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      Author’s Note

      Certain names have been changed to protect people’s privacy (poor Gwendal, he didn’t get that lucky).

      
   
      
     
      CHAPTER 1

      Coffee, Tea, or Me

      I slept with my French husband halfway through our first date. I say halfway because we had finished lunch but not yet ordered
         coffee. It turned out to be a decisive moment, more important for my future happiness than where I went to college or years
         with a good shrink. The question was posed lightly: It looked like rain. We could sit it out in a café or, since his apartment
         was not far, he could make tea.
      

      I was not fully aware at the time that American girls in Paris are sluts by definition, willing to do sober what British girls
         will only do drunk. It seemed like a simple choice; I like tea.
      

      Mind you, I am not that girl. (Or at least, I wasn’t.) I’m not the girl who swings from the chandeliers and screws men because
         she can, fixing her lipstick in the rearview mirror of a cab hailed at dawn. I’m the girl you call Wednesday for Saturday.
         The girl who reads Milton for fun and knows a fish fork when she sees one. A flirt maybe, but in that harmless, nineteenth-century,
         kiss-my-hand-and-ask-me-to-waltz kind of way. Mostly, I’m a thinker, a worrier. Since I’m also a New Yorker, you can take
         that last bit up a notch. It’s not that there’s no free spirit in me. But it’s a free spirit with a five-year plan.
      

     As the waiter added up our bill with a ballpoint pen on the paper tablecloth, I took another look at the handsome stranger
         sitting across from me. Gwendal. Gwen-DAL. Had I been pronouncing his name with the emphasis on the wrong syllable all afternoon?
         Oh well.
      

      He was tall, with thick dark hair that just touched his collar. A wayward strand stuck straight up on the top of his head;
         it had probably been that way since he was five. His turtleneck sweater was the color of warm milk. On the empty chair beside
         him was a stiff navy blue cap, the kind worn by boys selling newspapers on the snowy streets of Chicago in 1932. He had strangely
         perfect teeth for a European, and though it was only one in the afternoon, I could already see the rising shadow of his beard.
         I was trying not to stare, but his hazel-green eyes seemed to be exactly the same color as my own.
      

      
      Like any first date, I knew only a few tantalizing details. The strange name came from Brittany, on the Channel coast of France.
         His family was in Saint-Malo, a provincial port city he’d fled as soon as possible. He spoke passable English, much better
         than my leftover college French, but with an Australian accent—-something he picked up during his year of military service
         at the French embassy in Canberra. He seemed shy and serious, but broke easily into a wide grin—mostly when I said something
         was fascinating.
      

      
      We had met in late September, at an academic conference in London called Digital Resources in the Humanities. (Can you think
         of a less promising place to meet the love of your life?) He was finishing up a PhD in Computer Science; I was starting a
         master’s in Art History. When I spotted him in a seminar on a hypertext version of Finnegans Wake, I knew he had to be European. The Americans were too fresh-faced, the English so pale and rumpled. I suppose he could have
         been German, on account of his height (and the hideous light blue windbreaker he was wearing), but something about the dark hair, the square jaw, and the little glasses said café crème.
      

      
      On the last day of the conference, I ran into him on the stairs. We Americans have that wonderful puppy-dog way of going up
         to complete strangers with a big smile and a dumb question. I rarely fight it—in so many situations, it’s a gift. I asked
         him what his research was about. He took it from there.
      

      
      Artfully worded e-mails flew back and forth. I even tried writing one in French, begging Gwendal in advance to correct my
         grammar. He waited several months to tell me that corrigez-moi doesn’t imply “check my spelling” so much as “tie me up and tickle me with a feather duster.” There should really be a footnote
         in those high school textbooks.
      

      
      By December, I’d invented a reason to come to Paris, something about temporary exhibitions.

      
      And now we were here, having lunch.

      
      Gwendal had been strategic in his choice of restaurant. The Bouillon Chartier is a brusque canteen in the 9th arrondissement.
         To an American, this was movie-set Paris. Tucked into a narrow arcade between a Chinese restaurant and a pâtisserie, Chartier has been open since 1896, and served the same purpose then as now—filling up the masses before a stroll down the
         see-and-be-seen Grands Boulevards.
      

      
      The room was vast, noisy, and completely full. Gwendal’s glasses fogged up as he pushed ahead of me through the heavy revolving
         door. The walls were the color of new butter, and the light from the globes of ten enormous chandeliers was much brighter
         than the pale gray Paris afternoon we left outside. There must have been two hundred people, all with knives and forks poised
         somewhere between their mouths and their neighbor’s nose (emphasizing a point, I imagine). Groups of tables were separated
         by dark wooden partitions, like the waiting room of a train station, and above the heads of the diners were gleaming brass hat rails heaped with folded coats, shopping bags,
         and dangling scarves.
      

