre.
We would reopen June 10, with a tiny platform for three to four. That meant Benoit was also very busy, experimenting in the kitchen and making piles of food that we could not possibly eat. Some of it went to Eloise, who seemed to be reaping more of the experiments than Edgar. I commented on this fact, but Benoit didn’t notice. Nor did he seem to care that Eloise was no longer fashionably svelte. “She’s such a good dog,” he would say, patting her as Edgar sat on the couch, barking at a fly on the wall and farting.
Our first customers all headed for the outdoor tables, even though we opened the windows inside and made it practically a wind tunnel. It didn’t seem to matter. We were back in business and Paris was a little brighter than the month before. People I hadn’t known pre-pandemic dropped by to wish Benoit well and give him a socially distanced bis, which was a comic air kiss thrown into space. Some wore masks, but it wasn’t yet required and most people thought it excessive. Besides, the moment they sat down, Benoit was quick to offer something outstanding to eat. His amuse bouche was more like serious foreplay than amusement.
I looked around and was surprised at how comfortable I felt at Le Vingt Quatre. A few months ago I would still have been doing drive-bys,  peering through windows just to catch glimpses of Benoit without committing to an actual relationship. In normal times I would have spent months conjuring up sly reasons for us to fall together—Fran Fine to his Mr. Sheffield. But that shit went out the window with the pandemic. Now I was not just his lover, but his host, back-up waiter, and occasional bartender.
“I should get more staff,” Benoit would say on busy days. 
"But then what would I do other than just stand around and look good?" Benoit said nothing, but he had that little smile that told me he was happy, content. Like the first bite of chocolat royale. Things were looking up. I had the fantasy for a quick second --Emily in Paris, decades later and with significantly lower heels.
And then Beatrice walked in. Looking decidedly un-Beatrice-like.
She had a confidence and maturity unlike her school days, her hair pulled back into a well-coiffed bun and her makeup on point. Dangling jewelry hung from her ears and her outfit spoke of both island-chic and Parisian cool. “Laura!” she cried as I was setting a table for two —my favorite spot just outside the door and right in the line-of-sight of the park. 
“Beatrice? My God, you look like Greece.”
“Hmm, better than smelling like it,” she said. Behind her stood a tall and quiet young man with unmistakable flopping curls. This had to be the Timothee Chalamet boyfriend she’d run away with several weeks ago. If not, she was doing a very good job of accumulating a whole collection of gorgeous young men.
“Vincent, say hi to Professor Bergman. She’s actually a good teacher from that school.”
“Laura,” I said, shaking his hand and whispering “thank you” to Beatrice for her endorsement. “Feel free to leave me five stars.”
Beatrice rolled her eyes. “Her humor is an acquired taste,” she said to the quiet young man before barking an order at him.  “Sit,” she commanded to Vincent and he sat. “This is one of my favorite places. Of course, we can’t afford these prices anymore.”
I pulled away the menus. “On the house, Beatrice,” I said. “Don’t worry. Just tell me what you guys want.”
“Omelet,” she said. “Any kind because I know Benoit won’t fuck it up. And Vincent will have the entrecote. It was his favorite before we both, well, went on a budget.”
“This sounds like a good story,” I said. “Just wait a sec, and I’ll give the order to the cook. Then, I want to hear all about everything.”
Benoit popped out of the kitchen. “Is that our little Beatrice?” He swooped in to give her a hug. Again, that little smile. “She’s our favorite,” he said to Vincent. “We missed her while you guys were on that island, so far away.”
Beatrice’s face changed. “I missed you, too,” she said.
“Beatrice, you ok?” I asked, sizing her up. She seemed physically fine —even exceptional with her new style. But there wasn’t that enthusiastic California college girl vibe. She was more serious, less sunny.
“My dad’s cut me off. He didn’t like me dropping out of college. And,” she paused and looked at Vincent. “He is angry that I am dating outside my race.”
“Race,” Vincent sneered. “Americans have such a problem. Here in France, we do not see or talk of race. Not an issue.”
“Laïcité,” Bernice said in a whisper, as if the mention would erupt an explosion.
Oh boy. Laïcité. Now that was a conversation stopper. It’s the French elite’s claim to being color blind and above the divisions of religion or race. In a cartoon I recently saw a white Frenchman is absorbed in a newspaper article about police violence in the United States without noticing the police beating a black man next to him. 
I did believe there was some truth to the French being less racist than Americans. The shame of slavery clearly rests on the shoulders of the slave-owning nation, although one could argue that the Europeans and British profited just as well as those heavily financed ships set sail from West Africa. And Post-war Paris was certainly warmer to black artists than the Americans who crushed all hope of racial justice with Jim Crow. However, it was still difficult to anoint France with a crown of glory when it came to antisemitism and racism. It was like saying, “My shit is cleaner because I eat salads.” Um, there may be a degree of less toxicity there, but it’s still shit.
“Race is merely a construct,” Vincent said.
Vincent was now the recipient of Beatrice’s eyeroll. It was clear she was into him, maybe in love, but she wasn’t going to let him get away with everything he said.
“Oh, and when your friends make a fuss over me because I’m exotic, that’s a construct, eh?” she said. “Or when the police are constantly asking for my carte-de-sejour and you get a hard pass? I need to tell les flics that their constructs need fine-tuning.”
“I’m French. I was born here,” Vincent shot back.
“And I have a tattoo across my face that says, ‘Not born here?’”
Beatrice wasn’t done. “Hey, look. You’re sitting in a very comfortable position. Look what’s going on in America. George Floyd was murdered by a cop in Minneapolis. You don’t think that scares the crap out of me? When I see Black Lives Matter protests, I feel like maybe I should be there. It’s important to me that things change in my country.” She put her head down and wept.
Vincent put his hand on the back of her chair. “Babe,” he said with his best American emphasis. “Look, I get it,” he said. “I really do.” He did have a way about him as he wiped Beatrice’s tears. “Sorry, Bea. I can be a jerk. My mom reminds of that a lot.”
“Here’s to your generation,” I said. “Whereas mine says, ‘Oh God, we can’t talk about race’ at least yours does. Or people like you. Let me pour you both some wine.” I puttered around the bar and pulled out a decent wine at a cheap price. If Beatrice was as busted as she claimed, she wouldn’t want the super pricey stuff.
“Thanks,” Beatrice said when I brought her a glass and she pounded it down. She wasn’t done with the discussion. But she wasn’t above self-medicating, either.
Both Vincent and I did a double-take. “Easy, there,” I said. “Beatrice, you want to go back to the U.S.?”
“Can’t,” Beatrice blurted. “I’m broke. My parents aren’t supporting me. I’ve got about 20 euros in my purse, and I have to find a job as a translator. Vincent needs to work, too. He’s not exactly swimming in cash. We’re like the mixed-family Robinson just back from a tiny island in Greece.”
Vincent rubbed Beatrice’s shoulder. He had a coolness of a young Frenchman, but there was something that I liked about him. He could back down from the argument. He could summon the wrath of his mom. He had potential. “I’ll be right back,” I said.
I had an idea I needed to confab with Benoit, who had snuck back into the kitchen some time after race being declared a construct. He was smart. Why bother with uncomfortable topics when the kitchen was filled with comforting smells — lemon, basil, butter, and shallots. 
“Hey, I want to talk to you about Beatrice.”
Benoit, who was now elbow-deep in some kind of meat carving, stopped what he was doing, wiped his bloody hands on a cloth. “Oh, my little American. She has grown up, hasn’t she?”
“Yes, and she’s having money troubles. Big ones.”
“Oh no, well, we should help her.” He hadn’t even paused respond. “And we could use the extra help, you know.”
Benoit emerged from the kitchen again. “We will help you,” he said. “That is no problem.”
Beatrice's shoulders dropped. “Thank you, I you think you can.” And then she turned to us, suddenly confident. “How about hiring Vincent?”
Benoit gave Vincent the once-over. “Hey, man,” he said. “You want a job?”
The curls bobbed up and down and Vincent, dropping his swagger, agreed.
The very next day, Le Vingt Quatre had a new waiter/sous chef. And it was not just me — many of our guests mistook him for a famous actor. This was not a bad thing, as we had a small contingent of young women who sipped aperos and ordered charcuterie from our cute-erie.
Vincent, as it turned out, was more interesting than just his floppy curls and lithe body that wrapped up well in a waiter’s apron. He came from an eccentric French family modeled after Josephine Baker’s Rainbow Tribe. There were a dozen kids, all different races and a smattering of various religions. Vincent and his brother were the French white kids, along with two from Algeria, three from Bangladesh, one from Senegal and the rest from various points on the globe. Vincent kept in close contact with his mother, who raised the tribe independently, having made an adequate salary doing French and English voice-overs for Japanese television. However, the Japanese television market was in somewhat of a lull at the moment, so money wasn’t exactly pouring in.
The family made a few exceptions on their budget, one of which was dining out every Thursday evening. Vincent convinced Benoit to give them a slight break and the mother, a lovely woman, became a regular along with her feisty family. She usually ordered only six meals and had everyone “partager.” Some of the older kids grumbled but the little kids had a ball. And all of us liked the party-like atmosphere that erupted on a slow weeknight when the tribe came for a visit. Sometimes Beatrice would come by to play with the kids. Vincent, normally fairly quiet, came out of his shell and performed a bit for his siblings, balancing glasses on his forearm (watch it buddy) and singing the menu on occasion.
“You are very nice to have this circus,” his mother said to Benoit one evening. “I am so happy that Vincent has found a place for himself. He was a bit of a lost boy, you know, running off to Greece. Now he seems very happy.”
Benoit gave Vincent a slap on the shoulder and hurried back to work. For a brief and shining respite from the disease, all seemed to be running smoothly. Benoit had some help, Vincent was a nice addition, Beatrice found some work, and I had finished up my classes for the semester and could play “lady of the establishment” for a bit.
That is, all seemed in good order until the fourth week of our re-opening. Vincent’s family arrived, bustled around, and finally found their seats. His mother shushed them all and Vincent came by to read or sing the menu. They were their usual boisterous selves but no one seemed to care, except one particularly cranky customer.
“Waiter,” he bellowed as Vincent finished up with his family. “Can you manage to free yourself from those mongrels? I’m a real paying customer.”
The mother gasped. No one called her crew mongrels. That was too much for her. Although a small woman, she didn’t tolerate cruel talk about her family. “I heard that,” she said and headed straight for his table. A left hook was about to fly, but Vincent grabbed her arm in mid-punch. “Mama don’t,” he said. The kids at the table knew this was going to be interesting. A few climbed on their chairs to get a good look.
"Where's Benoit?" he ducked and demanded. "Tell him his brother Georges is here."
Oh. Oh shit. I darted into the kitchen. "Your brother's here."
Benoit's face went carefully blank. "Which one?"
"Georges."
"Merde." He wiped his hands, untied his apron. "Stay here."
"Like hell I will."
We both walked out. Georges had already summoned Vincent with a finger snap—an actual finger snap, like Vincent was a dog—and was barking his order. "Châteaubriand, saignant, and your best Bordeaux. Not the tourist shit."
"We don't have tourist shit," Benoit said quietly.
Georges looked up, and I saw the resemblance immediately. Same eyes. Same teeth. But where Benoit's face held warmth, Georges's was all sharp edges and entitlement.
"Little brother. Still playing at restaurateur, I see."
"Georges." Benoit's voice was flat. "To what do I owe the pleasure?"
"Can't a man visit his brother's charming little establishment?" Georges made a show of looking around. "Though I have to say, I expected something more... refined. Given what you've been spending our family money on."
"My money," Benoit said. "That I earned."
"Is it though?" Georges leaned back in his chair. "I know what you did. Hemorrhaging company funds on your little charity projects.  Building schools in Africa? You're lucky Father only cut you off. He wanted to sue you for embezzlement."
"Vincent," Benoit said quietly. "Please check on table three."
"Vincent left. Georges watched him go. "Cute. Very... diverse clientele you have here. Mother would be horrified."
"Mother is horrified by everything," Benoit said. "It's her hobby."
“And yours?”
"To educate girls who would otherwise have nothing," Benoit said, his voice rising now. "To build schools in places where your wine costs more than a family's monthly income. To actually do something with the money instead of just sneering at everyone who wasn't born into the right family."
"How noble," Georges said. "And look where it's gotten you. A tiny restaurant with delusions of grandeur, a—" he glanced at me, "—middle-aged American girlfriend playing waitress, and patron from a refugee camp."
"Leave," Benoit said to Georges.
"I haven't gotten my meal yet."
"You're not getting one. Leave my restaurant."
"You're making a mistake, little brother. The wedding is in two weeks. Show up with your little American, fine. But remember—you're still a Du Mer. You still have responsibilities to the family. And this?" He gestured around the restaurant. "This little rebellion of yours? It's embarrassing."
"Then be embarrassed," Benoit said. "The door is behind you."
Georges smiled, but it didn't reach his eyes. "This isn't over."
He walked out. The few customers in the restaurant had gone silent, trying to pretend they hadn't heard everything.
Benoit stood with me by the door. “’And now I have to go to that wedding. Stand there in my fancy suit and pretend we're all one big happy Du Mer family."
"So don't go."
He pulled back, looked at me. "I have to. If I don't, they'll erase me from the family completely. They’ll tie me up in legal battles just out of spite."
"Then we go," I said. "Together.” 
"What did I do to deserve you?"
"You made me exceptional eggs," I said. "The rest is just follow-through."
He laughed, really laughed, and went back to his cutting board. But I saw him wipe his eyes as he turned away.
Two weeks to the wedding. Two weeks until we walked into the belly of the Du Mer beast.
I should have been worried. No, I should have been terrified.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

The Du Mer residence in the countryside was not to be outdone. Spectacularly adorned for the third wedding of their fourth son, this particular chateau, nestled in a village south of Tours, was picked up by Daddy Du Mer after his first killing on metal speculation somewhere decidedly not in France. From our bedroom —a lushly paneled sanctum that was easily one of the more modest in the house —I could see a courtyard and a well-manicured lawn replete with animal-shaped shrubbery.
“I used to be scared as crap by those things,” Benoit said, pointing to one that could either be a giant rat or cat or something with a snout so nefarious it would have easily had a child believe he was destined for the unnamed beast’s gullet. “They’re especially awful at night.”
Ringing the manicured garden were the woods, far less fussy, and a place where one could picture the four Du Mer boys spending considerable time exploring. Benoit admitted he loved these woods, which also seemed very French. Whereas the British would hew and crimp every aspect of their land, the French enjoyed keeping some sections far more rustic. In the woods, I could see little boys running around, pretending to be downed soldiers, thrashing through the brush. “We were paratroopers,” Benoit said. “We’d just landed and were out to get the Nazis. That was pretty much the theme of our best battles.”
“Well, did you catch any?”
“Nope,” said Benoit. “That’s because there were probably a fair number of former Nazis up in the main house doing business deals with my father.”
Benoit told me that he bounced his boyhood between these woods and the elaborate apartments in Arrondisements One and Three. He said his father barely noticed his second son’s maturing from play soldier to somber teen. Only when he turned 18 did he utter a word about his future —university, a prominent internship, a few years learning the ropes and then an assignment somewhere remote where he would do distasteful things.
But in these woods, Benoit seemed to cling to that fleeting boyhood. He skipped rocks into a pond, tossed twigs into the trees and ran around like a birthday boy fueled by chocolate cake. “This is the only part of the house I loved. This and the kitchen, of course.”
We roamed about the woods for an hour and I had to admit the place was a bit magical. One could get lost in there, walking through the underbrush and enjoying the sunlight that hit the ground in abstract designs as it peaked through the tall trees. “Let’s just stay here,” Benoit said.
“I think we need to get ready for the event,” I said, noting that I would barely have enough time to take a shower, dry my hair, and shave my legs. And I doubted the Du Mers would approve of the fuzz I had grown during confinement. “Time to buck up,” I offered. “What could be so bad? Your family seemed rather pleasant to me. Your mother gave me a COVID bis — you know, maximum air minimum kiss.”
“The kiss of the Spiderwoman,” Benoit sneered. “She is not your friend.”
“I know that,” I said, wondering how naive he thought I was. I’d been through my share of mothers-in-law. The first was exceptionally sweet, to the point that I wondered how she could have produced such a bad seed. Yet, when we divorced, she turned vengeful, a horrible woman who swore my bruises were the result of “just being a damned klutz” (they weren’t). The second mother-in-law was happy to have me in the Jewish fold, but apparently my family was just Jew-ish, not observant enough to pass the test. It was for this reason that she hurled my painstakingly made chicken parmesan from the dining table into the waste bin. “I will not eat traif,” she declared, wiping her cheesy hands on my tablecloth. “Honestly,” she sniffed. “Why are you any better than a shiksa?” Fortunately, I headed off to the Ivory Coast with her son shortly after the chicken par incident so I didn’t have to take much more of her nonsense. And when I returned to the United States, I was headed for divorce court, so there wasn’t any interaction after that. I’d heard my ex found a nice Catholic woman for his second go-around which would have given his mother even more heartburn and probably the opportunity to hurl a few more chicken-and-cheese dishes.
As for the mighty Claire Du Mer, who wasn’t exactly my mother-in-law, but a force to be reckoned, nevertheless. She was pushing the nether regions of her eighties by the time we met. Yet, she had the commitment to fashion of a far younger woman. The afternoon I first encountered her, she was wearing tight black pants cut at the ankles a la Audrey Hepburn. Her blouse was an impeccably tailored white silk affair with gold cufflinks that were similarly themed —but not matched God forbid —with her earrings. She wore her silver mane cropped below the ears, curling outward in a manner that only a top-end hair salon could achieve. Although not unlined, her skin was well kept and one could see she spent considerable time and cost on the upkeep.
“Madame Bergman,” Benoit said as he introduced me and she provided that tepid air kiss, followed by a forced, “Welcome” in barely-there English. It was obvious Benoit had warned her I was American, and that would be her only concession to my country of origin. From then on, she spoke French at a rapid speed just to ensure I wouldn’t catch everything she said. Benoit responded with a few “Oui Mamans” and we were shown to our room.
In the evening when the wedding began, she was dressed to kill, Madame Du Mer was the essence of the Grande Dame. She wore an on-trend outfit of a pleated skirt and color-blocked blouse, gold and maroon the prominent colors. Her shoes were ankle boots, but not the trashy kind. They had heels and a tiny gold zipper that matched the dress. I would have died for that outfit. Anyone would have, and on Madame it looked smashing. If I were the bride, I would have been supremely pissed. 
Madame barely looked at me. She wafted through the guests, some wearing designer pandemic masks, a few risking the exposure. Madame had a black face mask, most fashionable with a tiny insignia in maroon to match the dress. She made jokes about the barbarousness of having to wear the face coverings, although I believe she secretly enjoyed it. Madame could make all kinds of disapproving gestures with her mouth, and only she would know precisely how much mockery she was leveling on her guests. To Benoit she swept by, tucked back his hair as if he was seven-years-old and made a comment about his pant legs being a bit too long. To me, she merely issued another breezy bis, most likely retching behind her mask.
Most of Madame’s focus was turned on a small group of children I guessed to belong to one of the Benoit boys. There was a smattering of teens who may have been Benoit’s third brother’s and much younger ones who were probably grandchildren of the oldest Benoit brother or products of the youngest. 
Like many French children, the little ones were loud and enjoyed screaming. I was always surprised at the rowdy behavior of supposedly well-mannered scions. In Paris, they yelled their bloody heads off as they wrapped themselves around ancient playground equipment. The parents never seemed to care about the decibel level, which was far above their American counterparts. 
In the crowd, the little ones attempted to get Madame’s attention with their own chorus of yells and screams. She shushed them and patted one on the head. There was some laughter, a few silly gestures, and then Madame barked at them to end the revelry. She waited for silence from the tiny ones and turned her back on them, actually wiping her hands across her skirt as if to rid herself of their germs.
“Well,” said Madame, as everyone turned their attention toward her. “Shall we all gather for this wedding? My son and his bride are so happy you can join us.” And with that, Madame opened the celebration. It was odd how we all waited for her pronouncement, as this was clearly not her marriage. Yet, Madame ruled the day, a modern Marie Antoinette, and everyone obliged.
The priest, a pale and tiny man with thin hands, motioned to people to move toward a gazebo adorned with flowers so magnificent they seemed to be genetic mutations of hydrangeas, lilacs, and peonies. He looked at the crowd and fussed a bit, motioning for us to spread out with his hands, “a cause de la pandemie,” he sputtered, clearly uncomfortable with playing the role of epidemiologist. The crowd, a bit confused, found tiny pockets of people they could stand next to. It appeared that we were more like pods of teen-age cliques waiting for a bus than wedding attendants. A few of the wait staff ran to fetch chairs for those who grumbled about standing or being far from the action. Benoit and I found a corner and cooled our heels. No need to make a fuss in an atmosphere already drenched in fussiness.
The groom was a dozen years younger than Benoit, but, in my opinion, seemed older. Perhaps it was because he was so deep into the family business. He was balding and hunched, a look that couldn’t be mollified by his finely-tailored wedding suit. He had vaguely greeted Benoit in the afternoon, although one could tell there was tension between them. He saw me and gave me a perfunctory hello before moving back to Benoit and shooting him a look of “you lucky bastard not to be in this mess with me.”
The bride, Corinne, was radiant, glowing to be exact. She had porcelain skin with the rosiest cheeks I’d seen since Downton Abbey. She also looked a bit unnerved, perhaps because Madame had given her a dressing down before the ceremony. She wasn’t a youngster in her 20s. I’d peg her for mid-30s, sturdy, and of course, fashionable. The gown was gorgeous, something that probably came from an exclusive Parisian shop. It was nipped at the waist, beautifully trimmed and fit to her figure as if her hips were sewn into it. Obviously, this was not a quick off-the-rack affair, but why should it be? These people had everything to spend on this weird wedding of the moment.
I made sure that Benoit and I were positioned comfortably distant from the gazebo. We weren’t among those who rushed to be front and center during the ceremony. I’d done that once at a cousin’s wedding and was completely embarrassed to be in every damn photo. By the time I realized that I’d be in almost every shot, I’d began mugging for the camera, leaving the happy couple with a wedding album filled with my various expressions of “ooh” and “ahh.” I later offered to pay for a very expensive photo shopping that finally erased me from the chronicling of what was ultimately a short marriage.  
The ceremony was quick and not too religious. They had already been married at the Marie’s office the day before, which is the way it’s done. First, a ceremony for the officials in a room open to the public, although I have no idea who would want to barge into a wedding ceremony when they weren’t invited. The mayor stands there in their red, blue, and white sash and reads the legalese that establishes the union. There’s a small party, perhaps, and the happy couple is e free to go. If so desired, a couple can have a religious celebration later, but they are married in the eyes of France only after the ceremony at the marie.
 I strained to hear exactly what was going on. I heard Georges speak loudly when asked if he would do the things the bridegroom is supposed to pledge to at the wedding. I couldn’t hear the bride. I suppose she was speaking, but her voice was low and a little weak. Georges, it appeared, was going to speak for the two of them.
I looked over at Benoit and saw he wasn’t watching the ceremony. He was focused on watching the woods on the perimeter of the lawn. To him, the woods were infinitely preferable to his brother’s most recent attempt at matrimony.
The ceremony over, we mingled a bit on the lawn. Benoit, who usually is a very good mingler, barely interacted. He was edgy and wanted to leave. I picked out a pair of people who weren’t Du Mer’s that we could have a low-key conversation with and pass the time. They seemed passable at first until I learned that one of the women was a Du Mer attorney. She had a lot more to say about crushing the socialists than I wanted to engage in. Her partner, who turned out to be a raving nationalist, also had a few comments about Muslims that were anything but complimentary. The discussion went south so fast I had whiplash. I grabbed Benoit by the arm and said there was a woodpecker I needed to check out in the woods.
“Woodpecker?” Benoit asked, puzzled if this was some sort of odd sexual reference.
“Pivert,” I said, correcting myself and realizing that wasn’t much better.
He laughed, and we walked around the perimeter of the party. From afar, the party looked like an enviable place to be. So many finely dressed people. Exquisite food and fine champagne. Merry little children running about, chasing a dog that seemed to have stuffed itself with enough fois gras to put its own liver in danger. The sight of a few people in masks reminded us that we were perhaps not in such an idyllic scene. And, of course, the conversation was unpleasant. So much for the refined upper class.
“We can make our exit soon,” Benoit assured me. “We’ll just go up to our room, gather our things and leave. None of these people will care. We’ve made our appearance.”
I congratulated Benoit on his excellent plan. But when I looked up to check on the positioning of the bride and groom, I realized there was no bride, at least not one standing up. It seemed that in the blink of an eye, she’d gone crashing down into a heap of white silk. Several people ran to her assistance and helped her up, but she was too weak-kneed to stand. A chair was summoned, and then a couch as she slid off the chair. The bride lay on the couch, and people backed away. “Le virus,” someone exclaimed. 
“Holy shit,” I said to Benoit, I thought those rose-colored cheeks a bit unnatural She was burning up.
Benoit looked panicked. “Let’s go,” he said. We ran up to our room, packed our clothes, and rushed down the stairs. “Everyone at that wedding is going to be infected,” he declared. “It’s going to kill my family.”
As we got to the front door, I took another look at the scene outside. The bride was still on the couch and most people were either packing up their things or moving themselves far to the perimeter where we had stood. The groom rushed around in a panic, not getting too close to his new wife, either.
As it turned out, Corinne was indeed struck with the virus. The night that should have been her honeymoon, she lay in her in-laws’ bed gasping for air. Georges stayed in another room with the children, all of them frightened. In the morning, Georges made the painful decision to call the SAMU medics. They came in white coats and masks and put an oxygen mask on Corinne. “She looked so frail,” he later told Benoit. “This strong woman that I wanted to have by my side looked like a tiny, limp deer.” That was the last time that Georges saw Corinne. She passed away in the hospital three days later. Georges and the children were not permitted to see her as she suffered. There was one stilted video call, but Corinne was really too weak to say much. 
Two weeks later, after Benoit and I had completed our quarantine and proclaimed ourselves virus-free, Benoit got an update from Georges. The two brothers were no longer talking in harsh tones. It appeared that they were genuinely expressing concern for one another, and perhaps some member of the family. Maman, Georges reported, had herself been felled with the virus but she was making a recovery. She had summoned the top doctors in France and procured a dose of monoclonal antibodies. (”Nobody gets this,” Georges said in a whisper. “It is amazing what the woman can do.”) The cure worked well enough, and she was recuperating, albeit still plagued with a raspy cough. Georges and the family were fine. He thought he was ill for several days (apparently, some gastric issues that Benoit pretended not to hear when he attempted to describe at length), but he was on the mend. Of course, there were the issues of the estate to still untangle.
Benoit explained the situation between phone calls. In France, he said, the surviving spouse doesn't automatically inherit everything - the estate is divided among the spouse and any children. "It protects the family," he said with a shrug.
I nodded, only half-listening at first. Georges' drama, not mine.
But then he got into the specifics. Corinne had adopted Georges' two children right before the marriage, and she had her own child. That left Georges with only a quarter of her substantial assets. "And her family, they are furious. They say he married her to steal from them. Can you imagine? As if Georges needed more money."
A quarter. Even when you're married.
I felt something shift in my chest. Not panic exactly, but a small cold clarity. If something happened to Benoit... I wouldn't get anything. We weren't married. Hell, we'd only been together a few months. His family would get everything. I'd get nothing. Not the apartment, not even his share of it.
"The mother-in-law actually said the Du Mer family 'infected' Corinne to get the money," Benoit continued, laughing a little. "She is not wrong about the Du Mer family, but still."
I made myself smile. This was Georges' problem, not mine. I wasn't marrying Benoit. I wasn't even thinking about marrying Benoit. We were just... enjoying this.
Still. A quarter. Only a quarter.



CHAPTER NINETEEN
It was summer, finally. Paris was warm and inviting, except not a tourist in sight. No Chinese people or Americans clogging up the Champs Elysees. Ques at the D’Orssay were incredibly short. Electric scooters breezed across sidewalks to the dismay of many, but the scooterists were French or European. It was a different city with a parochial vibe. The French were enjoying a summer privy only to the French (and a smattering of Germans and Italians).
Le Vingt Quatre was doing better. Vincent kept on throughout July, inviting his crowded family on slow nights and doing a decent job when the atmosphere was busier. He had a shy and self-deprecating way about him that made customers swoon even more over those curls. One over-enthusiastic patron reached up to touch them when a visiting Beatrice swept in to say, “Hands off the merchandise.” As a couple, they were doing well. Beatrice had found a part-time translation job and was filling the gaps with Zoom French lessons for Americans dreaming of the French vacations they now planned for 2021. She told us she would re-enter college in the Fall, which made us happy and apparently made her father vaguely pleased, although she was still cut off from funding.
As August approached, Benoit toyed with closing Le Vingt Quatre for the all-important French vacation. “But you were not open for so long during the Spring. Can you afford it?”
“How can we afford not to take a break?” was his response, and the response of most establishments in Paris. Despite setbacks several months before, the urgency to make ends meet was not there. After all, it was the eighth month and that, to Parisians, meant time to get out of Paris. One simply put up a sign with something cute like, “Off to the beach,” and that was that. Three weeks of sun somewhere other than in the city.
“So, where do we go?” I asked, conjuring up adventure vacations to the fjords of Norway (cold, yes, but beautiful) or maybe even exploring the streets of Prague (why not? Prague was always good for a good time). But none of that interested Benoit. It wasn’t relaxing to him, and besides, he was not the fjording type.
“Juan-les-Pins,” he responded. 
“Spain!” I jumped up. “That sounds great. Let’s go for tapas!”
“Juan-les-Pins is a resort city on the French Riviera,” Benoit said, in a way that made me think he was doubting why he spent so much time with this clueless American.
“Even better,” was my response, although the prospect of the Riviera raised a few insecurities regarding bathing suits (or no bathing suits?) and trendiness I did not possess. 
It was decided that Vincent would keep the restaurant open one week, and then he could shutter it for three. Beatrice was happy with the situation. “The place is in good hands,” she assured us, actually showing us Vincent’s hands, which already had some burns on them from a few small kitchen mishaps.
“You should ice that,” I said, to which Beatrice shoved Vincent’s hands behind is back.
“Nothing to see there,” she winked.
“We’ll check the insurance policy,” I whispered to Benoit.
Benoit was in an extraordinarily upbeat mood. He had arranged for us to stay at his older brother’s house. This was unusual, but the brother had a most unusual —and spectacular —villa. He was away for the month, a guest on an oligarch’s massive yacht, and the villa would have been otherwise empty, except for a servant crew and various other help who had little to do. So, it was only logical, as Benoit put it, that we inhabit the house.
The house, villa, palace, or what-have-you stood on Cap d’Antibes, walking distance to the beaches, although with an ample turquoise pool, there was little reason to budge from the grounds. There were four bedrooms, a sitting room, a lavish living room, game room, library, and a separate studio where the current wife could love her art, or artists, whichever she fancied that day. The place was white and pillared and magnificently gardened. 
I was in heaven. The villa seemed to have absolutely everything, until I realized there might be a little too much. There was a creepy gardener who was over-eager to trim the hedges a bit too close to the bedroom window.
“This house is a little too good just for the two of us,” I observed. Chauncy Gardener excepted, of course.
“You know, Genevieve is here this week,” Benoit said, as if he was casually remembering to bring it up.
What? When did Genevieve come up? I thought Benoit was fairly good in the communications department, but sometimes it felt like he had a knack for editing critical information, like the arrival of a certain someone who spent weeks hanging around his restaurant. “I thought she went back to the States,” I snapped back. “She can’t get back into France. That blue American passport isn’t going to get her in during the pandemic.”
“She’s with her new husband, a Frenchman, which explains how she got back into France right now.”
“Lucky us,” I said. “Well, fire up the boat and let’s take it for a spin. Bring Geneveive and her newlywed, what, Jean?”
“Not even close. Venkat. He’s French by way of India.”
“Well, let’s see Gen and Ven sometime soon, shall we?”
Benoit completely missed my tone. There was something about Genevieve that kept pulling on him, and he didn’t see how much it bothered me. It’s not that I detested Genevieve. She was clearly making space for me to be with Benoit. It was just her knack for floating around somewhere in the distance that had me a bit on edge. You never knew when Genevieve would show up and insert herself in a Madonna concert, or now, a picnic.
Benoit set about making arrangements and drawing up a menu for our picnic lunch. Then, he set the servants out to go shopping the next day. If it wasn’t for the irksome arrival of Genevieve, I could definitely get accustomed to this life. And Benoit seemed happy with the sunshine and Mediterranean breeze. He was growing gray in Paris, but on the Riviera, he grew bronzer and more colorful.
As predicted, Genevieve arrived in a flowing summer outfit that seemed to be tailored just for Riviera life. Her dress was a swirl of blue and white with tiny anchors for buttons down her back. She wore a matching mask, a la pandemic, and wrapped her dark brown curls in a scarf, a la Isabelle Adjani. She was also accompanied by an impossibly good-looking man. I realized Genevieve was one of the few lofty individuals who had the near impossible — a blue and a green passport. During that summer of border closures, a measly blue US passport such as mine could not get one into France (I held tight to my long-term visa and never considered leaving the country). It was the green passport that allowed her to enter France, and the blue to enter the U.S. Like people who hovered well above pesky regulations, they had just flown in from New York.
We air-kissed as one did during the COVID age and stood back a second to offer the usual compliments. “You look well.” “Summer agrees with you.” “Did you get younger?” None of it was meaningful, but we meant well. The beautiful husband stood in the background, his arm muscles flexed (did he do that on purpose?) as he held a bottle of assuredly expensive wine.
“Venkat,” Benoit said, extending an elbow, as was custom for the times. They did the French male once-over of one another. I wasn’t sure what that was, but I’d seen the sort of inspection before. “My house is your house,” he said. “Except, of course, this is my brother’s house.”
Benoit offered our guests aperos prepared by the staff, and we sat by the pool for an hour. The gardener finally ended his puttering, and Genevieve filled us in on life in the United States —horrible, people dying, no one wearing masks, and just about everything terrible one could imagine. It was so heart-rending to hear of the situation. Sure, I followed the news reports like everyone else, but it was easy to become numb to the crises upon crises. What Genevieve described was more tangible. She talked of neighbors who fought with one another over politics, people who spat in the faces of security guards as they demanded to enter a store maskless, and families trying to piece together a livelihood after being tossed from their jobs. 
“You want to go back to that?” Benoit asked, pouring himself another drink.
I shook my head. I really didn’t. I missed some friends and the few family members I had scattered about a few states. But I didn’t miss the chaos.
Venkat was the quiet one, but he seemed to have a good sense for reading Genevieve. When she fidgeted with her glass, he suggested we all take that boat ride Benoit had promised. Again, this was his brother’s boat, but it was there and, well, the water was looking especially azure. We took our picnic baskets and wine and toddled down the hill to the moorings, looking like a bunch of way past their prime high schoolers giddy with the prospect of setting sail together. Since it was August, all of France seemed to be on the public beach.  There was not a centimeter of spacing between people who seemed completely ignorant of the pandemic. A few people looked overly fried as well —a double whammy of COVID and cancer looming over them.
I was slower than the rest of my group and not as adept at weaving through the crowd. I bumped into one too many portly, tanned bellies belonging to insanely grabby men. I slapped one, realizing that it was more contact than I should have given, since we were not supposed to touch strangers during COVID times, but the guy was close to getting down my shirt. The fact that none of my group, including Benoit, witnessed this, unnerved me, and I vowed not to come down the hill from my sheltered home ever again.
When I caught up with my group, they were on the pier, unmooring the boat. By normal standards, it was a fine seagoing vessel, a white Beneteau with capacity for 10 people. Inside, the accommodations were anything but normal —plush and woody, blue and white to match the tones of the south of France. I sensed that this was not the brother’s only yacht. There was surely a larger one that would impress his oligarch neighbors. Nevertheless, it was plenty for us, and we moved about the cabin. Venkat, it turned out, knew quite a bit about sailing, so we all let him take the helm. He seemed pleased with the delegation, yelling out orders to us which we vaguely followed.
“Ahoy,” Geneveive would say every once in a while. Neither of us knew if it was appropriate, but it seemed to be their signal that Venkat wasn’t being completely ignored. Geneveive and I settled into the cabin while Benoit puttered around the spacious kitchen. He was impressed by the stove and equally delighted that the liquor cabinet was well-stocked. Genevieve had already found a bottle of white for us to share.
“This is nice,” she said, sitting cross-legged on a leather chair and tucking her feet under her knees. “I get the feeling you think I’m a bit of a bar-fly, huh?”
I laughed, “Well, it hadn’t crossed my mind, but now that you mention it, we do seem to meet up most places with a glass in our hands.”
“Benoit’s influence,” she said. “He wants to be a drunkard, but he can’t bring himself to do it. So, I always made up for it. I think that was just one of the things that Daddy Du Mer couldn’t stand about me.”
“I find that hard to believe, Genevieve.” I wanted to push her for more of the story, but I knew that she would stop talking if I did. Geneveive revealed important facts on her own time.
“Oh, you didn’t know that bastard. Worse than the mother, although I’m sure she said something about your last name to Benoit.”
I laughed. Benoit had mentioned something a while ago that I took to be just a stupid insult. It was something like, “Well, with that name, she could have paid a bit more and become a Rothschild.”
“She’s disgusting,” Genevieve sneered. “But the father was pure evil. He told Benoit that my skin tone was a bit too close to the people he considered inferior to him in West Africa.”
“Wait, and Benoit didn’t stand up for you?” I was trying to piece this story together. “That doesn’t sound like him.”
“Oh, it was year ago,” Genevieve said, waving her hand. “Lots of fighting. So many family dramas. The mother feigned a stroke. The brothers tried to threaten me. Benoit stood up, and when that wasn’t working, he wanted to run away with me back to America.”
“Did he? This story was one I hadn’t heard before. Did Benoit go to America with Genevieve? I knew he visited the Statue of Liberty once, but that was all I’d ever heard of his U.S. exploits.
“No,” Genevieve sighed. “He didn’t. I ran away, and I didn’t leave him a clue as to where I was. It was better that way. Benoit was too young to go through all that agony, and frankly so was I.”
“So, how did you meet again? This story is new to me, you know,” I said, whispering a bit, as I wasn’t quite sure what Benoit would think of Genevieve retelling it all, although I was dying to hear. Benoit was out of earshot, and for Genevieve, I was all ears.
“Just a few years ago,” she said, flicking her fingernails as if this were a casual observation. Actually, Genevieve could make any revelation seem casual. That was part of her natural cool. She continued, “I’d spent a long time running around the United States. That’s actually where I met Venkat, believe it or not. He was sitting alone in the tea room at Bergdorf's, confused on how to spend all that new tech money. I helped him figure out how to order the lobster salad. True story. He kept asking for the ‘homard,’ and the waiter insisted that there was no one named Omar working at the place. We hit it off, went to a cabaret that night, and that was it.”
“Okay, so you came back to Paris when you were married and looked up Benoit.” The wine was helping me probe, as was the beautiful Mediterranean. If you’re going to find out the seamy side of someone you’ve been dating, best to do it getting tipsy on the azure sea.
“I did come back to check on him, yes. And to give him some more information. But it was not to return to him, if you’re concerned. I married to Venkat, and we are doing well. I wanted to see what became of him, and I was so happy to see that he had his own restaurant. It suits him.”
“Um,” I shifted myself on the leather. Genevieve may have been telling the truth. She did seem content with Venkat, so maybe it was a legitimate story. 
Benoit entered the room carrying something cheesy to sop up the alcohol. “My two favorite women,” he said. “Talking about me again?”
I gulped, but Genevieve, ever the suave one, responded, “Of course.” She pushed back her hair, not a flirt move but one of casual confidence. “I was telling Laura that I think you two are perfect for one another. You should get married.”
Benoit found a seat next to us and put down his tray, and we both lunged for more cheese. “This one,” he said, an elbow pointed at my direction. “This one is afraid of marriage. She runs from it like it’s the virus.”
Really? Benoit and I had never discussed this particular topic. Sure, I was a bit marriage-phobic after two terrible tries. So, how did he deduce that I would never marry again?
“It’s like American baseball,” Benoit continued. “You know, three strikes and you're out.”
“I never said…” I was mid-sentence when we heard Venkat bellow. “Batard. Batard! What the fuck do you think that you are doing?”
Genevieve, Benoit, and I ran to the top deck. A yacht the size of an apartment block was coming at us. “Holy fuck,” I yelled and braced for a horrible death, or at least a year in a body cast.
Venkat managed to make a hard right turn and avoid the boat. As it passed by, we could see two men on the deck. One seemed to be yelling at us, waving his fists.
“Bloody hell,” Benoit said. “Unbelievable.” He leaned over the boat and yelled at the men on the floating cityscape. “Is that what you want? You want to kill us. Well, fuck you!” He raised his middle finger, and the men on the big white seaworthy mountain responded with the same gesture.
“You know those assholes?” Venkat asked, catching his breath and a bit surprised at his own nimble response.
“My brother,” Benoit said. “And some equally despicable Russian goon.”
 Shaken, Venkat asked if we wouldn’t mind turning around. “I don’t want to get killed by a fucking floating space station,” he said.
Benoit bristled. “We can’t let these assholes rule our lives. Let’s at least eat.” Venkat eventually agreed, sailed the boat a little farther out to sea, and allowed us to enjoy a lovely, although rapid lunch. He spent the rest of the adventure lying down and allowing his frayed nerves to heal. 
Genevieve and I did our best to nosh on a delectable salmon and spinach quiche while pouring ourselves one more Sancerre. It was a short boat ride, but we were making the most of it. By the time we docked, the two of us were unapologetically tipsy. My limbs felt like kettlebells were anchored to them. I knew it was going to be a long haul up the hill.
“Sure, you can make it?” Benoit asked, actually offering to carry me.
“I’ll be fine,” I stuttered and fell face-first on the street. A few of the Riviera’s beautiful people stopped to stare at me. Benoit scooped me up, and I made my way back to the house, limping, rubbing my face, and falling onto his brother’s couch with a loud thud.
Then, a clamor at the door. A doorbell chime and thunderous knocking. It was Georges, the brother. “Show your face, Benoit. Your whores are braver than you."
Benoit came thudding down the stairs. Again, thuds, insulting my head. "Georges, please,” he said, opening the door to  red-faced brother.
And then he turned to us. “Laura, Genevieve, can you give us a moment? This is family business."
"Benoit,” was all I could get out.
"I'll handle this. Just give me some time with them. It's better this way."
Genevieve took my arm, and we went upstairs. “We’re off,” she said, shoving me into the guest bedroom with her.
A lot of rapid French speaking and then, what was that? A laugh. An invitation for a drink? 
“Why is he not standing up for us?” I hissed. “The brother called us whores.”
Genevieve shook her head. He can be a real dick when he wants to be."
"I should do something. Benoit isn’t think straight. Damn, this weekend has been nothing but drinking.”
“No. You should not go back in there. You should not make excuses for him. And you should definitely not pretend this didn't just happen." 
“What?”
"Men like Benoit think they can have it both ways. The nice restaurant, the American girlfriend, the charitable donations. But when his actual family bullies him? When he has to choose?" This is who he is." She gestured downstairs where I could hear the clink of the crystal cognac glasses.
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CHAPTER TWENTY
Returning to Paris, it was fair to say that Benoit had a lot of ‘splaining to do. 
“I’m not sure I understand all these family dynamics,” I said on our flight, a short one but nevertheless preceded by the usual hub-bub of trying to make a plane on time and rushing through the airport. “But what your brother did was unspeakable. And, let me just make sure I add, he distinctly said whores plural.” I emphasized the “w” word with a long “s” that sounded like a train of z’s falling from my mouth.
“He’s an ass,” Benoit said, looking out the plane window. “I come from asses.”
I had to admit, while I didn’t expect Benoit to tackle anyone or take out a Uzi and spray the room a la Scarface, I wanted him to do something, not share a drink with his racist, anti-Semitic family. 
“Is that all?” I asked Benoit, his head turned away.
He sighed, pulled his head away from the window, and tried to face me, although I was admittedly staring at my seatback. I needed some time to process it all —Genevieve, the hateful family, the goons, the insults, Benoit.
"Let's get married," he said. 
 "Oh boy, we have been drinking too much. What?" 
"Genevieve is right. We should get married." He reached for my hand but I kept it in my lap. "I know you don't want to. I know you're angry about—about how I handled things with Georges. But marriage means something. It means I'm choosing you. Officially. Legally. In front of everyone." 
"You couldn't choose me in front of your brother." 
"That was different. That was—" He stopped. "That was me trying to keep the situation from escalating. You don't understand what they're like. If I'd fought back, it would have been bad.”
"I was the scene, Benoit. and Genevieve I. We WERE the scene." 
"Laura. Marry me. No civil union PACS shit. Just marriage. The real thing. I promise, ours will be better. Better than your first two. Better than my family. So much better."
That seatback must have had some fantastic pattern because I couldn’t take my eyes off it, especially to look at Benoit. “I’m going to have to think about it,” I said, and didn’t speak again until we touched down in Paris and told Benoit not to drop my bag from the overhead as he grabbed it. That was the sum of my response. “Please, be careful with my stuff.”
Our cab ride was filled with more awkward silences. Benoit, I am sure, would have leaped from the window if he could. I certainly felt like flinging my body out the door myself. I watched the dusky landscape go by. What was all that wonderful about Paris? True, inside the Periph, things were different. Those Haussmann houses, the bakeries, the stores, the details everywhere that spoke to a finer soul. I knew why people fell in love with Paris, maybe because they came from somewhere else that was not as beautiful. There is, I believe, a sorrowful love that accompanies one’s time in Paris. Your time is fleeting, like life itself, and although you can enjoy the moment, you know that all this beauty will last far beyond your years. You are here just for a short time to absorb it, to let it fill your bloodstream and swell your head. And then, you pass that passion on to someone else. That is life in Paris, and maybe life itself.
So, what was I doing? Was I convinced that this was going to make my time in Paris better or worse? This man who reflected back all the passion of the city? Who’d cooked for me, shown me his flaws and allowed me to show mine?
But who’d also banished me to be with his brother, who called me a whore. Who'd promised to choose me "officially, legally, in front of everyone" but couldn't even defend me to his racist brother?
"I'm scared," I said. "Scared that, when it matters, the family, the secrets are stronger."
He flinched.  "I didn't know what to say to him. Georges, he's impossible. If I'd fought back, it would have been more chaos."
"I know." And I did know. I understood that families are complicated, that dysfunction runs deep, that confronting your brother in his own house might feel impossible. But understanding something doesn't make go away.
"I'm trying," he said quietly. "I know I failed you. I’ve failed a lot of people. But I'm trying."
"I know." I looked at him. I could walk away. I'd walked away from two husbands already. I knew how to leave.
But I also knew something else: I was tired of waiting for someone perfect. I'd spent my whole life making sensible choices—marry the ambitious diplomat, marry the safe second husband—and they'd both been disasters. Maybe the sensible choice was the wrong choice.
Maybe choosing this flawed man in this beautiful city for however long we had was the right kind of wrong choice.
"Life is a risk," Benoit said. "Who knows how much time we have?"
It sounded like a line. Maybe it was a line. But I was in Paris, and love was strong, and life was short, and I'd already wasted so much time being careful.
"If you do this again," I said, "if you shut me out again, if you keep secrets, and if you don’t defend what we have."
"I won't."
"You might. And I'll probably regret this."
He waited.
"Yes," I finally said as we pulled off the Periph and drove down an unknown yet fittingly gorgeous Parisian boulevard. "Yes, I'm in."
For better or worse. Probably worse. But yes.