      
      The waiters certainly looked like they had a train to catch. Dressed in white shirts and black vests, they wove in and out
         of traffic, often holding a dozen escargots, a boeuf bourguignon, and a baba au rhum in the crook of a single thumb. There were tiny numbered cubbies along the walls, where regular clients once stored their
         linen napkins. The tables were small enough that if you put your elbows on the edge you’d have a hard time not holding hands
         with the person across the way.
      

      
      Though I’d never been in this room before, something about it felt wonderfully familiar. Europe had that effect on me, ever
         since I stepped off the plane for the first time in college. I felt more like myself here: as though my love of art and history
         was natural and my inability to name the latest rock band didn’t matter. In Paris the past is always with you: you look at
         it, walk over it, sit on it. I had to stop myself from grabbing Gwendal’s arm as we walked up the narrow passage to the entrance:
         Pardon me, sir, I couldn’t help but notice; the cobblestones outside your door are older than my country. The idea thrilled me. I’ve always been a bit of an old-fashioned girl. I feel good in old places.
      

      
      As we waited for one of the turbocharged waiters to take our order, I prodded Gwendal about his PhD research. From the little
         he had explained to me when we met, it was something about how to archive film and video on the Internet. In fact, he was
         already working full-time for France’s National Radio and Television Archives while he finished his degree.
      

      
      “Archiving is a question of collective memory,” he said, toying with a slice of baguette from the basket on the table. “When
         you decide, as a culture, what you want to keep, you also have to decide what you are willing to forget.”
      

      
      Honestly, he could have been humming show tunes. It’s not that I wasn’t listening, but mostly I was watching his face. I love
         to watch people talk about subjects they are passionate about, especially if it’s something I know nothing about. How many
         nights did I spend in New York, seduced by some guy’s discourse on nanotechnology, Kierkegaard, or jumping trains, hobo-style,
         in the Dakotas. I know it’s not everyone’s idea of a great pickup technique, but smart has always been sexy to me.
      

      
      “Wow, that’s fascinating.” There it was, that word again. Must put a lid on the over-enthused American bit. “Do you know what
         you’re going to do after you finish?” I asked brightly. “With the Internet exploding, you must have a lot of offers.” He narrowed
         his eyes and tilted his head just slightly, as if he couldn’t decide if I was being sarcastic, maybe making fun of him.
      

      
      “Yeah,” he said with a laugh (did I detect a hint of bitterness?). “Lots of offers.” Clearly he wasn’t used to such optimistic
         assessments of his future.
      

      
      I glanced down at the menu, relieved that although I hadn’t taken a French class since my sophomore year in college, I still
         recognized most of the words. Chartier’s menu is full of classics: steaks and chops, grilled sea bass with fennel seed, sweet
         chestnut purée, and wine-soaked prunes. What girl could resist the charm of a restaurant that allows you to order a bowl of
         crème chantilly—simple whipped cream—for dessert?
      

      
      “You must have missed this when you were in Australia,” I said.

      
      “We had our little tricks,” said Gwendal, with a conspiratorial smile. “They sent the Camembert and the foie gras to the embassy
         in the valise diplomatique. Since it is considered as French government property, the Australian customs can’t search it. Top secret security cables
         and cheese.”
      

      
      “It must have been a big suitcase.”

      
      “It did get quite large around Christmas,” he said.
      

      
      I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been this hungry. Truth be told, a woman could starve to death in London. Not just the
         food—tea and toast are fine for a hangover—but the men. Foppish and charming as they can be, Englishmen have a unique way
         of making a woman feel invisible. They either look right through you, or lunge at you in a drunken stupor. The only warmth
         comes from those pitiful gas fireplaces (and a couple of pints). I’d studied in Britain before, so I should have been prepared,
         but time and distance had put a cozy glow on the gray skies, gray meat, graying men. I’d been back in London for only three
         months, but I was already starting to feel a little grayish myself.
      

      
      The waiter slapped down my pavé au poivre. It was not a particularly impressive plate—a hunk of meat, fat fried potatoes piled carelessly to one side. But something
         happened as I sliced the first bite—no resistance, none at all. The knife slid through the meat; the thinnest layer of crusty
         brown opening to reveal a pulpy red heart. I watched as the pink juices puddled into the buttery pepper sauce.
      