CHAPTER TWENTY ONE
The next morning, I phoned Beatrice to let her know her dogsitting duties for both Eloise and Edgar were over. “I’ll be right over with the doggies,” she said. “But you should know, Vincent has something to tell you.” 
Just fine, I thought. Beatrice had news, I had news. I wondered if I would share my news with Beatrice. Were we that close, this young woman and me, and, although my class with her was over, we were teacher and student, and wasn’t there a line to not be crossed? I wasn’t certain, but it seemed as if she genuinely liked by Benoit, so perhaps I could divulge.
Of course, the Vincent piece didn’t sit well with me. Did he have bad news? That couldn’t be possible. Beatrice was pure California sunshine, every time.
True to form, she arrived at our apartment bounding in the door with the two dogs. Even Edgar, who seemed older every time I looked at him, had a good dose of energy. He ran up to me and nearly knocked me over, so happy with our reunion. Eloise, always the more refined, barked in appreciation of the reunion. 
“You guys had fun?” Beatrice asked, messing around with the dogs as she spoke. They obviously adored her. She got down on their level, played with them, and petted them until their fur was flat from her handprint. “These guys were amazing. I think they convinced Vincent that we need a dog,” she said. “Or maybe a starter hamster. Are those a thing in France?”
I shrugged my shoulders. Years ago, I took a Russian class in college and somehow finagled a trip to Russia with other students. It proved to be a tremendous hassle, navigating post-Soviet politics and the gray bureaucrats who couldn’t let go of their grip on the CCCP. However, one thing that surprised me was the presence of little rodents, like hamsters or guinea pigs, running around a grassy field, and children picking them up and petting them. All the hamsters I’d ever seen were in pet stores running on wheels. These critters were running free with all their cute button noses. They weren’t rats because that would be disgusting and weird. These were hamsters, and thereby acceptable and darn cute.
“Sure, hamsters,” I said, harkening the Russian bits in my head. “But no dog. Because then you wouldn’t want to look after these two idiots.”
“Nah, we love these morons,” Beatrice said, allowing Edgar to lick her face. “Even Vincent, and he’s hard to please.”
The mention of Vincent reminded me that Beatrice had something to tell us. “So, what’s up with Vincent.”
“Oh, he’s good,” said Beatrice sunnily, and then her mood snapped. “But something happened to the restaurant while you were gone.”
Beatrice was just into her story when Benoit walked in the door. He’d been at Twenty Four to check things out. Now, he was furious. “Fucking assholes,” he said, not even noticing Beatrice. “This is outrageous.”
“It’s not our fault,” Beatrice blurted. “It happened on a Saturday morning, before we even opened.”
“I don’t blame you,” Benoit said. “I blame those assholes. This is unacceptable.”
“Um, can someone fill me in?” I pleaded as Edgar licked my toes. “What happened?”
Beatrice proceeded to tell us about an unexpected march by the Gilets Jaunes, the French reformers, originally an uprising of the oppressed, but which had been turning harder right, straight into nationalist territory. I’d had my run in with a few protesters and, once I revealed that I was American, they began to babble about Pizzagate and other conspiracies. They’d been mostly quiet during the pandemic, but every once in a while, we would see a small protest bubble up, as it had near Le Vingt Quatre. Maybe it was the Gilets Jaunes, or perhaps it was a sub-group of hangers-on, but someone had broken a window and spray-painted a swastika on the restaurant exterior. It was damage that could be easily repaired. Just the sting, however, went deeper.
Benoit was slumped in a chair, hands on his forehead. He wasn’t speaking, and I wasn’t exactly certain what to say. “Now, now, it’s just a silly old swastika? Nothing a little soap and water won’t wash away? Maybe they meant it for someone else?” None of this seemed adequate, but there wasn’t much to do besides stew in my own thoughts. 
Paris, a beautiful present-day city has a past that cannot be denied. On the positive side, there is a recognition of the wrongs. Unlike my own country, where government workers must commute every day on thoroughfares named Lee Highway, statues still stand for cruel slaveowners, and the myth of brave cowboys and savage Indians has never really faded, Paris at least makes note of its history. Almost every school in the city that was old enough to have stood at the start of the 20th century bears a sign marking the tragedy of Jewish children ripped from their classes by German soldiers, never to see their families again. In another move that Americans have said would now be impossible to do, as we face our own transgressions, the railway that took them away has paid reparations to the families of those who were sent across Europe to face their deaths in spaces strangely named “concentration” camps.
“I’m sorry,” Benoit said. “I’m sorry about my family, about this, about not protecting you.”
“I don’t think this is anything you can protect me from,” I shot back, which may not have been the right response, but I didn’t see the point of making such a statement. There was evil everywhere, and some mindless asshole had reminded us of it. “Look, let’s clean it up and open the restaurant.”
“Vincent’s down there now,” Beatrice said. “He feels awful that it happened while he was in charge.”
We went to Quatre Vingt together, prepared for the worst. The broken window was fixable. The swastika, however, was larger than I’d anticipated, its legs dripping paint that trailed to the street level. I had to look away because it was difficult for me, an assimilated American Jew who disdained Hebrew school and my grandmother’s chopped liver, to comprehend that I was standing on the same ground where storm troopers —and not the Star Wars kind —may have stomped.
Benoit did not allow me to stare at the hate symbol for long. He was quick with paint remover and ordered Vincent to find a window repairer. Vincent was cowering. Somehow, he was concerned it was all his fault.
“You can’t control this type of thing,” I said, wondering if this was exactly true. Of course, people had some control, especially as a group. You don’t allow hate to foment. You join the resistance and rail against it. You refuse to back down to bullies. But on the other hand, most people now or back then just want to go about their lives, go to restaurants, and have a beer.
I had classes to prepare, so I returned to the apartment for the afternoon. Benoit did not come back until late. He and Vincent had fixed everything, and customers were returning to Vingt Quatre, expressing shock and sympathy for what had happened. It was an odd thing to observe that symbols of hate had actually been good for business.
Benoit was in a surprisingly cheerful mood for a man whose business had just been desecrated. “Why so happy?” I asked, paging through the last section of what I could now confidently state was a fairly decent lesson plan. Somehow, the Southern France sunshine had been inspirational for him, before, of course, a certain boating incident.
“I had an idea this morning, and tonight, it all came to fruition.”
“We’re running away to Greece and living on a sun-drenched island!” I exclaimed.
Benoit’s face wrinkled around the edges. “Why would anyone want to live in Greece?” 
Ah, the French and their European snobbishness. It never got old. I loved tormenting Benoit to suggest that France was not always so insanely superior.
Benoit made one of those raspberry sounds Parisians make in just about every conversation. “No Greece,” he declared. “I have made many calls, and my dear, we are getting married by a rabbi.”
“A rabbi? Like a Jewish rabbi?”
“Is there any other kind?” Benoit sat down to explain his news, his hands gesticulating as if he were possessed by Tevyah’s ghost. “Well, let me put it to you this way. I found a guy who is a bit of an unorthodox rabbi, if that’s the best way to put it. He has agreed to marry us and does not require me to convert because apparently that takes a long time, and I am not inclined to wait.”
If this sounded like a crazy Benoit scheme, it was. And frankly, I had no concerns about getting married without the blessing of a rabbi. I’d pictured a short and sweet city hall wedding with just the two of us, a few of my work colleagues, Eloise and Edgar —if they allowed dogs into the building.
“So, this is good?” Benoit said. 
“Um, if that’s what you want?”
Benoit was disappointed. “I thought this was what you wanted. In fact, I have the guy waiting outside. He wanted to meet us. I can tell him to leave if you are unhappy.”
“No, don’t send the rabbi away,” I said, pulling at my t-shirt and knowing I had no time to change out of my yoga pants. “Please, let him in.” 
Benoit raced to the door and, with a certain fanfare, announced the arrival of one Benjamin Schwartz, a small man who nodded and found his own way to our living room couch. He spoke very little English and rapid-fire French that I found difficult to follow. Benoit did his best at translating. 
“He says it’s 200 euros, which includes the ceremony and some very good kosher wine. If you want lower quality kosher wine, it’s 180 euros. I think we should go for the high quality.”
Rabbi Schwartz smiled, understanding that Benoit was going top-notch for our ceremony. “Bien,” he said, and proceeded to explain that even though Benoit was not Jewish, he would perform the ceremony because a Jewish wedding is a beautiful thing. However, he gave me the once-over and said he understood this particular union would not produce any babies, Jewish or non. Normally, I’d kick someone out of the house for that kind of remark, but Benoit was so proud of his second-hand rabbi find that I couldn’t do it.
“Thank you, sir, thank you,” Benoit repeated. “We will decide upon a date and I need to discuss with Laura the location.” It was true, we had never actually considered where we would have this wedding of ours.
“You own a restaurant, sir,” the rabbi observed. “For another 200 euros, I can have the place completely cleaned up and kosher.” This guy was good. He was going to make Vingt Quatre into Temple Beth Am if Benoit kept him in the apartment much longer.
Benoit looked at me. “The restaurant, eh? What do you think, Laura? It’s a nice setting, and it’s basically where we met. That seems like a good idea. Plus, it will be kosher for the day. I think this is a wonderful idea.”
I had no objections, and Benoit was very excited about all of this, so I agreed. We would be married in Vingt Quatre by a tiny rabbi who would make some cash off of the event. What could be wrong with that?
Benoit dove into the details. He said he was embarrassed because I didn’t have a ring. But on the other hand, he knew I wasn’t a ring type of person. He was right about that. A small gold band was fine, as long as he had one, too. Other than that, I didn’t need a ring with some rock cryptically mined in Africa. It wasn’t my thing to try being Elizabeth Taylor and flash something on my bony hands at our next cocktail soiree. Besides, we were in a pandemic. There weren’t going to be soirees. 
“No ring,” I said. “That’s correct.”
Benoit paced. This wedding had set him pacing. He was pacing about the meal. He was pacing about the silverware. He was pacing about the decor. He was pacing about the music. He was pacing about the guest list, which we all agreed would be very small. Then, somehow, Genevieve got wind of the event and decided it was time for John and her to take a trip from their chateau in Tours to Paris, conveniently.
Benoit said he had it under control, that I wasn’t to worry about anything.
Then, my husband-to-be bounced into the room, announcing that he had a surprise. It wasn't going to be a ring, I knew, yet I had no idea what.
And then it arrived, two days before the big day. It was definitely bigger than a ring box. In fact, it was in a crate marked “fragile.” Benoit was beaming as he pushed it inside the door. “Here is your ring,” he said.
“Well, I know I gained some weight, but this is ridiculous.”
“Don’t laugh. I wanted you to have something to mark our marriage.”
“Oh, but I didn’t buy…”
Benoit put his hands up. “I am French. I am a romantic. Here is my romantic gesture.”
A few hammers, pliers and many grunts and the crate opened. It was the most beautiful bench in all of Paris, except for of course, by bench at Parc Monceau. The seat was red velvet, and filigree climbing the sides. 
“You can sit here, write, daydream, whatever you like,” Benoit said. “As long as every once in a while you think about our marriage.”
My heart exploded. Who was this person I was signing up for marriage with? What luck of the gods put us together. “It’s amazing,” I said in my most American manner.
“That’s good, yes?” 
“Yes, it’s exquisite,” I responded and sank into the most beautiful and meaningful piece of furniture I’d ever owned. The beater husband, the insecure husband, and countless horrible dates and nowhere romances of various orientations had led me to Benoit and this bench of my own. I sank into it and Benoit told me not to get up until our wedding day. For the most part, I did not. It was just that damn incredible.

CHAPTER TWENTY TWO
A wedding. There was going to be a wedding at Le Vingt Quatre. And to make the matter even stranger, it was going to be Benoit and me. 
We were headed to the maire in the morning for our civil ceremony and a rendez-vous with the tiny rabbi at Le Vingt Quatre in the afternoon. “You sure about this?” I asked one more time when we woke up. Benoit seemed to have been shaken from a dream as it took him a moment to focus. “Bien sur,” he said. “Bien, bien.”
“Ok, then,” I said, pounding on his thigh. “Let’s go, buddy. We have things to do.”
The maire was crowded with everyone from students demanding extensions of their visas to another, much younger couple, nervous because they, too, were getting married. I fumbled with all my papers —a new birth certificate because France would not accept my creaky old one and a form that made me laugh —a declaration of celebataire. “I’m declaring I’m celibate!” I said. “I have a sense God will strike me down.”
“It means you are single,” Benoit looked at me, slightly annoyed.” I knew that, but the word still amused me. It was, as they say, a false friend. 
Benoit was looking good in his suit. He was never a suit guy anymore, but he must have had many from his days of corporate intrigue. This one was light blue, tailored so that it nipped him in the waist and made him look like a 1970s movie star. His tie was appropriately skinny and he’d cropped his hair just at the collar so it made salt-and-peppery waves around his face, which of course had the appropriate stubble a la mode.
I was torn between wearing the crisp white boucle suit I’d chosen for the party and having another ensemble for the maire. I decided to imitate a Chinese wedding and go for multiple fashion changes throughout the day. I went for a navy boat-necked dress a la Megan Markle, except anything would look far better on Meg than me. I was satisfied, though. It was fashionable enough not to get the disapproving once-over from the Parisians.
Our maire was a forty-ish woman with tight black curls and a tighter purple suit. Weddings were performed every 20 minutes, so she was also on a tight turnaround. Looking at us, however, she questioned why we weren’t going for the slightly looser PACs instead of full-on marriage. In a bit of an up-sell speech, she said it would be better for us, given that we “obviously weren’t planning on having children.” And, she added as an extra benefit, “It’s much easier to separate if this doesn’t work out.”
I gulped. Something was going on in Benoit’s head. “Laura?” he asked. This was pure Benoit. Listening to Genevieve. Listening to the maire. Listening to the last person who talked to him. 
A deep breath. I had to think. “Is that what you want or asking me what I want?
The maire tapped her pen. 
Another breath, even deeper. Nothing from Benoit.
What did I have to lose? The moment of us joining together. Wasn’t that enough? And so I said the dumbest words of my existence that I’ve ever said to a man. “Sure.”
 The maire presented papers and read from various portions of the civil code, far too fast for me to understand. In a matter of minutes, she pronounced us done. There was a stamping and exchange of papers, and we were sent on our way. Benoit took the sheets, folded them gently, and stuffed them into his breast pocket. 
“I want copies,” I said, joking as I patted his pocket. “Just in case you leave me in a week.”
“We are official,” he replied and hugged me. 
As we left, the next couple into the room looked barely out of puberty. They gave us a quizzical look, too, most likely wondering what two ancients like us found attractive about one another. “If you do this in less than 10 minutes, you get a discount,” I said to them in English. They looked at us blankly as if we were from another planet.
We got a cab and raced back to Vingt Quatre. The September light made Paris particularly luminescent that day. The Haussmann houses I loved seemed to shimmer. The sun, weaker than in the dog days of August, was still warm enough for us to have our reception outside. And the traffic, usually jammed by mid-morning, seemed to have parted just for us as we entered our party.
Beatrice and the dogs, dressed in big white bows, was there to greet us. Vincent was in the back, insisting that Benoit did not need to do a thing for his special day. Genevieve and Venkat were there. She was looking splendid as always, with her in an ivory-colored suit that had it been any whiter might have pissed me off because she was skating on looking radiant and bride-like. And two fellow teachers had turned out, putting us over the legal limit for a gathering, but we were willing to take the chance. They were smiling and cheering me as “the one who bagged the Frenchman.” I didn’t have the heart to tell any one of them, that this was a demi-bag. I was a Ms. PACS-man.
We were a small party, but determined to be happy about the day. There were so few times that we could socialize anymore and a small, mostly outdoor wedding seemed like a passable situation during a dismal pandemic.
I went up to the apartment to change into my self-proclaimed wedding suit, as it were. It was a beautiful white Chanel-style number with gold buttons and trim, maybe a notch up from Genevieve’s. I felt like Brigitte Macron, styled just-so with a hint of refined glamor. The tailor who had nipped and tucked the outfit to my proportions had provided me with a white and gold-trimmed face mask, which of course was de rigeur for the pandemic. I put it on, fully aware that 20 minutes of futzing with make-up would be for naught.
The rabbi arrived a bit late. In truth, Benoit and I practically forgot about him, having already been to city hall. However, when he made his entrance, he made sure that everyone knew he had arrived, especially since he brought his retinue of two men, draped in black and muttering in Yiddish. This would certainly put us over the limit of people, and I begged the entourage to walk around the block rather than loiter in our already crowded space. The rabbi muttered, instructed the men in Yiddish and they were temporarily gone, but he was pissed. “Where’s the Ketubah?” he demanded. Benoit looked at me blankly. “Marriage contract,” I interpreted. More muttering ensued, and Benoit explained that we were not informed that this was a requirement. “Could we please just continue?” he said with the tone of a man trying desperately not to offend a culture he did not understand. More mutterings ensued, and finally, the rabbi said he would proceed.
Benoit and I lined up under a flower archway, which Beatrice had crafted from drooping white lilies and palm fronds that looked like they had been shipped in from Jamaica. The rabbi again was not satisfied. “This is a chuppah?” he scoffed. I nodded and more mutterings. Finally, he said, “This is meshuggah” and pulled out his prayer book. The blessing was one of love, rejoicing, gladness, harmony, and companionship. I could get behind that. I looked at Benoit who seemed a bit lost but was still smiling. We drank a cup of wine and then, the rabbi signaled for something. What was it? 
“The glass!” I shouted, remembering weddings of cousins and friends from years ago. “Genevieve, get a wine glass and a towel,” I barked. It was as if I had ordered her to boil water because a baby was on the way. She looked at me blankly and then scurried off. “A nice wine glass?” she asked, vaguely aware of what we were about to do.
“No,” we all called back.
“Ok, I’ve got a shitty one,” she called back. The rabbi clucked, and Benoit and I chuckled. Of course, our wedding was anything but perfectly executed. 
Genevieve arrived back with the glass wrapped in a towel, looking very proud that she had followed the orders of this strange Jewish custom. The rabbi pointed to the floor, and Genevieve knelt with the towel-wrapped glass until he shooed her away. Then, he motioned to Benoit to step on the glass and break it. His foot went down with a thud, and as we heard the glass break, I wondered if Genevieve had purposely put a non-shitty wine glass there just to piss us off. 
“Mazel tov!” said the rabbi and we all erupted in cheers.
 I threw my bouquet at Beatrice, who was surprised but nevertheless would not let it fall to the ground. She gave Vincent a wink and he, unsure of this strange American custom, just smiled. I put on my face mask and air-kissed most of the guests.  With most of the party outside, even as the sunshine transformed into chill, we were determined to be COVID-safe.
Benoit only spent a few minutes talking with guests before rushing back to the kitchen with Vincent. Vincent seemed to be moving more slowly than usual, and Benoit was trying to get him focused on the multi-course meal. We began with a variety of sweet and salty treats, accompanied by plenty of champagne. Benoit had ordered several cases from Epernay and was determined to have the guests drink it all. “To the lovely Laura,” he said, launching the first of many toasts. “You are ma femme, and I will cherish this moment forever.”
“Tu es l’homme de mes rêves. Je veux être avec toi pour toujours,” I responded, semi-sober but still a bit giggly. Genevieve clapped and said my accent was far better when intoxicated.
In the corner, I saw the rabbi, eager to collect his things and his fee.
“Wait,” I said, running over to him. “Does this mean we’re married?”
“According to Jewish law, yes. French law…” 
“You mean I can call Benoit my husband now?”
“You can call him your Big Streusel, I don’t care. But, yes, he is your husband in the eyes of the faith. However, I should make a suggestion.”
“Umm?”
“A little conversion wouldn’t hurt,” said the rabbi, to which he motioned his index and third fingers like scissors.
“Ouch. Well, to be discussed, Rabbi.”
“Well, there is something you can do today, unless you are too much of yourselves to do a chair dance.” At that, he grabbed a cafe chair and pounded it on the floor. “Sit,” he demanded of me and I took my white-suited ass and plunked it in the chair. “Ok, mensches,” he said. “Lift.”
At that, Beatrice, who was in charge of music, found a quick Spotify version of Hava Nagila. Venkat, Vincent, and two of the rabbi’s men grabbed a chair leg and hoisted me far above the pavement. They bounced me until I grabbed onto the seat for dear life. I was also vaguely worried about my dress being a bit too above-the-knee, but when you are about to be launched from a chair into the stratosphere, such small matters as someone looking up your skirt don’t matter anymore.
Then, Vincent got the bright idea of hoisting Benoit. He protested, but someone threw him on a neighboring chair.  The rabbi took two legs with Beatrice and Genevieve grabbing the others. They grunted and brought Benoit to the same height as me. He was shouting, although I could not ascertain if these were shouts of joy, fear, or confusion at this insane custom. The music got louder, and the tossing became more intense. I reached out for Benoit, but he was being paraded on the other end of the cafe. At this point, passersby were getting quite the show. I couldn’t help but think of the bully who drew the swastika on the restaurant. If he happened to be passing by, boy, would he get a heavy dose of Jewish subversion. Here we were, flagrantly dancing around on chairs and not giving a shit about their aggression. 
When Vincent and Venkat seemed out of breath, Beatrice cut the music, and we returned to earth. Beatrice cranked up a few tunes that were unfamiliar to me, but she and Vincent enjoyed them. Then, we got back into our generational hits and Benoit, and I danced to “I’ll Stand By You,” which seemed vaguely ironic because we were both too tired to stand.
Venkat and Genevieve, seemingly bursting with energy, took on the role of servers and we dined on a meal of foie gras, salmon en papillote, and chocolate souffles. The souffles presented the biggest challenge as John and Genevieve were joined by Beatrice in forming an assembly line transferring the hot fluffy dishes from the oven to the table before they fell flat. We all clapped as each one landed perfectly in front of us. “Perfection,” Benoit announced, which was unusual for him, as there was rarely a dish that he would announce as perfect.
I wasn’t eating much, however. Most, if not all, of my calories came from champagne. I’d decided that today was a day to celebrate and if by the end of the party I knew neither time nor place, I would have considered it a success. I was certainly getting to that state as Genevieve and I talked for a while about whether or not to return to the United States with Venkat. 
Benoit poured a cup of coffee and gently suggested that I try it. I had a feeling that, although he was happy I was perhaps embarrassing him a bit. It was probably when I tried to bis the rabbi. And when that didn’t work, I bissed one of his silent cohorts. That was enough to send them packing and wishing us much mazel on our marriage. “See you in synagogue,” I think I said, but wasn’t certain. Whatever it was, I saw Benoit wince just a bit.
My state of bliss continued for another hour or so as we danced, mostly me doing something of an interpretive number. Benoit must have decided that it was better to join than attempt to sober me, and he too gained rapid admittance to the “way too much champagne” club. All was a hazy bliss until something loud came from the kitchen.
“The stove has exploded,” Benoit said, mumbling more than talking, so I believe that’s what he said. 
“Well, if the stove has exploded, wouldn’t we be dead?” I asked, finding myself a chair to slump in.
I saw Beatrice run to the back and then we heard her speaking loudly to Vincent. “You okay, honey?” she was asking. “Say something, Vincent.”
“Vincent?” Benoit looked puzzled. “I sent him home an hour ago because he wasn’t looking well. I told him to get some rest.”
As it turned out, Vincent’s idea of rest was passing out on the kitchen floor. Apparently, he had disregarded Benoit’s appeal for him to go home and tried to help clean up. But it seemed that standing up was too much for him, and he’d fainted on the hard brick floor. Beatrice was crouched on the ground, trying to rouse him. He didn’t look good. His head was a bit bloody from the fall, and his skin was about as white as his chef’s apron. Those beautiful curls seemed to droop as he was so sweaty he looked like he’d been bathing in something.
“Call SAMU,” I said, amazed at my own ability to utter the word SAMU without slurring. John reached for his phone first and explained the situation in rapid French. It was as if they didn’t need much of a description. SAMU trucks were still parking in front of apartment buildings every night, taking away victims of the terrible disease.
“Do you think it’s COVID?” Geneveive asked, trying to keep her distance from the scene.
“I don’t know,” Beatrice said. “I knew he wasn’t feeling well this morning, but he said it was just a stomach thing. I didn’t really think about it, with the wedding excitement. She stepped back, “Oh god, I’ve infected all of you. And on your wedding, Laura. I’m so sorry. What was I thinking?”
Benoit saw Beatrice and grabbed her. “Don’t go near him,” he said, blocking her from Vincent. “We don’t want you sick, too.” He managed to prop the young man on a chair, even though the rest of us said he shouldn’t get so close. “Look, the kid’s not doing well,” Benoit said. “I’m not going to let him lie there on my floor.”
Beatrice wailed, and I wanted to hug her. “We’re going to get Vincent some help.”
SAMU came and were masked up and matter-of-fact. Beatrice gave them Vincent’s personal information, and they told us the hospital where he was going. That was it. The party was over, crashed by that damn COVID. 