      
      Gwendal looked up. I must have uttered an audible gasp of pleasure. “I don’t know why you can’t get a steak like this in England,”
         I said, careful, even in my haste to lift the first bite to my mouth, not to drip on my sweater. “Since mad cow, I think it’s
         illegal.” My fork and knife paused in midair as I let the salt, the fat, the blood settle on my tongue.
      

      
      Not to minimize Gwendal’s many charms, but he was halfway to home base as soon as I cut into that marvelous steak.
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      GWENDAL’S TINY STUDENT apartment was located in the gritty 10th arrondissement, on a street that the phone company called la rue des squatters because of all the illegal inhabitants in nearby buildings. This was not postcard Paris, at least not yet. We walked past the soot-stained, graffitied facade of the Gare de
         l’Est, then across the Canal Saint-Martin, up and over a high Japanese-style bridge. There was a wet mist dripping through
         the trees. I didn’t even know there was a canal in Paris.
      

      
      Up two flights of narrow spiral stairs, the apartment was New York size—pleasantly cramped, really one large room with a flimsy
         wall down the middle and a plastic accordion door that led directly from the refrigerator to the bed.
      

      
      Gwendal took an old teapot off a heavily loaded bookshelf. The bruised metal surface and graceful spout had the look of a
         family heirloom. “It belonged to my grandfather,” he said. “He died in the war in Indochina, just after my mother was born.”
         There was a tiny mother-of-pearl disk at the top, to keep you from burning your fingers when you opened it.
      

      
      I laid my coat over the top of the futon and shook out my hair like a soggy kitten. Gwendal was already in the kitchen. “Kitchen”
         is a generous term—it was a rectangle of linoleum with a counter and fridge on one side and a sink and hot plate on the other.
         He took a bundle of fresh mint from a glass beside the sink and plugged in the electric kettle. It hissed and sputtered to
         life.
      

      
      “This is the important step,” he said, pouring boiling water over the mint leaves, wilting them like spinach. “It takes away
         the bitterness.”
      

      
      While Gwendal’s head disappeared under the counter, searching for the sugar, I looked around the apartment. There were bottles
         of sand from his desert treks in Australia, a postcard of Marcello Mastroianni watching the girls go by. There were books
         everywhere—philosophy (what is it about Frenchmen and philosophy?), literature, a book on American musical comedies (hmm),
         and a book called Hollywood, mode d’emploi. There were three lava stones beside the stereo, one red, one black, and one like a yin-yang, where the red and black teardrops had melted together.
      

      
      Gwendal opened a box of gunpowder green tea, scooped some into the teapot, and threw in a few cubes of sugar. He was telling
         me about a conference he’d just returned from in Orlando, Florida. “The receptionist was dressed as Donald Duck,” he said,
         as he added the wilted mint. “I thought I was hallucinating. The only Internet access was in the video arcade and the only
         newspaper I could find was the Disney Journal. It was like a whole universe created for five-year-olds.”
      

      
      I told him about my first trip to Paris, with my lactose intolerant, almost-vegetarian best friend. We stayed in a seedy student
         hotel in the 5th. Our one big bed had a hole in the middle, and the water from the tap ran rusty brown. “A donkey chewed on
         my cashmere sweater in front of Notre-Dame.”
      

      
      “What did you eat?” asked Gwendal, no doubt doing his best to imagine a Paris purged of milk and meat.

      
      “A lot of mango sorbet.”

      
      All the while, there was a parallel conversation going on in my head. We hardly know each other. Maybe we should wait. I heard my grandmother’s voice. If you like him, send him home. It sounded so stupid I might have actually shaken my head. I suddenly understood the frustration of every man I’d ever left
         at the curb after a furious make-out session in the back of a taxi. There is something about the frankness with which Europeans
         deal with sex, you can feel it in the way people study each other on the metro, the way couples kiss on the sidewalk—it’s
         just so… normal. If I walked out now, he wasn’t going to think I was a nice girl, the marrying kind (again, the phrase my grandmother would use). He was going to think I was a girl who couldn’t take on what she really wanted.
         And he would be right. I looked out the window down into the small interior courtyard. The walk through unfamiliar streets had left me turned around. I had no real idea where I was. I felt like I’d been given some kind of diplomatic immunity.
         I didn’t really understand the rules; how could I possibly follow them?
      

      
      Tiny gold-rimmed glasses appeared from out of nowhere. Storage space in Paris, I was soon to learn, is a matter of great creativity.
         Things are tucked into the strangest nooks and crannies. He poured the tea from a foot or two above the glass, making sweet
         and smoky bubbles on the surface.
      

      
      He had not, he mentioned innocently, reserved for dinner.
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      SEVERAL HOURS LATER the rain had stopped, and I found myself on a folding chair beside the kitchen table in one of Gwendal’s T-shirts, hair mussed
         and absolutely ravenous.
      