CHAPTER TWENTY TWO

An ax had split my head in two; the right and left brains were cleaved. Everything throbbed from my eyes to the soles of my feet. Was it possible that this was still my post-celebration hangover, three days later? Benoit rolled over to caress my shoulders. “Don’t touch me,” I shrieked and then caught myself because the sound of my yelp was too much for me that morning.
“Come back to bed,” Benoit pleaded as I padded to the bathroom. He was very much in honeymoon phase and I had been, too, up until that morning. For two days of post-conjugal bliss, we’d screwed in the bed, on the floor, in the kitchen, between slathering of chocolate fondant on our bodies. It had been a blissful, playful time. But this headache wasn’t going away. It was beating me like a rubber mallet on my skull.
“I’m going to lie down in the living room,” I said, and Benoit complained that I was abandoning him already.
Edgar offered to lick my toes, something he often did when I was sick. He continued licking, more than usual. What had he found? Some weird tumor? They say that dogs can smell sickness. My odor must have been impressive because he was more than persistent about rooting out something awful.
After another three hours, I tried to rouse myself. No such luck. The headache was dulled, but I could not shift my body from anything but a prone state. Something was preventing me from ordinary movements. My arms and legs were too heavy to lift. My head, not capable of thought, felt like a weight I’d once tried to lift in a fancy gym, but I ended up dropping it to the ground —a move that got my gym card ripped up and elicited a thousand-dollar bill for the hardwood floor. “Shit,” I said and zonked out for another few hours.
Benoit had been watching me and worrying. I heard him call someone and discuss my symptoms. He said he was worried, but that I didn’t seem to have a fever. “It’s not the COVID, is it?” I heard him say. There was a long pause. He was taking in the information. His “uh-huhs” were getting quicker, and I could hear a bit of panic in his voice. Then the other person had asked about him. Was he feeling the symptoms? He replied that he wasn’t, and I let out an audible sigh of relief. I wouldn’t wish this feeling on anyone, especially my new partner.
Doing the thing he knew to do best, Benoit cooked me breakfast. It wasn’t a French breakfast, but something he put together as a big American breakfast. There were fluffy eggs, pieces of warm toast, and a fried potato that looked like a combination of hash browns and latkes. Also on the tray was a hot cuppa tea, just like I usually craved. I was so grateful I nearly cried. 
“You’re amazing,” I said, lifting the tea to my mouth. As bad as I felt, I thought the warm liquid would be just the soothing elixir I craved. I breathed in, waiting to catch that familiar calming scent of English Breakfast tea. I breathed in again, and again, waiting for the scent. But nothing came. That was so odd because the tea that Benoit typically made was strong and fragrant. Perhaps it was a weak cup he’d made in a hurry. Should I tell him I liked my tea steeped for four minutes? It seemed a bit picky given the situation.
No matter, I thought, I’ll just dig into these eggs. They looked so gorgeous, it was almost a sin to desecrate them with my fork. I took a heaping forkful, expecting to taste their pure buttery comfort. However, nothing but a wad of goo slid across my tongue. I could not taste a thing, only feel its slippery texture. Was this a joke? Had Benoit served me a perfectly tasteless meal? This wasn’t like him. The man prided himself on the butter, the herbs, and the flavors of his food. Checking myself, I generously salted the eggs and bit in again, expecting to be repelled by the overt over-seasoning. Again, nothing happened. I gulped down the eggs and chewed on the toast. None of the raspberry jam I’d slathered across the grainy surface registered. It was clear I’d lost all sense of taste and smell.
I gulped the eggs down anyway, noting that non-tasting, non-smelling eggs feel a bit like swallowing chewing gum. Non-smelling and  non-tasting toast still crunches, although one gets tired of chomping on it and would rather spit it out than swallow it. Non-tasting tea is hot but lacks the sensation of comfort as it goes down the throat. I looked at Benoit like a sick puppy. “I’m sorry, it must be the congestion. I’m sure this meal would be exquisite if I could taste it.”
Benoit stood back a bit horrified. “You know, lack of taste and smell are signs of the Coveed,” he said.
I wasn’t going to argue with Benoit. It was possible that I’d contracted “Coveed,” probably from Vincent, whom Beatrice had let us know was thankfully doing better. Being young and relatively healthy, he’d gotten through the worst of the disease, which plagued him with high temperatures and uncharacteristic fatigue. However, the fever had broken this morning, according to Beatrice’s text. She had stayed at a friend’s house and was visiting him while wearing what looked like a fashionable hazmat suit (picture included). For them, the disease was a scare, but not deadly, and Beatrice was relatively sure she was unscathed.
As for me, I wasn’t certain what to do about Benoit. If I’d caught it from Vincent, then he, too, was most likely going to go through a bout. He told me that he was not going to abandon me. “This is our disease,” he’d said. “I may just be slower in getting it, but I’m sure my turn is coming. We will go through this together.”
Although I appreciated Benoit’s gallantry, I was still concerned. He was a decade older than me and took high blood pressure medication. To date, nothing had come of the high blood pressure except a yearly chat with his doctor about ways to exercise and moderate his diet. Some of that was heeded because Benoit was not out of shape. However, he could have cooked with a bit less butter, and I’d seen him smoke a few cigarettes when stressed. It seemed he was in that “who knows” category when it came to how he would respond to this horrific disease.
I felt that I would somehow or another ride it out. The nights had been the worst, and on the night of that third day, I thought I might break. My lungs were heavy, and I waddled around the apartment, not wanting to wake Benoit. I tried a Nettie Pot and then a simple pot of steam. None of it cleared the heaviness. I punched out a few lines on my computer and saved them as  “Laura’s Last Words to the World.” Had I actually bothered to review what I wrote, I would have been horrified at the hazy, jumbled mess of language I’d typed. “My moment. My moment. My moment has become a malady. Because a pretty girl is like a malady.”  What did that even mean and why did I feel the need to immortalize it? I had no answers. 
I stared out the window to another pitch black Paris evening, illuminated only by the blue light of SAMU. I could hear another anguished cry of a loved one as another poor soul was lifted into a truck. I had always dreamed of dying in Paris in a candle-lit room, soft jazz in the background. I resolved that a SAMU truck would not be my death scene. And with that, I dropped onto the settee and tried for another round of fitful sleep, sweaty and wheezing. 
When I woke, I felt better. The days were always better. I was able to get up, stumble to the computer and clean up a lesson plan. My class wouldn’t resume for another week, but I wanted to be prepared. I coughed and sputtered through my typing, realizing that I was out of breath just from sitting upright. Up until a few days before, it didn’t register that I could die from this disease. However, there was something about the weakness that made me understand how easy it would be to slip over that line.
I couldn’t tell Benoit how I felt. I struggled to put on a brave face. I chewed and chewed on his meals, even though they were tasteless. Benoit stood over me, making sure I swallowed because my impulse was not to bother with the act of eating. Why should I? There was no benefit from chowing down on the meal, no matter how pretty it looked.
I gazed up at Benoit, trying to show how much I appreciated him. He was standing above me, but when I looked in his eyes, they seemed glazed and he seemed to wobble just a bit. “You ok?” I asked.
“Sure,” he said, although the response was weak and questioning.
“Oh God, you’re sick,” I said and jumped up.
“No, I’m fine. I’m really ok,” he said, pulling out a chair to sit. “I think I just over-did things. You know, it’s been a very busy week. And with you getting sick, I just haven’t had time to rest.”
After that I’d tried to distance myself from Benoit, sending him to another bedroom at night and keeping far enough apart from him. However, Benoit was determined to look after me. He stayed uncomfortably close and, as much as I tried, I couldn’t keep him too far away. 
“Go lie down,” I finally commanded and, surprisingly, he went. That left me in a dark room, cutting my sandwich into tiny pieces just to amuse myself. When that excitement wore off, I also went to bed in a room separate from Benoit. Although I was tired, my body ached too much to fall asleep. I found myself in a weird, not quite rest, filling my head with odd thoughts and phantoms. 
Edgar curled up at my feet and my head went to another fever dream. I was a kid, lonely as usual, doing somersaults all alone. No one liked me, I’d believed at an early age, because my hair was kinky and my nose bumpy. All the pretty girls were paired off, giggling at their little girl jokes, so happy together. I kept tumbling until I saw a beautiful planet. “Do not touch it,” one girl said. “It’s not for you.”
But I was lonely and this planet was coming toward me. It was so mesmerizing and it seemed to have an odd attraction to my puny, weird-haired self. I reached out and clung to it. “It won’t last,” sniffed one little girl as she floated by with her beautiful pal.
“How do you know?” I called out.
“I just know,” she said and giggled again, as if she was privy to some inside joke.
I ignored her, twirled around with my blue planet and was truly happy just for a moment. It was as if I’d finally found my partner, and who needed one of those giggly girls? The planet and I floated, spun, and had our own form of giggles. But then, the planet popped. It was a big, sudden pop and I went hurtling into the galaxy. 
“Told you,” I heard one of the girls call out.
“Maybe you did,” I replied. “But at least I had my planet for a short while.”
I awoke, sitting upright, drenched in sweat. I told myself that I just needed a moment, maybe two, to calm down and lower my body temperature. Perhaps it was menopause. That was happening on and off in my life. It was just one of those days. However, it didn’t feel quite like a hot flash. It was more like a hot layer. I couldn’t break the feeling. I was burning from every bone and joint. At least when I was dreaming I was floating. When I was awake, I was just smoldering, and I couldn’t cool off. 
I couldn’t help but feel that this was it. I would just flame out. Trying to catch my breath was pointless. My lungs, not burning, but full, weren’t functioning as they should. My first instinct was to go to Benoit. He could calm me down. He could tell me everything would be better. However, I couldn’t do that right now. I didn’t want to get Benoit sick. Or, in this case, get him sicker.
I staggered to the balcony, trying to fill my lungs with cold air. Everything ached and, as I shivered in the early morning air, I did my own version of praying. It wasn’t “God, let me live.” It was more, “I know how fortunate I am to have what I have. I don’t want to lose it just yet. I want to hang onto my blue planet. Just a little longer.” But instead of some divine light, I felt a rush of icy air that nearly knocked me off the platform. The balcony doors clang shut. With my feverish mind, I couldn’t figure out the damn French locks. I rattled the door and yelled for help, hoping that maybe a neighbor upstairs could give me some direction as to how to force things open without breaking the glass.
Edgar heard my racket and I was thankful that Benoit didn’t. The dog came rushing to the door and slammed his body against it, perhaps thinking that he could force it to open the other way. “No, Boy, don’t,” I yelled. I could just imagine him throwing his weight against the glass and busting it. That’s all that we needed right now was an expensive repair job thanks to the dog and me acting out “Laurel and Hardy Try to Open a Door.”
Edgar didn’t pay attention to my commands. Why start now? Instead, he body slammed again, his paws thrashing above his head. Somehow, the force loosened the latch and I could hear it falling. “Good Boy,” I said, stepping inside as if nothing odd had happened and I was simply making my grand entrance from the outdoors. Of course, most grand entrances are not made with teeth chattering and sweat-stained shirts.
Benoit must have heard the racket because he hobbled into the room. “What the fuck are you doing?” he managed to ask, himself doubled over. “Just getting some morning air,” I said, and Edgar barked in confirmation.
Hearing Benoit out of bed, Eloise came running to his side. I knew the dogs played favorites, but they seemed particularly territorial now that we were both sick. Edgar was my watchdog and Eloise was constantly at Benoit’s side. I swear I heard her growling when I dared to touch his forehead. 
“Well,” I said. “Looks like the motley crew is all here. Maybe we need to sit down after all that excitement.”
I found my way to one of the living room chairs and deposited my bag of bones into the seat. Despite my act on the balcony, I was feeling a small bit stronger. The headache was gone and I could finally lift my head. 
“I think I’m coming out of this,” I said. “This is a bitch, but I feel I could make it.”
I looked over at Benoit. He did not look like he was coming out of it. Slumped in the chair, he was wheezing and trying to tell me something, but only short puffs of air came out. Eloise began to whine, licking a hand that seemed to have very little muscle tone. I lumbered over to him and felt his forehead —a maneuver my mother would do hundreds of times during my childhood. Usually, it was followed by, “You’re fine. Go to school.” Or the occasional, “You may have a fever. Okay, you can stay home,” which countered any discomfort I may have felt from the illness.
But Benoit wasn’t gunning for a day at home. In fact, he probably would have wanted to be anywhere but in that position. I felt his hot forehead and his burning chest. “Hey, go back to bed,” I said, pulling him up. He slumped down again and I wondered if I’d have to be carrying him back to the bedroom. Finally, he got up and shuffled, groaning as he moved. He got to the bed and crumpled onto it, wheezing and shivering. “I still have things to do,” he said, so low I barely heard him. “Things to say to you.”
“It can wait.”
“No,” so weak it was like him exhaling.
“Get some rest,” I said.
I closed the bedroom door and remembered just an hour or so before I’d said a little prayer for myself. Now, I was praying for Benoit, but more impassioned and with tears in my eyes. I couldn’t bear seeing him so ill. And the sounds emanating from his room were terrifying. The wheezing had turned to coughing and groaning. I rocked back and forth, waiting for it to subside so he could at least get some sleep.
It was 7 a.m. and there were glimmers of light on the Paris sidewalk. At least we’d gotten through a night, I thought. The day would be better. Benoit would be a little stronger. It was the night that worried me and the prospect of sending for SAMU. That would be the option if he did not turn the corner, and it was the one that I dreaded.
For the rest of the day, I padded about the house, hour-by-hour regaining some strength. They were very small victories. A dish I could not reach the day before because my arms were too weak. A book I could finally hold up. A sentence I could get out without coughing. I wanted to tell Benoit of my tiny improvements, but I didn’t want to wake him. He was sleeping and I knew how difficult that was with this damn disease. I tiptoed past his bedroom, and around noon I placed a glass of orange juice by his bed, hoping that by some miracle he would rouse enough to drink it.
By 6 p.m., the glass was untouched. I was hoping he was just sleeping off his fever and he would have my same small accomplishments the next day. That’s the way it was with this damn disease. Everything is parceled out in small, mean doses. But there wasn’t any rumbling and I went back to my book, trying to read it.
We weren’t cheering out the windows anymore. Everyone was too sick or too sick of being confined. Instead, the only thing from the street was the occasional police car. One, incredibly loud, sped past our street. It spooked Edgar and he barked, not too loud, but loud enough to rouse Eloise who was by Benoit’s bed. She bounced off the bed to see what Edgar’s fuss was about. And in the process of bouncing, she woke Benoit.
“What?” I heard him say from the bedroom. I rushed to see him. Was he doing better? Had the fever broken? I felt around in the dark and found him. He was wet from sweat. 
“Damn, you still have this fever,” I said. 
Benoit wheezed. He tried to get out a word but sputtered. He wheezed again. There were no words, just gasps. He signaled to me to leave the room, but I couldn’t. I was frozen, watching him struggle until he collapsed on the bed, gasping and gasping.
“Everything’s going to be ok,” I said to Benoit, touching his wet cheek. “I love you.” And then, “Thank you.”


CHAPTER TWENTY THREE

I slept in the settee all night, waiting. It wasn’t exactly sleep. It was fever dreams and worries, all combined into a knot of dark anxiety. Benoit was in the bedroom and I listened for anything – cough, a whimper, something that acknowledged he was still alive.
Yes, I knew I should have called SAMU. I knew it was simply a matter of dialing those two numbers. One. Five. And then they would come, those men in hazmat suits, scooping him up like robots. They would shove the dogs aside, knock over the orange juice, and take him away.
I played this scenario over in my mind. I couldn’t do it. Rumors abounded that the hospitals were too full, so sick people were now being put on trains to places far from Paris. How was that? Too many thoughts of people put on boxcars to Eastern Europe. I couldn’t. If Benoit was going to die, let him do it in his bed, the one with the extra soft mattress and big duvet that was now, undoubtedly, drenched in sweat.
Edgar nudged me at 4 a.m. His nose was cold and his eyes were sadder than usual. He howled a little,  something he rarely did. “It will be ok, Boy,” I said, patting his head of gray tangles. “It will all be ok.”
Edgar nudged me again. Then Eloise came trotting in. She, of course, wasn’t a mat of gray tangles. She looked at me, all perfect shiny fur, as if to say, “What, I woke up like this.” Eloise, too, gave me a nudge. That was odd, as that girl rarely acknowledged my existence.
“Guys, it’s too early for breakfast,” I said, translating into French for E. “Go back to bed.”
But the dogs didn’t leave my side. They circled the settee until Edgar gave me a giant shove. “Get up, Bitch,” he seemed to say. “Move your lazy diseased ass.”
I obliged, slowly. This sickness had sapped me of every ounce of energy. Even putting my legs on the floor was an effort. I rose, half-heartedly, and peeked out the window. Paris was dark and still, the gold streetlights still making those little starbursts that didn’t shed much light looked so damn pretty. Why did Paris have to be magic even during this plague? I resented this a bit. If anything, there should have been more rats scurrying about.
The dogs wanted me to go somewhere. They paced back and forth to the bedroom. Oh God, I thought, they want me to see Benoit’s cold body. They want me to see what I was dreading.
“Guys, he’s sleeping,” I said, and turned toward the kitchen. But Edgar wasn’t having it. He barked at me. “You’ll wake the damn neighbors,” I scolded.” He wasn’t giving up. More barks. Then something like a sigh from Eloise. She was above barking.
“Ok,” I said and steeled myself for my beloved’s death scene. What would I do? Would I kiss his shell of a corpse? Would I cover him with a blanket? Close his eyes? It occurred to me that I had never seen a dead person before. Well, there was the one time my foreign service husband had to go to the morgue to file paperwork on some idiotic American who had leapt naked out of a five-story building in Qatar, convinced bin Laden was after him, but the body had been discreetly covered up and I stayed in the background, watching relatives pour in for someone other than this poor schlemiel.
I tapped on the door. Would he answer? Would I ever hear his voice again?
“Entrée, ma chère,” I heard him. It was definitely him. He was miraculously alive. Edgar shoved open the door and bounded onto the bed.
No one bothered to tell the mongrel to leave. I was just so shocked and overjoyed to hear Benoit speak. He looked better, too, not a complete recovery but no longer gray. 
“Yes, I’m alive,” he said, so weakly it was barely believable. I wanted to kiss him, but he put his hands up in front of his face. “And probably still extremely contagious.”
“I don’t care. I’ve got this damn plague, too,” I reminded him and tried by best to hug this still bedridden man.
“I think I am, as you Americans say, humped.”
“Over the hump. The humping will come much later.”
Benoit just eeked out a tiny smile. “I had terrible dreams about leaving you here. I can’t do that.”
 Edgar licked his face. Can dogs get this damn disease? I had no clue. All I knew was that Benoit was going to live, that I had been right in not calling SAMU, and that we would all mend eventually.
“I’ll have that juice now,” Benoit said, pointing to the end table. I handed it to him and he drank it so slowly, I barely saw anything go into his mouth. “I’m ok,” he said, as if to remind himself that he truly was.
You’re perfect,” I said, climbing into his sweaty bed. The dogs piled in, Edgar’s gray muzzle on Benoit’s chest, Eloise’s perfect fur brushing my arm. Benoit sipped juice, eyes clearing just a little. 
“We’ll mend,” he whispered, his hand finding mine, which was still a bit shaky. “We still need to talk.”
Paris shed its darkness for that silvery morning light. Trucks unloaded vegetables for the few shopkeepers able to keep their stores open. A parade of Mercedes hummed by, signaling someone important was coming through, unfazed by the confinement rules. Joggers emerged for their permitted spins around the block. More signs of our weird pandemic life populated the streets. Any of the rats had scurried back into their lairs. It was close to a perfect moment –very close.


CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR

In the days that followed, we didn’t rise until 10 a.m. I had found my way back into our bed, although Benoit insisted I sleep as far to the other side as possible. “I’m wet. I cough. And I smell,” he said. All of this was true, but to me, they were signs of life. Granted, disgusting signs of life but I wasn’t too choosy.
By the fifth day after what I dubbed “La grosse panique” of Benoit’s most awful night, he seemed to be much more on the mend. His cheeks had a flush that mocked his infamous gray pallor—his hands now warmer than mine, which still shook ever so slightly as I imagined what might have happened had his sickness not turned the corner.
We lingered in that sweaty bed, dogs piled between us like living blankets, Edgar's gray muzzle snoring on Benoit's chest, Eloise looking up occasionally with disgust. “I need to get up,” Benoit finally declared. “This is American laziness staying in bed.”
“Hey, it’s supposed to be American ingenuity and French lassitude,” I protested.
“You are not of this century,” he said, fingering a wisp of my wild bed head.
Benoit swung legs over the bed’s edge, testing his weight with a grimace that softened to grin: "Paris owes us croissants, ma chère. I will wash up and then, he declared, “I shall conquer the stairs. And then, breakfast and conversation." 
“My hero,” I mock-swooned and pulled the covers over my head. I truly wanted our late mornings to continue, but Benoit’s impatience with his situation was palpable.
Twenty minutes later, he was dressed and showered. Eloise’s leash was in his hand and he called to her. The dog looked at me as if to ask, “Is he ready for this?” I nodded, my signal that I thought the two of them could make it as a team. Eloise seemed to get it. She was especially kind as Benoit fiddled with her harness, a change from her usual impatience.
I heard them walk, slow and wobbly but purposeful, toward the front door, Benoit even whistling a bit. “Fresh air, ma chere,” he declared, and I wasn’t sure if he was addressing the dog or me. Edgar took all this as an opportunity to pounce on me. He still cherished our moments alone, sans Benoit and Eloise.
“We’re going to be ok, Boy,” I said, giving him a hearty pat.
Edgar flopped  beside me, all smug gray tangles that he could freely shake without the diva’s disapproval. I listened, still concerned that he was strong enough, but I could not express such thoughts to Benoit. The front door opened. I could hear Benoit's steps dragging slowly on the stairs. Eloise's pace seemed patient still –slow tappy nails on the hallway’s hardwood. Street noise filtered up: cars humming, people yelling, masks slipping past their noses as they pretended the plague was passing. Why did the city need to bounce back so damn fast? Maybe if everything slowed a little it would have been better.
I pictured him at the crosswalk, a little more his jaunty self, Eloise steady like "faites attention, faites…" "Just the boulangerie," he'd grinned upstairs. "Croissants, ma chère." His voice was still raspy from bed-sweat. Should I have insisted he stay put? What if Eloise had yanked him back? Too many thoughts.
Then, a thud. A big one. And some shouting. Lots of shouting. Someone had hit something and people were angry. Not a fender-bender type of crash, but that sickening thud --the thud of something not as solid being hit, the kind that echoes wrong in your soul. I bolted upright, heart doing that plague-panic knot again. Edgar whined low, nose jamming my leg. 
More shouting, then a cacophony. Horns blared short and stupid. Eloise's howl. I knew it from any other dog’s. Shouts exploded: "Merde!" “SAMU—vite!" 
My legs still shaky from la grosse panique, I lunged to the window and this time it opened without a hitch. I tried to will that it wouldn’t be Benoit. That it would be some unfortunate animal, a cat or something bigger. A horse? Yes, a horse that was getting on in years and was hit by someone’s stupid Mercedes.
But I knew it wasn’t a horse. It was someone, and as I ran down the stairs and into the street I knew it was Benoit. He’d been sick, in the apartment too long and had forgotten all the basic treacheries of Parisian life.
No one had to tell me what happened. I could see the scene in front of me. It was one of those damned blind garages, where big black cars –and it was always a big black Mercedes or something like that –suddenly drove onto the sidewalk, a perk of the wealthy who believed they owned the streets of Paris. To them, it was up to the peasants to run.
And that was Benoit’s fate –run over by someone of his former class. He was crumpled sideward on slick stone, coat twisted loose like he'd been shoved out of it, legs at an inhuman angle. Blood seeped dark into cracks.  Eloise was at his side, barking non-stop. People rushed to help Benoit. Then, I couldn’t see him anymore. Someone flung a soiled blanket over him.
The passenger didn’t even bother to emerge from the car. It was the driver, swearing and crying at the same time as he gave his report to the police.
“Je suis la femme,” I shouted and the policeman looked at me, probably wondering how me, this harridan in inappropriate attire could have been the wife of this victim in the stylish but now shredded coat.
“Madame, non,” he said, shoving me aside as I tried to lift the blanket. I knew his body had been mangled, but not his face. I wanted to see it one last time. “Non,” he insisted.
“He isn’t dead,” I screamed. “He can’t be dead. Not after we survived the plague. This doesn’t make sense.”
But it did. It actually started to make way too much sense as I was finally escorted to the police station by a kinder English-speaking cop. He put his hand on my shoulder, asked if I wanted to go back upstairs and change and that we would ride together.
I don’t remember changing my clothes or what I did with the dogs. I do recall the police station, though. I remember paperwork and someone remarking that the body needed to be placed in a separate morgue “a cause du COVID,” which bothered me. Why separate Benoit from the others? He was a survivor of that damned disease. This seemed extremely unfair. But  none of this was about anything being fair.



CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE

Benoit was gone. Gone from the street where we lived. Gone from our COVID hideout. Gone from me. The police chief called me later that afternoon, having found my number repeatedly on Benoit’s phone –Crazy American, 510 times in eight months.
Condolences, Madame. It was all an accident. Monsieur who never bothered to get out of the car would settle with the insurance company. The driver would be fired and possibly charged with something. Short autopsy, blunt force injury. How did I want to dispose of the body? 
French funeral arrangements were not my forte. But a few phone calls to his brother Georges, who was genuinely upset, confirmed that there was a family mausoleum at Pere Lachaise. I didn’t object. It seemed like the right thing to do for Benoit. Maybe he didn’t want it. Maybe he did. We never talked about any of this. Nevertheless, I arranged for his cremation, to be followed by the placement of his urn in the crypt. It was all very routine for the funeral home. I signed some papers in a musty office that was well-stocked with tissues. So much routine to death, I hadn’t experienced this before.
The funeral became a gathering of Du Mers. Madame Du Mer in her severe black suit, Georges and the children he’d inherited, an uncle whose name I'd never learned, and various cousins who looked at me as if I were something Benoit had tracked in on his shoe. Genevieve stood off to the side, elegant even in grief, her face a mask I couldn't read.
The priest spoke in rapid French about a man I barely recognized. He talked about Benoit's family legacy, his education, his brief but regrettable departure from the family business. Nothing specific about the restaurant. Nothing about how he made strangers feel welcome at his table. Nothing about the meals he had made me throughout our time together, or how he'd hum while he cooked.
I tried to stay quiet, to be invisible, to just get through it.
"This is inappropriate," Madame Du Mer hissed when she caught sight of me. Not quietly, either. Several heads turned. "You have no right to be here."
"I was his partner," I said, my voice smaller than I wanted it to be.
"Partner," She spat the words. "For less than a month. That does not make you family."
Georges put a hand on his mother's arm, but his expression agreed with her. "Perhaps it would be best if you paid your respects privately, Madame Bergman. This is a family matter."
Genevieve finally moved. She crossed to stand beside me, her arm linking through mine. "She is paying her respects. Benoit would want her here."
"Benoit would want many things," Madame Du Mer said coldly. "He did not always have good sense."
I felt Genevieve's arm tighten, holding me in place when I would have fled. We stood there together as Madame Du Mer wept a few tears into a monogrammed handkerchief.
When it was over, when the family had filed past without acknowledging either of us, I finally allowed myself to look at the inscription placed beside his urn:

BENOIT ALEXANDRE PIERRE GEORGES DU MER
1959-2020
Fils Bien-Aimé

Beloved son. Not friend. Not partner.
"I'm sorry," Genevieve said quietly.
"For what?"
"For them. For all of it.”
“He told me,” I said. “He took me to the cave and told me.”
“Oh,” said Genevieve. “Yes, the cave.”
I stayed behind until the family left and slipped a piece of paper beside the urn. “Lovers don't finally meet somewhere. They're in each other all along.” It was Rumi and I was sure a Du Mer would come around soon and remove it. But perhaps Benoit could enjoy it, just for the moment.
Beatrice was waiting when I returned. She’d been watching the dogs and, from what I could tell, crying.  “You both seem so young at heart. I thought for sure you’d live a long life together.”
“Me too,” I said wistfully. “Me too.”
“I’m devastated,” she said, patting Edgar. “And the dogs, too.”
Edgar had been uncharacteristically whining since Benoit left the apartment, but I didn’t pay attention. I paid Beatrice and she let herself out.
Poor animals, I thought. Edgar and Eloise were on their own ever since the accident. There was one day when I went outside, breaking quarantine, just to relieve the poor animals. But a French man scolded me for something I didn’t understand. Maybe the dogs had crossed the straight line he demanded to walk on the sidewalk without giving anyone else the right of way. He pushed Edgar a bit, and that was it. I stayed inside, only letting the dogs out in the tiny patch of cement between apartment buildings. They looked at me, Edgar whined more, but I sadly told them, “That’s all you get for now, guys. I can’t do anything more.”
After the funeral, I decided to try sitting shiva, although I would not have visitors. Instead, I’d prepare the house to sit shiva, as did religious Jews. There wasn’t a mandate to do this, but I needed to put space between my re-entry into the world and the period of saying goodbye to Benoit.
First, I covered the mirrors, which meant no more checking for new wrinkles, hair out of place or any of that. The intent was to be self-reflective and, if necessary a bit less vain. I wouldn’t wear make-up and I wouldn’t dress up. It would just be me, my thoughts, and of course the unruly dogs. 
I’d wear black and tear a bit of my clothing. This, too, was a part of the shiva ritual. No leather on the feet, I knew that. Although most of my cues were from the internet, some I remembered from my parents and their parents. Mourning was full of rituals that I simply observed as a bewildered child.
We sat on my bench— me and the dogs, and we surrounded our days with silence. There was the occasional phone call —a colleague or old friend expressing condolences —but mostly we just sat. The dogs paced. Edgar whined. I barely did anything, not even eating much. I just sat and thought about Benoit, mostly on the bench that I’d loved.
Most of the images in my head were the pretty things that I enjoyed. I loved his restaurant, his food, and the kind way he introduced it all to me. There was no condescension. It was his wonderful generosity that overwhelmed me. I had never felt so important in anyone’s life, especially my past husbands. Benoit was giving and welcoming, whereas my first was a bully and the second a narcissist. There was none of that in Benoit. Perhaps I’d met him at a time in his life when he had been through all the immature and meaner antics of younger men. He was older, more astute, and infinitely more compassionate.
We clicked, maybe because I wasn’t looking for anything in particular. I was ready to live out my life alone, as it appeared I would ultimately do now that Benoit had left. 
I focused on the moments with him. When it came down to it, we were two souls that matched in place and time. We had survived the darkness, made peace with our secrets, carried our frailties all worn around the edges, and were unwilling to play the games that people play. Perhaps we knew that our time together was to be finite, so we were going to be considerate and loving with one another. For a moment—one brief moment —the magic worked. It was a remarkable new opportunity for bonding that, for the lucky, happens while on the mortal coil.
And in thinking this way —that we had this crazy good fortune together —I mourned that it was so brief. Actually, it was more than mourning. My grief rapidly turned to anger. Benoit and I had so little time together, it was as if this beautiful city was mocking us. 
“Fuck you Paris,” I screamed one evening. The dogs were startled, but I kept screaming. I screamed out the windows, screamed down the elevator shaft, and threw on my coat so I could curse Paris a little more in the evening streets.
I was raving, Judy Garland showing up drunk to work out of control. My hair was a mass of tangles. My breath smelled like the last meal I ate, which was probably trail mix and bourbon. My outfit was exactly what the French decried — battered jeans and a sweatshirt with a picture of a stoned rooster proclaiming, “Freshly baked chicken.” I didn’t care. Paris had lied to me, and I was giving it the finger by being just another Crazy American. That was, after all, my name on Benoit’s phone –his obvious first impression.
The streets played along, giving me their best version of “the finger.” Those enchanting gold-hued streetlights now emanated stark and white, like strobe lights in a prison setting. The Haussman buildings that I once considered monuments to grace and beauty seemed all covered in ripped scaffolding that slapped like buildings like dying fish. I was told some of the construction was for the upcoming Olympics, but who fucking cared about that? Everywhere I went, one work site followed another as I dodged ubiquitous metal poles and wooden planks that made the sidewalks treacherous and did not allow for more than one person to pass. “Get out of my way,” I screamed at one particularly long tunnel of scaffolding, punching at the sides of the flapping canvas as if it was ever going to fight me back.
I trudged through the streets, my ears filled with traffic noise, clattering garbage bins, and bottles thrown around by errant drunks. As this virus lingered on, the streets had become filthy with plastic bottles, overflowing waste bins and dog poop. No one bothered to pick up after their dogs anymore and many of the animals had become sick. The waste was not your average pieces of shit, but nauseating diarrhea that ran across the sidewalks and into the gutters. I retched as I slid on something that was a mixture of poo and mucous and blood.
The notorious Parisian drivers were also out in full force. As I stood at a corner, a green light with a picture of a strolling little man signaled for me to cross, but when it was my time to step out, a barreling taxi clipped the bottom of my shoe. That was it. I would not be another victim to French traffic. I spun around and banged the trunk of his car. “Putain,” he yelled at me as he sped off, never bothering to ask if I was hurt.
I’d had it with the Parisians. Punks stood in doorways, puffing on cigarettes with their pandemic facemasks slung low on their chins. “Masquez!” I yelled at one who shrugged, indifferent to me. Other gatherings of chattering young people annoyed me, too. One girl was laughing so hard her loosely slung mask slipped as she breathed heavy into the night. I wanted to punch her in the face, but I resisted, marching on in my rage.
I hadn’t noticed for a while, but I was walking in the rain. I was drenched and cold and the unforgiving Paris wind started up, perforating my clothes and whipping through whatever protection I had. I was shivering, not COVID shivering, but shaking from the unforgiving Paris weather. When I thought I would get pneumonia, just to top off my most recent illness, I stumbled to a metro station.
The metro station was one of those unknown lines, Angelique Compoint on the seventh. How had I would up there? Who the hell was Angelique? I walked through tunnels toward the train tracks, the walls still covered with advertisements for a Chinese ballet that had been canceled back in early February. Now, the lithe unmasked dancers seemed ridiculous, and one wondered if they had all become sick somewhere in an unknown city in China.
I vaguely figured out how to get back to my apartment, but the metro cab was crowded and smelled of urine, further darkening my mood. I tried my best not to yell or scream, staring ahead. As I stared, I didn’t notice a Parisian with sleight of hand pull my purse off my shoulder. Coming to my stop, I darted for the door, not realizing I was without the old Kate Spade until the subway door closed. 
“Come back, you fucker!” I yelled at the train, to which the Parisians on the platform simply looked at me, a rattled and befuddled crazy woman. I dragged myself down the street, rummaging through my head about the contents of the purse — not my phone, thank God. It was mainly makeup, a few euros, and my passport.
Goddamit. My passport had been stolen. I’d lived and traveled abroad and never once lost a passport. In fact, you could go through my drawer and see a collection of passports through the ages. There was Laura with braces, traveling to Europe with her parents. Then, Laura with her first grown-up haircut, an exchange student in England trying her best to look sophisticated. Following that was Laura, beat up and broken from her first marriage, escaping to Bali with a girlfriend. And then Laura second marriage, excited about seeing the world, a preface to a series of Laura simply renewing her passport as she aged, hopeful that one day she’d have an adventure on her own. I made a mental note to call the police, which I knew would be an ordeal.
I expected the dogs would at least be happy to see me. But as I opened the door, there was no Edgar, only Eloise. Now she was whining, too. “What’s wrong, girl?” I asked and Eloise nudged me to go into the other room. “What is it?”
Eloise paced nervously around a listless Edgar. He was still whining but couldn’t seem to lift himself.
“No, Edgar,” I screamed and my beautiful dog just looked at me with his soulful eyes. “Edgar, come on, Boy. Don’t just lie there. Edgar, you’re going to be ok.” I was sobbing. This couldn’t be happening so quickly after Benoit. Edgar, my buddy, could not leave me.
Edgar licked my hand, which was about all he could do. Eloise knelt by him, nudging him, and he seemed oblivious to her touch. My Edgar was fading away. 
I pulled out my phone, hands shaking, trying to call a vet. There was a late-night one far away who told me to make him comfortable and bring him in the morning. “We’ll see what we can do for him,” she said, not particularly comforting.
Edgar was my “I will survive” dog, picked from the pound shortly after marriage number two fell apart. I’d gone with a girlfriend who wanted a cat. She picked up some furry languid ball of feline-ness and I’d gone home with Edgar, a sloppy mutt with boundless energy. I’d named him after Joan Rivers’ husband, not for any reason in particular. He seemed like an Edgar, and he became my best friend. I’d saved him from the pound. He’d saved me from wallowing. We were perfect together.
In the morning, I dragged Edgar to a nearby vet. Normally, he hated the place. It’s where he got his rabies shot and the vet did all kinds of indignities like sticking a thermometer up his ass. This morning, though, he didn’t fight it. I sensed he was in pain as the only sound he made was just a low, almost inaudible whine.
“The kidneys,” the vet said. “It’s progressed.”
“But he seemed to be doing so much better,” I protested.
“Dogs like this want us to be happy,” she said. “They won’t tell you they’re hurting until it’s unbearable. He’s telling us now. I think he’s miserable.”
“What should I do?” I knew the answer. I just couldn’t speak it.
“It’s time,” she said. “He’s telling us it’s time.” 
I clung to Edgar’s, wrapping myself around him. So much of what I loved had slipped away from me. I wasn’t surprised this was happening, but I sobbed into Edgar’s fur. “I want to be with him,” I said. “Because I couldn’t be with Benoit.”
The vet had no idea who Benoit was, but she said, “Of course. He wants you there.” She sent us outside for a while so we could say good-bye. Edgar had been given a pain pill but just wasn’t himself. He was limp. His eyes were watery. And he had no energy. I petted him, whispered in his ear that he was a very good dog, and waited for the vet to tell us it was time.
I don’t think Edgar felt any pain. He closed his eyes and lay down while the doctor administered the shot. It was over so quickly, and Edgar and my time together seemed just like the blink of an eye. “I’m going to miss this mutt,” I said as the doctor wrapped him in blankets and a nurse took him away. “I hope he sees Benoit and they have a good time together.” I imagined Benoit perking up at the vision of my messy mutt. They weren’t the best of friends on earth, but maybe they’d get together just for me.
I paid the vet for everything —the exam, the shot, the cremation, the tiny urn I would receive in a few days. I have no idea how much the bill came to. All I wanted to do was go home.
Home. As I walked down the street, alone, I wondered exactly where was home. Was it Benoit’s apartment? Was it even in France? I needed to figure that out. And so, as Paris turned dark and cold, I decided to take a break and go back to the United States. All I needed was a damn passport.
I called the American Embassy, bawling on the phone, explaining that I’d lost my husband, my dog, and, oh yes, my passport. The voice on the other end was compassionate and refreshingly nasal —a true New Yorker. I wanted to ask him his life history, but he was too professional for that. He told me that if I was traveling soon to come in the next morning and they’d print me an emergency passport. That’s all I needed to get back to a country I hadn’t been to in more than a year. I thanked him and thought that this was what I needed.
The woman at the embassy who took my passport information was older, quiet, and efficient. She directed me to have a seat in a room that looked like mid-century college cafeteria. Although in an ornate building, there was nothing fancy about it. A French flag and an American flag stood at opposite corners of the room. Pamphlets about a variety of bureaucratic dealings filled untouched brochure racks. 
On the wall were photos of Trump, Pence, and Pompeo, a miserable trio I could only hope would be gone after the impending election. They were not my country, but the nice woman at the counter was. She told me what I had to do when I arrived in the United States and how to apply for a regular passport book. Then she wished me a good trip home.
Home. There it was. I believed at that moment that by going back to the United States, I would be going home.  Perhaps France had too many memories paralyzing my heart. Perhaps I needed my American home.



TWENTY SIX

A text from Genevieve, “Meet me at the cave at noon.”
I stared at it for a long time. The cave. Benoit's storage unit in the basement of the building. Where he kept his ugly room and God knows what else.
I was in the midst of booking my flight back to the States. It was to be one-way, because I couldn't afford to pretend I'd be returning. My teaching contract was done. The apartment would revert to…I had no idea. The Du Mers, probably. Everything Benoit and I had built together was dissolving like my buttery boots, purchased on a whim in the 8th, in a cold Paris rain.
Genevieve wanted to meet me in a fucking basement. I should have ignored it. I should have been packing Edgar's ashes, deciding what to do with Eloise, figuring out which of Benoit's shirts I should roll into my suitcase. 
I texted back: "Why?"
Three dots. Then: "Because you deserve to know."
God. Genevieve thought I deserved something? She who taketh away all fun and light? She who somehow was the wedge in the lovely relationship I had with this man? I didn’t owe her anything, especially not some sudden meeting. 
But I went. Of course, I went. Because I'd spent eight months with a man I thought I knew, and his funeral had made it clear I didn’t know it all. 
Genevieve was already there when I got to Quatre Vingt. To my surprise, she didn’t have a key. She was just standing there, like any Parisian leaning against a wall, waiting to get out of the cold.
“Finally,” she said. “It’s bitter today.”
I didn’t bis her. I couldn’t. I simply unlocked the door with Benoit’s keys. I wondered how long I’d keep the keys. That, too, I’m sure would go to a Du Mer.
“You want to go to the cave?” I asked, “I’m not sure I have the keys to that.” I fiddled with the key set. There were several keys on the ring. Why did he have so many? What on earth did he have locked up? The soul of Père Goriot?
Genevieve motioned toward a table. “Let’s sit. I don’t need to visit that awful room. I know all about it.” 
Of course she did. If anyone knew more secrets, it was Genevieve. My singular Greek chorus sitting at the edge of the bar.
“I’m going back to the United States,” I offered. “I’m done.”
Just a sound from Geneivieve. A humph. And then, “God, don’t. That place is a shit show.”
“I have to.”
“Well, then, let’s discuss something. Let’s talk about Benoit.”
“I really don’t want to.”
“Of course you don’t. But you should know that little trophy room of family resentments is not the ugliest secret.”
Every drop of blood seemed to escape my body. I was nothing but a piece of protoplasm plastered on the chair. 
"We had a child together."
The words came at me sideways. I heard them but couldn't process them. Genevieve. Benoit. A child.
"When?" It was all I could manage.
"1997. A daughter."
My brain was doing math it didn't want to do. 1997. That would make the child—
"Oh god."
"Yes," Genevieve said quietly. "Beatrice."
"No."
"He knew, Laura. He's known for three years. Before she came to Paris for university."
I stood up. Or tried to. My legs weren't working properly.
"I'm sorry," I said, moving toward the door. "This is still very painful. I'm sorry that he hurt you. Really. But it’s too much. I’m leaving.”
Genevieve's hand shot out and grabbed my arm. Her perfectly manicured fingers pressed into my coat. "You need to hear this.”
"So now you know," Genevieve said.
Did I? "And Benoit?" My voice cracked. "He just... kept this to himself? Never told me? Never told her?"
"Don’t be dim." Genevieve's composure had cracked, just a thin line of fissure. “That was his deepest shame. Bigger than his family, bigger than the damage they did, bigger than any of his bullshit about being a Du Mer. He gave up his child. And when she came back into his life, when I brought her to him and said 'This is your daughter'—he couldn't do it. He couldn't claim her. He thought he was a terrible father, but he just kept her close. He kept me close. Kept the story closed.”
“God.”
“You know what he did. He gave her jobs for her boyfriend. He fed her. He saw her from a distance. He saw me at the edge of the bar. Almost every night.”
“This is too much.”
“Laura, he did love you. I really did think if he could be happy with you, if he could be brave enough for a real relationship, maybe he'd finally be brave enough to recognize his relationship with Beatrice. I was giving him a chance to become the man who could." 
“Oh Jeez.”
“But he was weak. He wasn’t your perfect man. Not at all.”
I needed to go. This time, Genevieve didn’t stop me.  


CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN
 
I was on the 10 a.m. flight from Charles de Gaulle to Los Angeles. It was all I could do.
Weirdly, the plane would touch down in the mid-afternoon, unnaturally prolonging the entire day. As if I needed any more prolonged days. Every day since Benoit’s death, since the reveal, seemed too long.
This being the free-wheeling and none-too-cautious Trumpian era, there was no call for COVID-19 tests before boarding and many people, masked up when parading past the French officials, casually slung them under their noses or around their chins once on the plane.
Terrified that I would catch this plague again or, even worse, pass it on to someone else, I was double-masking myself and wore a plastic visor that made me look like I'd be tending bees while airborne. I'd also packed a stack of masks for replacing every four hours and little drinks that I could sip through a straw rather than expose my mouth mid-flight. I was, upon reflection, the ultimate in COVID-19 protection.
Although hoping for a lightly-packed airplane, this was not the case. Despite a travel ban for both French and Americans, there were still plenty of us gallivanting about the skies. I was seated on the aisle next to an empty middle seat—small mercy—and watched as the plane filled with a disheartening mixture of proper maskers and nose-hangers.
The flight attendant marched up and down the aisles reminding the freewheelers that their noses, although perhaps attractive, needed to be covered. Most complied, although one began mumbling about his rights, the Bill of Rights, states' rights, the right of way and every other right he could toss across the aisles. A few of us groaned, knowing that this scene might mean us remaining on the tarmac for hours. The flight attendant threatened this exact scenario and, at least for the moment, he calmed down.
Welcome to America, I thought.
I hadn't been back to America for more than a year. Was this what I'd been missing? A man three rows up not only had his nose hanging out, he was picking at it. In France, even the rudest Parisian would have been appalled. Here, it was a demonstration of freedom. Freedom to be an imbecile, I decided. Maskholes, all of them.
The man behind me kicked my seat. I tried to ignore it.
Thump. And then a laugh that sounded more like a drain clearing.
Thump. Thump. I poked my head through the space between my seat and the one adjoining. “Please stop,” I said, so politely I almost kicked myself for the non-aggression.
"Hey, lady." His voice cut through the engine hum. "You got a problem?"
Yes, I had a problem with him. Red-faced, mid-fifties, his mask dangling from one ear. I should have told him it looked like an effeminate earring, just to piss him off.
"I think you have a problem with me." He leaned forward, close enough that I could smell the coffee on his breath. "It's my right to do whatever I please. That's why my country isn’t a socialist one like fucking France. He laughed. More drainage clearing.
A year ago—even six months ago—I would have said something. Something cutting about his ignorance, his selfishness, his bad breath. Benoit would have loved that. When he stopped being embarrassed by my occasional outbreaks, he was always rooting for me.
But now I didn’t have my cheering section to bask in my little moments of rebellion. I just turned back around and stared at the seat in front of me. The curved plastic. The Air France logo. The small card explaining how to buckle a seatbelt, as if we'd all forgotten since the last time.
"That's right," the man said behind me. "Nothing to say. It’s so nice when women just shut up."
I pulled my visor down and adjusted my double masks. Too bad they don't serve alcohol on these flights anymore.
I settled in and tried not to think about why I was taking what seemed like a completely inadvisable trip back to the United States. I'd called a few close friends in California, but beyond that, I hadn't talked about it at all. Saying it out loud made it real, and I wasn't ready for real yet.
I stared intently at the so-called seatback entertainment Air France had arranged to keep the masses from going berserk in the metal tube. In the past, I freaked out on planes. Not a full-on jumping toward the emergency door freak, but a private freak brought on by the terror of meeting a fiery death as the plane hurtled toward the bottom of the ocean. Or maybe death by drowning, fighting one's neighbor for a futile breath of air before being choked by the unforgiving ocean? Either way, it didn't sound good, and I typically spent most of my time on an airplane obsessing over these scenarios.
Yet, I found myself uncharacteristically uncaring. Since Benoit's death, I honestly didn't care if I hurtled or drowned. It wasn't important to me or particularly scary. Instead, I slung low in my seat and rode out the turbulence that just a year or two ago would have had me raiding the airplane kitchen for mini bottles of chardonnay.
We landed in Los Angeles in the late afternoon. I wheeled my compact suitcase off the plane and made my way to baggage claim to find myself among a slew of large, unmasked individuals. These were my people, the freedom-proclaiming, over-eating, over-indulgent adults of America. I'd expected more from Los Angeles, but perhaps everything going on in the country had led to massive stress eating.
The truth was, I had no place to go in the United States. What I had of family was spread out—a brother in Salt Lake City living the converted Mormon life, a sister in Florida, living the retired Jewish life. They had families of their own, the brother especially who had reproduced enough humans to keep his church elders extremely satisfied. I knew these nieces and nephews from occasional family get-togethers organized by my mother, scheduled for me only when I happened to be in town. It was not the Hallmark card "nothing like family" experience, and I think we were all fairly satisfied with the situation.
Sooner or later, I would call Meredith, the sister, and Ari, the brother, whom I was sure was the only LDS with that name. I'd tell them about being back in town, about France, about Benoit. And then they'd say they were sorry, informing me all about life in Salt Lake and West Palm. It would be an amiable talk, and maybe even cathartic. But I wasn't ready for those calls just yet. I was ready for a night that I'd scraped together loyalty points for at the Beverly Hilton. That was what I really wanted. Good old U.S. Hollywood-adjacent luxury.
Checking into the hotel was always a gas. The receptionists pretended like you were someone of importance, which was rarely the case. I couldn't help but think how much Benoit would have enjoyed this. He wasn't much for celebrity, but he loved to make fun of pretentious people, perhaps because he had lived with them all his life. He was also fascinated by American wealth because, as he said, "it's so new." He'd like walking up and down the hallways, looking at the way the hotel had preserved the flavor of a bygone era—photos of virile Kennedys, silky Marilyns, and smooth Sinatras. He would have done his bad impression of a lounge singer and I would have laughed because Benoit had a way of making me happy at the silliest suggestions.
I took my own bags to my room, mainly because I had no American money for tipping yet and I was certain no one would appreciate the few euro coins jingling in my coat pocket. The registration people had put me on the Whitney Houston floor, across from where she'd drowned in her bubble bath. I saluted Whitney as I passed her quarters. “The greatest love of all,” I sighed. I was down, but not as down as she was. I vowed to keep it together for her sake.
My room was typical Beverly Hills decor. There was a lot of gold, which seemed to be the only color of the town. It was smallish, which made me wonder if someone had the bright idea of making one Whitney-sized suite into two rooms. That didn't bother me. I had no intent of being with anyone but myself throughout my great American adventure. I turned on the television and sprawled across the bed. The news played recaps of another disastrous presidential debate in which the current chief seemed to be signaling his wolf-pack of bigoted followers and the contender tried his best to not call him out for what he was. It was grim, and I snapped off the controller after 10 minutes of realizing that, for my own sanity, I had to stay away from election news as long as possible. The prospects for my country were not looking good, but I wanted to appreciate something normal about America.
I decided to make my way to Fairfax and Melrose. This is where I hung out in my younger days in the early 2000s. It was the place to be back then, fun stores and lovely restaurants. There was that moment in time when Melrose had overcome the 90s, an insurrection and the Northridge earthquake, and had an exciting and interesting vibe. But I'd heard that it had become a bit run down, so I prepared myself for that, along with the pastrami sandwich I'd been craving since takeoff.
With the click of an Uber app, I was on my way, finding that the expectation matched reality. Fairfax Avenue above Beverly began with a ritzy outdoor mall and tons of traffic, then drifted into another world. The pavement, dark and cracked, the buildings tinged with grime, the street lamps ringed with plastic bags. Things had gone downhill not just on Fairfax Avenue, but in California.
I veered into Canter's, expecting it to be as if time stood still, and it had. The same booths and waitresses greeted me. I made my way to the back—the Kibbitz Room—where what I swore was the same watermelon from 2002 sat in a brightly lit plastic showcase.
"You want something to drink?" the waiter asked, never actually making eye contact. After months of French waiters scrutinizing everything about me, I enjoyed the uncaring nature of her request.
"White wine," I said, knowing that I would not need to specify exactly the vintage from an extensive wine list.
"I'll be back," the waiter said and waddled off.
I perused the menu—the same from years ago—and selected a pastrami sandwich and onion rings. God, I wanted that. I yearned for a lean pile of meat on two toasted pieces of bread. The onion rings would come with ketchup that I didn't have to ask for as a special request (and an accompanying sneer), and I could settle in for an unhealthy but comfortable meal.
The waiter came back with my wine, chilled and acrid. I gulped half the glass.
"Thirsty, huh?" the waiter said. "I'll be back with your sandwich and a second glass."
The sandwich arrived—oversized, steaming, ridiculous, obscene in its girth. I bit into it and the familiar taste of home flooded my mouth, except it wasn't home anymore. After months of Benoit's cooking, the subtlety of French flavors, this was just "fill your belly" type of fare. 
The second bite, a different flood of memories. I longed for something more refined. Benoit had once heard me droning on about pastrami and he’d cooked it all for me. In fact, he’d worked on it twice before presenting me with Pastrami a la Benoit. It wasn’t Canters, that’s for sure, but the brine and the salt were, well, perfection.
 I put down the sandwich, noticing the greasy ring it made on the paper doily.
A young couple slid into the booth beside me. Neither was more than 25. He still had that skinny boyish look of not quite growing into manhood. She was heavier, with mascara ringing her eyes and black nail polish. “I need you to care about us,” she said. “I need that. I want to feel like you do.”
He didn’t answer. I couldn’t see his face, but I waited for an answer. It didn’t come. She made a noise, like a gag. “Then what’s the point?”
I looked at the onion rings, forming their own greasy pool. This was not a memory I wanted in my brain. I motioned for the waiter.
“Not hungry huh? I’ll get you a box.”
“Yes, a box.”
I bought a few rugelach at the bakery stand because those, I remembered, were truly great. Then, I made my way back to the hotel, vowing to stick to quarantine from then on. 
I thought about Whitney in that bathtub. The water going cold. How long before someone found her? What were her last thoughts?
I thought about Benoit on the street. Too much. 
A housekeeper's cart rounded the corner, wheels squeaking. I moved toward my room.
The gold wallpaper, gold fixtures, gold thread in the bedspread, all of it clamoring for my attention. I turned on the television, tried to focus on the talking head news people and then I  turned it off again. 
The box from Canter’s called to me. “I’m not very good. In fact, I’m not good at all. But hey, this is America. I opened the box and ate the cold pastrami standing up in front of the window, looking down at Wilshire Boulevard. All those cars going somewhere. All those people who still had somewhere to go. I drank more wine and nearly vomited.
 

CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT 

The Saturday after the election, America stood still. Droplets of vote counts trickled in so slowly it was torture, everything balanced on a knife's edge. Like a bookie jonesing for a win, I refreshed CNN minute-by-minute, watching another hundred votes for Biden nudge the differential to .25 percent—or less.
“This is how we lose our minds. Need a Xanax,” a distant friend texted. Same, I thought, but typed nothing. White wine had become my tranquilizer, bottles piling up with pizza crusts in this overpriced hotel. By day eight, honor points maxed; I felt like a zoned-out rockstar refusing the maid's knock. “Under quarantine,” I lied. A hotel doctor followed, mistaking it for COVID.
“I’m fine. Just safe … and a little drunk.”
“Don’t overdo it. Can’t hide from the election forever.” She had a point. Tiger King tirades weren't cutting it anymore.
Day 10. Craving real air, I ventured out, to West Hollywood of all places.  It’s Beverly Hills adjacent and I had forgotten the vibe: 1980s stucco boxiness with sad green patches. The driver, who must have decided to give me the LA Grand Tour, circled the sun-baked neighborhoods endlessly. “How are we today?”
“A bit irregular. Damn constipation.” I figured that oversharing was better than faux sunniness.
“Dude, go herbal. You’ll shit for days.” Now that was sage advice. I decided to stay quiet. He turned on the car radio. The election returns were finally in.
 People sprung grom restaurants like freed prisoners. It was impossible for the car to pass. “I guess this is where I get out,” I said, and the Uber driver asked for five stars, of course he did
Mask on, I floated through the crowd. Scores poured out, masked and roaring. Young dancers spun into a conga line; horns honked, fists pumped, pride and BLM flags waved like reclaimed freedom. A purple-haired woman yanked me in; a girl lifted me mid-twirl. “Amazing, right?” they yelled as I thudded down.
I must have hugged or kissed a dozen drag queens. The girl who had twirled me asked if I wanted another spin. I claimed vertigo and she looked disappointed. In truth, it was a lot for me to be in the midst of such revelry. And I was hungry.
I found an outdoor seat at a small West Hollywood place called Captain America’s. I wasn’t accustomed to American restaurants anymore. They all seemed so stark and void of the details that pulled me into the French places. Instead of the lovely oil paintings that often graced the Parisian bistros, this one had posters of superheroes. No one seemed to even notice the so-called artwork. I ordered a burger and fries. It was my first such meal in years. I’d forgotten how big an American hamburger could be.
Most people were still on the street, but there were a few, mostly families, who were eating their meals. I watched people stuffing the meat and bread in their mouths at once. And then stuffing their kids’ mouths.  That was something I couldn’t do, so I opened the bun and carved at the meat with my fork and knife. None of this was making me feel better. Maybe I’d finally text my sister. 
“Yay. We did it.” Yes, that was lame but it would get Meredith’s attention. She would revel  
“I’m crying. I swear, all week, I’ve been crying. Now this.”
“It’s good.” That was all I could muster? Damn, I thought, I needed to be more jubilant. Party hat. Noisemaker.
“Now you can stay in America. Everything’s ok.” Happy face.
“Is it? Benoit’s dead.” I deleted it.
“Neighbors playing We Are the Champions. It’s amazing. Feeling like we can breathe.”
“And my dog died, too.” Again, I deleted it. Just responded with my own happy face. What more could I say?
“Sooo looking forward to the healing. We need it.”
“Yes.”
“When are you coming to Boca Raton?”
“Don’t know.”
Three dots appeared then disappeared. I knew she was making the push for Florida, but realized it was pointless. Then, “Well, glad you’re home safe.”
I put my phone down. Enough.
The waiter asked if I wanted a soda refill. “Do you charge for it?” I asked.
“Why, yes. This pandemic has been awful.”
“I know,” I said, and paid my bill. It was $50 for a terrible meal. Benoit might have asked to speak to the manager, outraged at the fare. But it was only me.  
Back in my hotel, I flopped on my bed and scrolled through my phone. A text popped up. From American University. “Hiring you for next semester,” it said. “Starts next week.”
This surprised me. I had just assumed that my teaching days were done. But this was an invitation to return and, with that, I would be among the few Americans able to re-enter France during this pandemic slog.
I sat with the decision all night. Should I go? So many memories. So many sad ones.
Meredith texted again. “RBG would have loved to see this.”
I wanted to respond. I wanted to say something. To make her understand just a little of what I was feeling. 
“I’m happy for you. But Benoit is gone. Edgar is gone.
     A pause, and then. “Oh, Laura. So sorry. It’s time for us all to heal. You are always welcome at our house.”
I thought about my sister and the husband she had fought with for decades. I would never go to their house, nor to my brother with his brood of impossibly blond children. All of it was so damn foreign and, frankly, unappealing.
I forced myself to take a walk. And what did I see? The same stucco houses. The same doughy people. The same fast food restaurants. The same wide streets built for damn cars, everywhere. These were not the images that obsessed me. That spoke to me anymore. I’d tried to return and I couldn’t. 
The sameness of it all started to press in. The same plastic optimism that insisted everything could be fixed, healed, made better if we just tried hard enough. Just dust yourself off and start all over again. That was a song I knew from childhood. Such crap.
Nothing here spoke to me anymore. Not the architecture. Not the people. Not the language of hope everyone was speaking.
I thought about Paris. The scaffolding and the dog shit and the rude drivers. The metro station where my purse was stolen.
And then there were the silver mornings. The artisan who actually painted the shoes he placed in his window. The sushi place where people went not for the fish but the fruity ice cream offered at the end of each meal. The restaurant owners, just like Benoit, who would float between customers to help settle them into a meal they adored.
Paris had hurt me. Paris had taken everything. But it had left me with so much.
Paris had also given me Benoit. And Edgar's last months. And the knowledge that moments matter not because they end but because they existed. Paris didn't pretend. Paris didn't tell me that I could heal. Paris just was, and it would be long after I was gone. It would be beautiful and cruel and indifferent and real. And I wasn’t done.
I pulled out my phone. 
Not because I was running from America. Not because I was chasing Benoit's ghost.
Because if I had to live in a world where nothing lasted, where grief was planning its recurrence in my life, where every moment could be the last one, where I’d be tested in ways I couldn’t even imagine, I'd rather there.
I booked my plane back to Paris.


CHAPTER TWENTY NINE
One necessary trip before leaving the good old United States. I did my mandatory Target run for travel supplies. I had not ventured into Target for half a decade, and I immediately understood why. The place was a trap, filled with small items that one asks, “Why shouldn’t I buy this? It’s just five bucks?” And then one sees a similar “must have” item for 20 bucks. By the end, you leave with a $200 tab. It’s exactly what the Target execs want, and precisely what Americans do. I followed suit. By the end of my quick jaunt to pick up a few shampoos and soaps, I left the store $500 poorer.
Truth be told, I’m a notebook whore and a gel pen junkie. I loaded my crap in my rental car and dumped it my suitcase. “My luck the shampoo will explode all over my suitcase,” I said to myself.
My phone had been buzzing all morning, but I hadn’t looked at it. The excitement of the Boots display at Target had gotten the best of me, I guess. It was from Beatrice. “Need to talk. Eloise ok. Need to talk.”
Admittedly, I hadn’t been the best correspondent with Beatrice. She and Vincent seemed to be doing fine, a bit bored over yet another lock down, but okay for the most part. 
“Will be in Paris tomorrow (!)” I texted. “See you soon.”
“Good” was the response. Not the expected “What?? You’re kidding.” Just “Good.”
COVID tests up my nose and I was on the plane. Never able to sleep, I watched three movies, two of which Benoit would have hated and called banal, not as an insult to me but just because that was him. I snuck a peek at the flight map. We’d crossed into England. That was it. I was no longer in the hemisphere of my birth. I’d crossed over, and I knew it would be for a very long time. “Cheers,” I said, lifting an English tea to no one in particular.
Fourteen hours later, I landed in Paris. I flashed my carte-sejour and somehow made it over the boarder and into a cab. Skies were typically gray and the December wind was kicking in. I breathed in the air, realizing I hadn’t necessarily missed this part of city. I wasn’t particularly enthralled with the sights of Parisian suburbs so I snoozed until we got beyond the Periphique.
Inside the city center, however, we were talking something much different. Paris began to glow in warm brown and gold, just as I had remembered. The streets reflected back the amber light and my heart warmed. Some buildings had twinkle lights for the holidays, but most just glowed in the winter sky. This was the lovely Paris I remembered as I fell for Benoit. It smelled like toasty bakeries and tasted like buttered potatoes, except none of the restaurants were open. They’d been shuttered since October. So, this was the Paris I sort of remembered, a bit worse for the wear and tear of the virus.
The taxi pulled up to Benoit’s apartment. I’d let my apartment go after I moved in. Told the university to cede it to someone else. That was probably a bad move, I thought. It hadn’t occurred to me that the lock might not work on the door of Benoit’s place. But who would have claimed it? The Du Mers? Surely they had better places to claim than Benoit’s modest digs. 
To my relief, the front door fob worked and I entered the foyer. It looked and smelled the same, with the same tricycles stacked under the stairway for a rowdy family on the fifth floor. I unlocked my mailbox and found it stuffed with flyers advertising COVID tests and face masks. Paris had become obsessed.
To my relief, the lock on the apartment opened. Inside, it was as if nothing had changed. The bed where Benoit recovered from COVID seemed to have his exact imprints. It was unmade, as tangled as my thoughts. 
I smiled, realizing how much Benoit liked living near the restaurant. He could just roll out of bed and be there in a minute or two. Some nights, when Vincent was learning, I could smell what he was making from the balcony.
The restaurant. I looked out the window and saw it was boarded up. I honestly couldn’t remember where I’d put the keys to the place, but I knew Benoit had an extra pair in the armoire. In his armoire, where I rarely rummaged. 
In typical French style, our apartment had very few closets, so we each kept our things in armoires. Benoit stored some of his old suits in boxes in a third bedroom, but his everyday outfits were in the simple wood armoire by our bed. I opened it and his scent surrounded me. It hovered around as if he was going to surround his arms around my waist one more time. I turned to face him, but, then, nothing. The scent fell to the ground, through the wood floors, and was gone. I shook myself back to reality and rummaged through the pockets of his favorite sweater. The keys to the restaurant were there, of course they were.
I shoved the keys into my jeans. My phone went off again. Another text from Beatrice. “You here?”
“Yes. Meet me at Le Vingt Quatre in 30 minutes.”
“It’s closed,” Beatrice wrote. “COVID.”
“I know. I’ll open it again. Just for you and me.”
“K. See you.”



[bookmark: Chapter_21]CHAPTER THIRTY
Beatrice floated into the apartment with Eloise in tow. She looked like a hip Holly Golightly, wafting through Paris with her pert hair on top of her head and jaunty white winter coat. I loved the look, sophisticated and still youthful. She seemed to have grown even more graceful, of course from what I could see. We were all masked up like bandits, which made the right eye make-up every so important, and Beatrice had that, on point.
“Laura!” she screamed as I escorted her into what had been our living room. The place was dusty but not disorderly. It seemed ages ago since we our wedding, although it had only been slightly less than two months. I glanced at the corners of the room and could see myself happy to be holed up with Benoit, who was in the kitchen, fussing over the food as usual. 
I stood up and put my arms out for Beatrice. Plague-be-dammed. It was good to see her. We “mask bis’ed,” as was typical of the day. She jumped up and down to show me how much she missed me. Eloise gave a little yip. That dog never liked me, but it was good to see her, too. I wished Edgar would be with her to greet me. Poor Edgar. What remained of him was still on the apartment mantle in a tiny box.
Beatrice sat on the couch, which emitted a plume of dust. Eloise sat by her side, not bothering to come over to me.  “So much has happened since you let,” she said.
“I haven’t been gone that long. And, yes, we have a new president if that’s what you mean.”
Beatrice shook her head. “Not that. Not that at all.”
“Then what?”
Beatrice looked down and drew tiny circles in the upholstery with her well-polished index finger. “How much did Benoit tell you about me?”
I took a beat. I couldn’t tell her that Beatrice was rarely a topic of our conversation. I knew that he liked her and occasionally called her “la petite Americaine,” but that wasn’t very special. I shrugged. “That you are a very clever with the TikyToky.”
“TikTok.” Some eye rolls. “Anything else?”
“He liked  you very much.” 
“Anything else?”
“Beatrice, I know the story.”
“Oh thank God, Benoit told you.”
I paused. “No, he never did. Genevieve did, after he…”
“I’m sorry. That sucks.”
 “Good old Genevieve. Um, your mom.”
“That’s still hard to process.”
“Beatrice, I’m sorry for you. I’m sorry what Benoit did to you. It wasn’t right.”
“You know, Genevieve told me she knew everything would come to light eventually. She thought we all had time. And she was happy to see you and Benoit get together. Really.” Beatrice seemed to be trying hard to put a positive spin on the story.
“Yes, she told me she’d hoped our relationship would make him more open to more, honesty, I guess,” I said. “But that doesn’t seem to be Genevieve. I mean not the whole story.”
“Well, she did say something that sounded a little mean,” Beatrice hesitated.
“Bingo,” I said.
“She says that she didn’t mind you marrying Benoit because there wouldn’t be any kids and I’d still have the inheritance.”
“And there it is,” I sighed. “And there it is.”
I got up from the table. Beatrice’s story made sense, as crazy as it was. She was the heir to Benoit’s legacy. She was more a part of Benoit than I would ever be. “Excuse me,” I said, and left the room, realizing I’d abandoned Beatrice. She probably felt awful about what she’d just said. However, the prospect of sitting in that room was as if Beatrice had served me Edgar’s head. I couldn’t be there.
My refuge was Parc Monceau. It was always my little spot of humanity. And even though it was almost December, I had to be there, knowing that I would not be the only person sitting and reflecting on a bench. The park was where I would always run into bundled up couples and tiny children, pushed around in prams with their winter coats so thick, they could not bend their arms. Those little kids brightened the winter days. They were so happy to be outside yet so shocked by their lack of movement.
As predicted, there was life at the park. But it wasn’t the bundled up crew. It was the wedding picture bunch, which surprised me given the temperature. However, there was a couple, all smiles in the glow of newly formalized love. Despite the cold, the woman wore her wedding gown, twirling about by the duck pond. The man was in a sharply tailored suit, occasionally getting in the shot to look adoringly at his new wife, sometimes standing, sometimes on his bended knee. Then there was the obligatory pose as they intertwined arms and drank from champagne glasses filled with gold liquid. “Masks off” shouted the photographer and they quickly got the shot. Although marriage was a rarity among French young people, these two seemed full-on committed, freezing their young hineys off in the December wind. 
I didn’t want to feel bitter about the lovebirds frolicking in front of the lens. They deserved their moment of happiness. Maybe one was hiding a secret he or she didn’t even know. Perhaps there was a child, all grown up, who would appear or even be among them, without their knowledge. 
How stupid love makes us, I thought. It urges us to do idiotic things like intertwine our arms as we sip pseudo-champagne on a bitterly cold day. It makes us believe things that we have no idea aren’t true, yet we hold onto them because we are taught that the power of love is so strong. And it makes us come back to the scene of the crime, even when the secrets are revealed. That was why I was in Paris, I thought. Because I was forever stupefied by this idiocy that there was something better than I’d known in the past. That I could live among beauty and art and be elevated, rather than stung.
“I’m an idiot,” I muttered to myself. A long time ago, when I was just a kid, someone had said to me “People suck.” I thought it the most profane thing anyone could utter. How can you be as down on the entire human race as that. And yet, as I watched the marrying couple cuddle in the cold, I mumbled those exact same words. “People suck.”
I sat down on a bench, well aware that the wind chill was going to overcome me in just a few minutes. The happy couple tossed a blue balloon into the winter sky that fluttered and then crashed into my face. “Desole,” the woman said, picking up the dead balloon. It didn’t matter. Discomfort didn’t matter to me anymore. Everything was unraveling so fast, I was experiencing a cosmic vertigo that had to stop.
“Professor Berman,” I heard, so faint it could have been from the storeroom of my sub-conscious. “It’s Beatrice.” She was in my peripheral vision and I swore she had Edgar on a leash, but when I snapped around, it was just Beatrice walking up to me. “I knew I’d find you here,” she said. She sat next to me, and I didn’t look at her, but could feel her warmth. “Do you remember when we met in the park, and we talked about Benoit?”
“That was just about a year ago,” I mused. “Incredible, isn’t it? And now, it just all seems so ridiculous. A sham.”
"Stop." Beatrice's voice was firm. She turned to face me. "Professor Berman, I never got to have breakfast with him. Not as his daughter. I never got to hear him tell me I reminded him of someone from his childhood, or laugh at my jokes, or tell me he was proud of me. You did."
I started to speak, but she held up her hand.
"I will never get to dance with him at my wedding. I never will never get to introduce him to anyone as my father. I will never get one single oment where he knew who I really was to him. You had nine months.”
“Eight.”
“All those dinners and walks and all those little moments. Don't let Genevieve—or anyone—convince you those weren't real just because you can't interrogate his heart."
"But how do I know if he really loved me?”
"It doesn't matter how he felt," Beatrice said. "I mean, of course it matters. But what matters more is how he made you feel. Did you feel loved?"
I thought about waking up next to him. The way he'd cook my eggs exactly how I liked them. How he'd rearranged his aprtment to make space for my things without asking, as if of course I belonged there. And Edgar belonged there. The way he'd touch my hand across the table when I was talking.
"Yes," I whispered. All those conversations where he'd actually listened. Where he'd remembered tiny details from stories I'd told weeks earlier. Where he'd asked about my students by name. Where he'd understood what I meant even when I fumbled the French.
"Yes."
"Then those moments were real. Those moments were yours. Nobody can take them away." Beatrice reached over and squeezed my hand. "I would give anything to have had even one of them. Don't waste them by wondering if they counted."
The wedding couple released a blue balloon that lifted into the sky, dancing in the wind before starting its slow descent toward us. It bounced against my shoulder and fell to the ground. The bride called out "Désolée!" as she hurried over to retrieve it.
I watched her scoop it up, watched her rush back to her groom, both of them laughing at something. In this moment, they were happy. Whatever came next, whatever secrets or complications or plague or damn Mercedes, or whatever the world had in store for them, right now they had this.
Genevieve could have her plots and plans for inheritance. But she hadn't been there for the small moments. The real ones. The ones that were mine.
"Thank you," I said to Beatrice.
She smiled, that wise-beyond-her-years smile. "Besides, you know what I think? I think if Genevieve really believed your relationship didn't matter, she wouldn't have needed to explain why she approved of it. She'd have just ignored it entirely."
"You're very smart," I told Beatrice.
"I have a good teacher," she said, standing up. "Come on. It's freezing out here."
We started walking back toward the apartment, Eloise trotting between us. The wedding couple was packing up their shoot now, the bride's gown looking slightly worse for wear, both of them shivering but still smiling.
I knew I would probably never know for certain what Benoit had felt. Whether he'd married me out of love or convenience or some mixture of both. Whether Genevieve's approval had influenced him.
But I also knew that on cold mornings, he'd pulled me closer in bed. That he'd laughed at my terrible puns. That in the weeks before he died, when he was struggling for breath, he'd held my hand like it was the only thing anchoring him to the world.
Those moments had happened. I had felt them. They were mine. 
Of course, they didn’t last. But maybe, that was enough.
And maybe that was enough.


CHAPTER THIRTY ONE

We’d arranged to meet at the restaurant, which seemed to be gathering even more dust than the aprtment. I realized I still hadn’t pulled down all the piled chairs, but I made up a small table just for Genevieve and me. We’d talk like adults, just figure things out. I wanted to believe that I could handle it. 
I worried that I wouldn’t recognize Genevieve. The last time I saw her was at the wedding and, admittedly, that was a champagne haze. I floated in and out so much that day, somewhat on nerves and also just because I was genuinely happy. I was marrying an incredible man in a beautiful city. Benoit, too, seemed to be floating. I’d seen him take several swigs of bourbon that morning, which put him in a carefree mood to match my own. We seemed to swaying and flipping in circles around each other, like a Chagall painting of lovebirds above a tiny village. Our few guests moved in and out of the picture, but I could not even tell you what they said, what they wore, or what they did. The exception, of course, was Vincent, who hit the ground and hit us all.
Yet, despite my gauzy memory of Genevieve, she was unmistakable. The woman was never one to dress casually and she did not disappoint. She arrived in an impeccable suit, hair slicked back to put a sharp point on the look. The mid-western U.S. weather hadn’t affected her in the slightest and she appeared Parisian perfect.
I found myself donning the same thing day after day now that I was back in Paris. It was a dark jeans and blazer combination that I thought suited me well, although I had to admit even I was getting tired of it. I was eying the wardrobe of Kamala Harris and thought I would start to adopt the whole pantsuit ensemble. At least when I got back to class. But for now, I just hadn’t had the energy.
“Laura,” Genevieve said, marching into the restaurant and pronouncing my name something like “Law-uh.” We were both wearing masks, but we did a light bis nevertheless. I didn’t take Genevieve for an elbow-bumper. She swooped in and I could smell her scent, a light mix of Chanel, not Number 5 or anything horribly cliche, but one of the blends that they sell only in Paris in elite stores. It’s like, “This one was an exclusive formula of Coco that only terribly in-the-know people wear.” That’s what Genevieve smelled like. She pulled away and gave me a once-over, noting the jeans. “How U.S. casual you look,” she said.
I gestured to the small table and Genevieve surveyed the restaurant. “Well, I suppose that you need some time to fix things up,” she said. “You know, Benoit took so much pride in this place. Every painting on the wall had meaning.” She pulled the chair closer. “He told me that. In fact, he even gave me a grand tour of the cave. You do know there’s a cave, right?”
“I do,” I nodded. “He took me there the first night he made me dinner.”
“How romantic,” Genevieve sighed. “And so, so tragic.”
“Genevieve, Beatrice told me everything. We need to talk.”
She nodded, leaning in. “Yes, but first tell me how you are doing,” I could smell her breath through the mask. It was lightly tinged with tobacco, like she’d had a few short puffs on a cigarette before we met.
“I’m doing as to be expected,” I said. “Right now, I’m just working through so much.” I didn’t want to let my guard down. That was not my plan but it was hard to mask everything behind the mask.
“He was a wonderful man. And you two, just lovely as a couple.” She leaned back in her chair for a beat and then came back in my face. “Have you started to work on his affairs? I suppose it’s quite complicated.”
I shook my head. “No, I just needed more time to reflect. You, know, it’s difficult when one loses one’s husband.”
“I’d imagine,” Genevieve said. “But that’s an interesting choice of words.”
“Difficult? Of course it’s difficult,” I stammered. “I mean he was my husband and I miss him very much.”
Now it was Genevieve’s turn to take the dramatic pause. She raised her eyebrows. “That’s not the word, Laura. I’m just a little surprised that you keep calling him your husband.” 
“Of course he was,” I snapped back. 
“Laura,” Genevieve said. “I need to correct you on that. I was at your party. You agreed to a civil union that day, but not a marriage.”
“Genevieve, I know what I was in. I was there. Let me remind you, there was a rabbi.”
“I was at the religious ceremony with that charming old rabbi,” she said. “But that means nothing under French law. Laura, I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but that does not entitle you to the inheritance.”
“I know.” The fact was, I didn’t know. I did suspect, however.
“Ah, Benoit was never good with tidying up the details. He still owes Venkat 50 thousand euros for the restaurant. He borrowed it when he thought he ran out of money, giving it all away, you know.”
“I’m sorry, I didn’t know that, Genevieve,” I said.
“He even named the restaurant after Venkat —you know, Vingt Quatre.”
Wow. At another time, I might have actually thought that was clever. “Why? He had money, didn’t he?”
“He did. But it was, you know, he was giving it away like crazy. It was very much tied up. And then he just forgot to pay my husband back.”
“I’m sorry, I’ll see to it,” I said, gulping, trying to absorb it all —the PACs, the owed money, the play on words for the restaurant name that may have been funny at another time, but now just seemed too much.
“You have nothing to say about any of these financial matters, Laura,” Genevieve said. “You have no control.”
That might have been the understatement of the decade. My head was spinning. Genevive was appearing in front of me in a blur of mask, black hair, and cigarette. I sat back in my chair, attempting to process the conversation or at the very least disrupt my vertigo.
“I know this is a lot, Laura, but we can sort it through. And besides, there is an heir to all of this.”
"Yes, of course. Beatrice.”
“Then you understand the situation. Beatrice inherits whatever is left of the estate. The restaurant. The apartment. Whatever's left after, of course."
I took that in, the bourbon-free version of vertigo hitting hard again. The PACS, the debt, and now this—Beatrice getting everything while I got a participation trophy and a one-way ticket back to whatever passed for my life before Paris.
"She's his daughter," I said slowly. "Of course she should inherit. I'm not arguing that."
"Good," Genevieve said, standing up and smoothing her skirt. "Because there's nothing to argue about when it comes to you. Legally, you have no claim. The PACS gives you nothing unless Benoit specifically stated otherwise in a will, which, knowing Benoit, he never got around to making."
She was right. I knew that he wanted to "take care of things," but there was always another wine shipment to consider, another menu to perfect, another day to do it tomorrow and then, of course, the sickness and the bus. And then there weren't any tomorrows.
"I'm not trying to take anything from Beatrice," I said, my voice sounding smaller than I wanted. "I just... didn’t realize all of this until a few days ago.”
"No," Genevieve agreed, adjusting her mask. "I don't imagine you did. Benoit was never very good at the tedious parts of life. The paperwork. The planning. The telling people important things." She picked up her purse. "He was wonderful at grand gestures, though. The romantic dinners. The surprise trips to Belgium. Making people feel special."
The way she said it made me feel like the latest in a long line of women who'd been charmed by Benoit's omelet-making and his ability to make you believe Paris had been waiting just for you.
"I should go," Genevieve said. "I'll be in touch about the restaurant. Beatrice will need to make some decisions."
"She's twenty-three," I said. "What does she know about running a restaurant?"
"She knows as much as you did when you started playing hostess here," Genevieve said, not unkindly. "Besides, she won't be alone. Venkat and I will help her sort it out."
Of course they would. Venkat, who Benoit owed fifty thousand euros. Venkat, whose name was literally on the restaurant sign. I'd walked past that "24" hundreds of times, thinking it was just a number, just a name. Just Benoit being clever. I was such an idiot.
Genevieve paused at the door, one hand on the frame. "Laura, for what it's worth, I think he really did love you. He seemed happy those last months. Happier than I'd seen him in years."
“Well, that’s something, isn’t it?”
She didn't answer that. “Now, there is one hitch to all of this. It’s the matter of the Du Mers. You know, they’ll want a piece of whatever there is as well.”
“Of course,” I said. “And why should I be concerned about that?”
“Because Benoit would never have wanted that. He would have hated that.”
The door closed behind her with a soft click. Genevieve was right. Benoit would have wanted me to do something. At least for Beatrice’s sake.
I walked to the window and looked out at Rue Prony. A couple walked by, arm in arm, laughing about something. Probably heading to some bistro where the owner hadn't died and left his not-quite-wife holding a PACS she didn't know she'd signed.
The dust motes danced in the afternoon light, swirling like tiny planets in their own little universe. I watched them for a long time, thinking about Benoit and Beatrice and Genevieve and all the things I'd thought I understood about my life in Paris.
"I need a better ending to this," I said to the empty restaurant. 
The dust motes kept moving, indifferent.


CHAPTER THIRTY TWO

Georges Du Mar emailed Beatrice, requesting a meeting. Beatrice reflexively forwarded the email to me. "What do I do?" she wrote. I showed the email to Genevieve. "We'll go see him," she said. "All three of us together."
And so we went, two generations who would rather be picking up poop from the sidewalks of Paris than meet with Georges Du Mar. We were there to support Beatrice and to make sure she didn't get chewed up by the Du Mar machine.
I'd never seen the Du Mar offices. They were, as expected, in the third arrondissement, on the first floor of a pricey Haussmann building with guilded gates. There was a doorman and a plush red carpet, and all sorts of fixtures that spoke to the amount of money the Du Mars had gathered from years of gathering other peoples' money. Georges sat in a middle office, not a corner one, but not some windowless affair reserved for junior officers and interns. I had been to doctors' offices of the same dimension, which was always odd because in France the doctor's office was typically a one-room affair with an examining room where a clothes closet might stand. A certain gynecologist had backed me into her shoe-box examining room where she instructed me to hop up on the table sans robe. When I gave her a flummoxed look, she said something about Americans being too puritanical and threw a paper sheet at me.
Georges had decorated his office with some of the plunderings of his African sojourns. There were no heads of beasts, as the British preferred for their chambers. However, there were drums and wood carvings one suspected had been gifts from local business people who just wanted to survive and be treated fairly or ministers out for their own favors. "To my friend Georges," read an inscription at the foot of a carving more than a meter high. One doubted there was very little friendship involved in that transaction. Interspersed among his memorabilia collection were the plaques proclaiming his academic degrees, all lined up from The Sorbonne as expected and one certificate of executive education from Wharton. Bravo, I thought. You went to Wharton for six weeks and partied your ass off. I wondered how wasted he'd been each morning for his esteemed executive training sessions.
Georges was dressed as expected in a finely woven suit, cufflinks, skinny tie. He did that Macron thing of tugging at his tie, as if to point at himself and ensure we could all keep him in our view. "I did not expect to see the lot of you," he said.
"We all have concerns about Benoit Du Mar's estate," Genevieve said. Her voice was ice.
"Well, I know this one," Georges said, directing his chin at me, and of course Beatrice. "But Genevieve, I'm surprised to see you here. You've been conspicuously absent from family matters for quite some time."
"I had my reasons," Genevieve said, settling into one of the plush chairs without waiting to be invited. "And now I have my reasons for being here."
Georges raised an eyebrow and cleared his throat. "Well, this is quite unusual. Have a seat," he said to Beatrice and me, gesturing vaguely toward the remaining chairs. He was not going to be ignored, just as he was going to make sure he commanded the room.
"So, Beatrice, there seems to have been some unusual findings about your background," he said. "Your mother claims that you are Benoit's daughter." He was flipping through pages as if this was a complex matter. I wanted to just jump up and say, "Look at her teeth. How could any of us have missed it? Beatrice has Benoit's mouth. Now, I know I didn't realize it at first, but when you get a good look, it's unmistakable. They are exactly the same."
"Yes," Beatrice replied. "He is my father and Genevieve is my mother."
"But you were not raised by either of these people?" Georges said.
"That was information that was kept from me," Beatrice replied. She was keeping her cool and, as her former instructor, I was proud of her. The Du Mars were not an easy family to go up against. Georges, for all his high society foibles, could be imposing. Although she wasn't in the room, one could sense the mother, imperious and all-powerful, was feeding him his lines. Although I'd always considered Georges the most approachable of the brothers, today he was in full Du Mar mode. "I was raised by Alan and Elizabeth Betts of Palo Alto. My adopted father owns Bea Enterprises, one of the leading tech firms of Silicon Valley."
"I'm aware of this, Ms. Betts," Georges said. He pronounced Beatrice's family name like "bête" or beast, and chuckled at the intimidation. "I'm also aware that your father cut you off from his support."
"I am the daughter of Benoit Du Mar," Beatrice was staying strong. "And I have the DNA test to prove it." Beatrice whipped out a lab report from her folio. "This study was done with DNA from both my mother and my father," Beatrice said.
Georges raised an eyebrow. "Your supposed father has been dead for six weeks."
"Hair follicles," Beatrice replied. "His apartment and possessions have been intact since his death." I looked at Genevieve, who remained perfectly composed. It was possible. Beatrice had the key to the apartment and I suppose Benoit's hairbrush was flowing with DNA, ready for picking.
Georges sighed. "Thank you for your little test, Ms. Betts. But do you honestly believe that you and your friends here can go up against the Du Mar family? We are a well-respected family with French roots since the 16th century." He turned to Genevieve. "And you, running off to India with that husband of yours. What exactly do you think you bring to this discussion?"
"I bring the truth," Genevieve said. "And a lawyer who specializes in inheritance law. We've already filed the preliminary paperwork."
Georges's expression shifted slightly. Good. Let him sweat.
"And Laura?" He turned to me. "An American with a PACS who thought she was getting something more. What are you doing here, exactly?"
I felt my face flush. "I'm here because Beatrice asked me to be."
"How touching," Georges said. "But this is a family matter. Perhaps you should let the actual Du Mars sort this out."
"I am an actual Du Mar," Beatrice said, her voice stronger now. "Whether you like it or not."
"Where? With these miserable pieces of paper?" Georges gestured toward Beatrice's report. "You need a notaire and a genealogist. And still your case has no merit. I think you have all wasted my time long enough." Georges tapped his pen like an impatient third grade teacher. "Have a good day," he said and rose to let us out.
There was something in me that wanted to leap over the desk, grab his skinny tie and wrestle him to the ground. I wanted to beat his head against the wall of his plush office and tell him that Benoit was a better man than he was and that his bigotry and snobbishness was going to be his undoing. But I didn't. I tucked my tail between my legs and motioned to Genevieve and Beatrice to leave.
Out on the street, Beatrice began to bawl. She said she was tired of being brave and that she hated Benoit's family as much as I did. Genevieve put her arm around her daughter—an awkward gesture for a woman who seemed more comfortable with cigarettes than affection—and assured her that the fight was not over. "We're going to go after these people with the most rabid French lawyer in Paris. We are going to right the wretched Du Mars and finally win." I swear I heard the theme from Les Miz in the background as Genevieve spoke. It made me smile. But what I saw in the foreground did not.
Just as Genevieve proclaimed the words "wretched Du Mars," a woman with a strict gray coat and well-coifed silver hair pulled up in a car, her driver running to her side of the vehicle to open the door and let her eminence out. It was none other than Madame Du Mar. She'd heard her family called wretched and when she saw me, she scowled. "Haven't we rid ourselves of you?" she asked, her breath hot and old.
"Not at all," Genevieve replied. "We are just getting started against you and your horrible family."
Madame Du Mar's eyes moved from me to Genevieve, then landed on Beatrice. For a moment—just a flash—I thought I saw recognition. But then it was gone, replaced by the same imperious disdain.
Madame Du Mar turned to her driver, as if to ask him to sweep us off the street. Instead, he took her by the arm and led her inside. "Please don't upset her," he said to us, unaware of who our ragtag group represented. "She is grieving the loss of her beloved son."
I turned to look at Beatrice, her face sunken into disappointment. I wanted to yell at that wretched woman. "Look, here's your granddaughter. Here's your beautiful, bright granddaughter, a piece of Benoit that you didn't even know existed. She's a gift from the heavens, Madame. She's the gift you didn't expect."
But there was no big speech like that. The three of us just trod down the street, bundling ourselves from the harsh bite of January. Genevieve lit a cigarette, her hands shaking slightly—the only crack in her otherwise perfect composure.
"Well," she said, exhaling smoke into the winter air. "That went about as expected."
"What do we do now?" Beatrice asked.
"Now?" Genevieve took another drag. "Now we fight. The Du Mars think they can intimidate us. They're wrong."
I wasn't sure which version of Genevieve was more unsettling—the one who'd delivered the news about the PACS and the debt, or this one, fiercely protective of the daughter she'd given up decades ago. Maybe they were the same person. Maybe I'd just never seen the whole picture.
"Come on," Genevieve said, linking her arm through Beatrice's. "Let's get a drink. God knows we've earned it."
I followed behind them, watching this strange new alliance form in front of me—mother and daughter, reunited by death and inheritance law. It was very Parisian, really. Dramatic, complicated, and a moment absolutely impossible to predict.



CHAPTER THIRTY THREE

The lawyers had settled, Genevieve's text said. Just that. No exclamation point, no emoji. The lawyers had settled. Just settled, like the tea leaves in my cup. 
I locked the apartment door and stood in the hallway, key still in my hand. How many times had I done this? Hundreds, probably. But this might be the last. I pressed my palm against the door, feeling its weight. Inside, too many memories. And ghosts.
A neighbor emerged from the stairwell in his underpants—not Benoit's ghost, though for a second my chest tightened. If Benoit haunted anywhere, he'd haunt the restaurant. And he'd be dressed. Properly. I was certain of that.
The walk to Le Vingt Quatre took four minutes. I'd timed it once, after too much wine, laughing with Benoit about how efficiency was my American disease. Now I walked slowly, studying the familiar route like I might not see it again. The green pharmacy cross. The optometrist with that neon “Mr. Magoo” glasses. No on except people my age got the reference. The bakery where Benoit refused to buy bread because their levain was "an insult."
The restaurant looked the same from outside. Windows clean. Menu board still proclaiming entrecote. But inside, everything had changed, so horribly quiet.
"Laura!" Beatrice waved from the kitchen door. Not Benoit stepping out in his whites, sleeves rolled for service. Just Beatrice, in a sweatshirt that said FÉMINISTE in block letters, her hair in a messy topknot.
She led me to what had been my table—what was still my table, I supposed, though nothing was certain—near the window where I could watch the street. I ordered a coffee I didn't want and waited.
Genevieve arrived. Mother to see daughter, though you'd never guess the relationship. Genevieve swept in like she owned the place, which, I guessed she did, through Beatrice, sharp edges and expensive fabric. Did she really need any of this?
My stomach clenched at Genevieve's approach, then loosened when Beatrice smiled. Sunshine and anxiety, all there in human form.
"How do you feel?" Genevieve asked, settling into her chair with her usual economy of movement.
I blinked. "Huh? Fine, I guess." The chair felt rickety. "That's a strange greeting."
"Hmm." Genevieve's eyebrow lifted slightly. "It seems appropriate."
Beatrice leaned over and gave me a small hug, her hand briefly on my shoulder. "Let's all sit," she said, though we already were. Or almost were. I was half-standing, uncertain.
We sat. Genevieve cleared her throat once, twice, three times. Always the dramatic preamble.
"We have news," Beatrice said. Her voice was gentle, which made my stomach drop. "And it's good."
"Most of it." Genevieve pulled a folded paper from her purse, placed it on the table between us. Her nails were perfect pale ovals against the white paper. "You can keep the apartment, Laura."
The words didn't land at first. Just floated there.
"The apartment," I repeated.
"It wasn't in the original settlement," Genevieve continued. "The court had no will but still awarded almost all to Beatrice.  But we discussed it." She glanced at Beatrice, something passing between them I couldn't quite read. "If you decide to stay in Paris, it's yours."
The relief hit like standing up too fast. The room tilted slightly, my hands went cold. I'd been sleeping on a bed I might not own, in an apartment I might have to leave. Packing in my mind every night. Calculating what I could ship, what I'd have to abandon.
"Thank you." My voice came out steady somehow. "Genevieve, that's very generous. I'm surprised."
"No need to be effusive." Genevieve unfolded her notes. "It just made sense."
Genevieve looked at her paper, so theatrical, as if she had forgotten what was next. “Beatrice and I will co-own the restaurant. And any funds after repayment to my husband will be Beatrice’s.”
"I looked at Beatrice, who was studying the table like it held secrets. Genevieve and Beatrice, running Benoit's restaurant together. The woman who'd abandoned him and the daughter who'd found him too late.
"That's good," I said slowly. "That's really good."
"You sound uncertain." Genevieve refolded her paper along its existing creases.
"No, I just…” I leaned back in my chair, the wood pressing into my spine. "I keep waiting for the other shoe to drop. The clause about the Du Mers getting half, or some ancient French law that gives everything to a second cousin."
Beatrice laughed, surprising me. "See? She gets it."
"The rapacious Du Mers will always want more," Genevieve said, and her mouth did something that wasn't quite a smile but wasn't not a smile either. "But my legal team assures me they will not get anything."
"Legal team," I repeated. "Plural."
"I don't do things halfway, Laura."
No. She didn't. Which made the apartment decision even stranger. I wanted to ask why she gave me anything, but Beatrice was watching me with an expression I recognized from my students. The one that meant: Stop. Don’t push it.
"You could go back to America," Beatrice said quietly. "Forget all of this. Start over."
The suggestion sat between us like a piece of flan. It’s on the menu, but you don’t really want it. America. My old life. Coffee that came in normal-sized cups and people no longer normal size.
"I can't." The certainty surprised me. "This is where I live now."
"Yeah?" Beatrice's whole face opened up. "Really?"
"Really." I felt it in my bones, that truth. Paris had become home somewhere between the first lockdown and now, between losing Benoit and finding Beatrice. "I get it" might not be the most articulate statement, but it’s all I can say.”
"I get it," Beatrice said, and she was smiling now, a real smile that reached her eyes.
"Go team Beatrice," I said, then winced. "Sorry, that sounded kind of…”
"American," Genevieve supplied.
"I was going to say 'stupid.'"
"Also American," Genevieve said, but there was something softer in her voice.
Beatrice reached across the table and squeezed my hand. "And Genevieve. Mom."
The word hung there. Mom. I watched Genevieve's face, waiting for the ice, the correction, the perfectly articulated boundary.
Instead, her mouth curved up at one corner. Just barely.
I stared. This was important somehow. Genevieve's face doing something unguarded. I tried to memorize it and save it as a memory I’d relay to Benoit. Somehow.
"Well," I said, my throat unexpectedly tight. "Thank you. Both of you. If there's anything I can do to help with the restaurant, or anything. I mean, I never expected any of this."
"We know," Genevieve said. She gathered her notes, slipping them back into her purse with precise movements. "You never did." She turned to Beatrice. "Shall we?"
Beatrice nodded and stood, but she paused beside my chair. "Bye, Professor." She stopped, smiled. "Laura."
"Much better," I said, and pulled her into a hug. A real one this time, not the polite half-embrace from before. She smelled like coffee and the lavender soap from the restaurant's bathroom. When we separated, she was blinking fast.
"Oh," she said, patting her pockets. "I almost forgot." She pulled out a keyring. It was brass, with a little dog charm that Benoit had found tacky but I kept anyway and slid it across the table. "All yours. Officially."
I looked at the keys. The apartment key. The mailbox key. The cave key for the storage unit in the basement that I'd never actually used.
"Keep them," I said.
Beatrice's hand stopped halfway to her bag. "What?"
"Keep a set. Benoit would want you to always be welcome."
The words came out steadier than I felt. Because this was it, wasn't it? The choice. Not just to stay in Paris, but to stay connected to these people. This strange, broken, reconstituting family that had formed around Benoit's absence.
Beatrice's closed her fingers around the keys, held them against her chest. "Okay," she whispered. 
I stood up from the table and looked out at the street. The same street I'd walked down an hour ago, thinking I might lose everything.
Instead, I'd gained keys to keep. And something that might be permanent. Maybe.





CHAPTER THIRTY FOUR

One month later, I watched as strangely outfitted men breached the doors of the Capitol in Washington, DC. "What is this?" I asked the apartment walls as there was no one else around me, trying to make sense of the scene playing out on my laptop screen.
It seemed to be setting the tone for the new year. And it made me question whether I even wanted to return to the United States. Ever.
I'd been thinking about it, honestly. What did Paris have for me other than a lousy online teaching job and the memory of a dead husband who wasn't my husband at all? The apartment was still in flux—was it even mine to keep? I had negotiated another semester of distance learning, but was that really a plan? Or was I just avoiding the inevitable return to a country that seemed to be tearing itself apart on live television?
I grabbed my knees and pulled myself into a tight package on the couch. The men on the screen were yelling and screaming as they ran past Capitol guards, carrying flags and wearing face paint like some deranged sports rally. And I felt something break loose inside me. I started sobbing—the kind of crying I hadn't done since Benoit died. The wholly unattractive kind you want no one to see, where clear snot runs out of your nose and your breath comes in jagged gasps.
"Fuck," I said to the room I knew would not respond. "Fuck, fuck, fuck."
Eloise padded over and put her head on my knee. Even she seemed depressed these days, wandering around the apartment looking for Benoit, for Edgar, for anyone who might give her a purpose. She'd been Benoit's dog, really. I was just the woman who fed her now.
"What should I do, girl?" I asked her. She just stared at me with those soulful eyes that reminded me so much of Edgar's. "Should I go back? Should I stay?"
She had no answers and certainly no pity for me. Neither did I.
I thought about California. About all the people who are aspiring actors but eek out a gig living through dog-walking and Uber driving. The gray days no one talks about, when the air hangs heavy in smog and that lovely summer-weather outfit you chose turns out to be too flimsy for the cold winds that whip through the city without warning. I also didn't love much about my homeland, I had to admit. A divided land where racism and hardened hearts seemed to linger, much like that low-lying smog. There were those that would say I was running from the issues, that I should join the ranks of people that wanted to fix things, to make America not great again, but livable and hopeful again. I knew there were good people focused on that. I knew that they were betting that this was a moment to restore what was gone. But was I one of them? Or should I just admit to myself that I was either too angry or tired to join those ranks?
That was the truth. I’d been tired and angry for too long. My first marriage. My second. The tenure-track positions that felt like slow death. The cities that never quite fit. And now I was considering running from Paris, too.
At the start of the plague, I thought it would be me who died in Paris. I thought I'd die in my lover's arms, gasping for breath like Nicole Kidman, body draped over a paper moon at the Moulin Rouge, hundreds of burning candles encircling me. Instead, it was Benoit who died, crumpled on the street, the ultimate cruel joke after surviving the plague. And Edgar, my faithful mutt, who'd followed me across an ocean only to die on a vet's table while I whispered apologies into his fur.
I closed the laptop, unable to watch anymore. The apartment felt impossibly quiet. I could hear the family upstairs putting their children to bed, the rhythmic thump-thump-thump of little feet running across hardwood floors. Someone was cooking. I could smell onions and butter, that distinctly French smell that used to make me happy.
Now it made me lonely.
I poured myself a bourbon. It was Benoit's bourbon, from the bottle he'd kept in the cabinet. I wasn't much of a bourbon drinker, but it felt like the right thing to do. A toast to the dead. To Edgar. To Benoit. To the version of myself who'd arrived in Paris thinking she could reinvent her life.
"Santé," I said to the ghosts.
The next morning, I woke up with a headache and a sense of determination I didn't quite understand. I walked. I walked through the 17th arrondissement, past the restaurant with its boarded-up windows and the "FERMÉ" sign that nobody bothered to read anymore because every restaurant was closed. Past Parc Monceau where Edgar used to pull on his leash, desperate to sniff every tree and mark his territory like the little king he thought he was.
The park was nearly empty. Just a few bundled-up Parisians taking their constitutionals, maintaining that requisite meter of distance. A woman pushed a pram, her baby so swaddled it looked like a tiny astronaut. I remembered thinking once how adorable those over-bundled Parisian babies were. Not that I wanted one, but I could coo just a little.
I kept walking. Down Rue de Courcelles, past the Moroccan restaurant where Benoit and I had eaten couscous one rainy Tuesday. Past the boulangerie where the owner always complimented my French, then immediately switched to English when I tried to order. Past all the little markers of a life I'd built here, moment by moment, meal by meal, mistake by mistake.
When I got to Boulevard Haussmann, I stopped. The grand buildings rose up on either side of me, all that Parisian architecture that always caught me by surprise at how much I admired it. Baron Haussmann had ripped apart the medieval city to create these perfect boulevards, displacing thousands of people in the process. Progress, they called it. Urban renewal.
Maybe that's what I was doing, too. Ripping apart one life to build another. Except I had no blueprint, no grand vision. Just a lot of rubble and the vague hope that something better might emerge.
I walked until my feet hurt and the winter air had chapped my face raw. I walked until the light started to fade and the streetlamps flickered on, those beautiful Parisian streetlamps that now looked stark and white instead of gold.
When I finally dragged myself back to the apartment, my phone was buzzing. Three missed calls from a number I didn't recognize. A voicemail in French that I had to listen to twice to understand: something about transferring ownership of the apartment, about papers, about decisions that needed to be made.
A text from Beatrice. The restaurant would re-open next month.  They would rename it. “La Fille de Benoit.” Or perhaps “Chez Genevieve. That was still to be settled.
“La Fille de Benoit,” I immediately sent back.
I stared at the text for a long time. Then I looked around the apartment—Benoit's apartment. His armoire still held his clothes, and I still hadn't had the heart to go through them. His scent still lingered in the bedroom, though it was fading. Every day, a little less of him remained. The bench where I’d daydreamed was still there, still holding the impression of my former physical self.
On the mantle, Edgar's ashes sat in a small wooden box. Next to it, my favorite picture of Benoit, sleeves rolled up, the eye crinkle thing, a loaf of bread.
"Fuck you, Paris," I'd screamed into the streets just weeks ago. I'd meant it, too. But standing there in the fading afternoon light, amid my memories and watching the winter sun paint the buildings across the street in shades of rose and gold, I realized something.
Paris hadn't lied to me. I'd lied to myself. I was wrapped up in some fairy tale of a person who, I admitted it, lacked my own maturity—the romance, the restaurant, the fairy tale ending. The sophisticated expat life where everything was beautiful and nothing hurt. But life doesn't work that way, not in Paris, not anywhere. Paris had never promised me anything. I'd just projected all my hopes and dreams onto a city that was indifferent to my existence.
And yet.
There was something about this place that had gotten under my skin. Not the postcard Paris of the Eiffel Tower and the Champs-Élysées because, God knows, who actually goes to the Champs-Elysees? It was the everyday Paris. The smell of fresh bread at seven in the morning. The way light reflected off the Seine. The sound of accordion a nightclub singer earning a few euros by crooning in the daytime in the metro. The snappy shop dogs who would growl at Edgar and the shopkeepers who turned a blind eye. Even the dog shit on the sidewalks had a certain... authenticity to it.
I didn't want to go back to the United States. I didn't want to go back to a country where people stormed the Capitol like it was their right and privilege. Where wearing a mask was considered a political statement. Where everything felt performative and exhausting and fake.
At least Paris was honest about being difficult.
I opened my laptop and did all those e-document signatures one does without truly reading the contract. I would be teaching from Paris."
Then I sent another email, this one to Beatrice. "We need to talk. About the restaurant. About your inheritance. About what comes next. Can you meet me at Vingt Quatre tomorrow afternoon?"
I hesitated before hitting send. What was I doing? Planning to stay in a city where I had no legal claim to anything? Where my not-quite-husband had left everything to a daughter he never knew he had? Where I was just another American playing at being Parisian?
But maybe that was okay. Maybe I didn't need to own Paris. Maybe I just needed to exist in it for a while longer.
I hit send.
Then I called to Eloise for our promenade. We weren’t exactly friends but we were learning to live with one another. She walked in front of me, her nose held high, as if to say to passersby, “I’m training her. She’ll get it eventually.”
A couple, Parisian, bundled in wool, stopped us on Rue Niel. “Such a beautiful dog,” the woman said. 
“Those are hard to come by,” said the man, admiring Eloise as she posed in just the right way. 
“Yes, I earned her,” I said. 
The couple moved on and Eloise trotted ahead. I thought about Benoit, about how much he'd loved this neighborhood. How he loved walking with that dog. He'd known every shopkeeper, every regular at the restaurant. He'd belonged here in a way I never would.
But maybe I didn't need to belong. Maybe I didn’t need to be Eloise’s best friend, just yet. Maybe it was enough to just be here. To wake up to the sound of clattering breakfast dishes and France Inter on the radio. To give her a bowl of fresh scraps just as she liked them, while I had  my morning coffee and watched the sky turn that shimmery new-euro silver. To teach my online classes from a Parisian apartment while the world outside continued its strange, beautiful, terrible dance.
Eloise and I came back inside. There was no one to greet us, but I had an announcement. "I'm staying," I said out loud. 
Eight months with Benoit. That's what I got. Eight months of moments I carry behind my eyelids. Not a legal marriage. Not growing old together. Barely a day outside confinement because of that damned disease. 
Beatrice de Camondo had her beautiful house. She fell in love, read books, listened to children laughing in the park. She rode her horse through Parc Monceau, thinking nothing could touch her. Then the Nazis came. But those moments in that house—they were real. They were gorgeous moments that she savored. 
You get moments. The perfect sole meunière. A blue planet floating toward you. A Chagall groom flipping through space and loving you for a speck of time, even if he wasn't really a groom. They don't last. But they're enough. 
Paris builds moments better than anywhere else. That's why I'm staying. 
"One more ride through Parc Monceau," I said. To Eloise now asleep on the couch. To Benoit's ghost, if he was listening. To La Fille de Benoit. To myself.
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