      
      There was nothing in the fridge but plain yogurt, a jar of raspberry jam, two carrots, half an onion, a package of something
         that resembled chopped-up bacon, and a saucepan covered with a dinner plate. It was one of those ninety-nine-cent saucepans,
         with the plastic handle and the brown and mustard-colored flowers painted tastefully on the side.
      

      
      He inverted the pan, shook it from side to side, and out of the ninety-nine-cent pot came a dessert fit for Louis XIV, a perfectly
         molded apricot charlotte, each ladyfinger standing at attention, held together by a layer of cream and studded with slices
         of fruit. Did he always prepare this way for lady visitors? He seemed the very opposite of a cad. Surely, cooking for a woman
         you hardly knew, on the off chance that she might find herself naked and hungry in your apartment, was sweet rather than predatory.
      

      
      Gwendal lifted a thick slice onto my plate. He couldn’t possibly have known why I was smiling. When I was a kid, my mother
         and I had a tradition called “backwards breakfast.” To keep me from playing sick during the winter, each year I got to choose
         my own snow day. She would take the day off from work and we would sleep late, eat ice cream for breakfast or pancakes for
         dinner—you get the idea. In my real life I’ve spent a lot of time keeping things in line; I’m a stickler for form. But today
         felt like a snow day… dessert before dinner, sex before coffee. Things were so marvelously, exhilaratingly out of order.
      

      
      We devoured the entire charlotte in fifteen minutes. I was ready for more. When I looked in the fridge I saw nothing, just
         leftover odds and ends. Gwendal saw dinner. This was to be the way with so many exchanges in our relationship. Our blind spots
         were different. Where one saw a gaping void, the other saw possibilities.
      

      
      He took out a carrot and the onion half. I’m not sure I’d ever seen anyone use half an onion. Or rather, I’d never seen anyone
         save half an onion he hadn’t used. The real secret ingredient, however, was the package of lardons fumés—plump little Legos of pork—deep pink and marbled with fat. He dumped them into a pan with the chopped vegetables (he may have
         washed the pan from the charlotte), and the mixture began sizzling away. A box of tagliatelle, the pasta spooled like birds’
         nests, completed the meal.
      

      
      Maybe it was the sex, or the bacon—or both—but it was without a doubt the best thing I’d ever tasted. “This is amazing,” I
         said, twirling another noodle around my fork. “You have to give me the recipe.”
      

      
      “There is no recipe,” he said, smiling. “I use whatever I have. It never tastes the same way twice.”

      
      I had no way of knowing, that first damp evening in Paris, how much this man, and his non-recipes, would change my life.
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         Recipes for Seduction

         
         
            
            
            FRESH MINT TEA

            
            Thé à la Menthe

            
            
            
               
               2 teaspoons loose gunpowder green tea

               
               1 bunch of mint on the stem (at least 7 or 8 sprigs)

               
               4–5 sugar cubes, or more to taste

               
               2 cups boiling water plus more for rinsing the tea and wilting the mint

               
               Pine nuts to serve

               
               A few drops of orange flower water (optional)

               
            

            
            
               
               
                  Place the loose tea in the bottom of a teapot. Add a bit of boiling water and swish the pot around to rinse the tea. Drain
                     out the water.
                  

               

               
                  Wash the mint thoroughly. Holding it over the sink by the stems, pour some boiling water over the leaves. Place the mint in
                     the teapot, along with 4 or 5 sugar cubes. Fill the pot with the 2 cups boiling water and let steep for 5 minutes. Taste a
                     bit to see if you want more sugar; it should be sweet but not overwhelmingly so.
                  

               
                  Sprinkle a few pine nuts in the bottom of a skinny glass teacup. A large shot glass would also do nicely. Add a drop or two
                     of orange flower water if you like—but only a drop; it’s very strong.
                  

               
                  Pouring from high above the glass is not, it turns out, simply a foolish trick to impress girls. It aerates the tea, cooling
                     it down and releasing the sweetly spiked scent of the mint. Virtuosos line up several glasses edge to edge and pour without
                     stopping.
                  

               
                  This tea is the perfect finish after couscous or a tagine.
                  


               
                        
            Yield: Serves 2

            
         

         
         
            
            
            “STUDENT” CHARLOTTE
            

            
            Charlotte aux Abricots

            
            
            
               A real charlotte is a ritzy affair, made with crème pâtissière and ladyfingers soaked in alcohol. To this day, I prefer the student version, fromage blanc or Greek yogurt and canned apricots straight from the supermarket. This is essentially an arts and crafts project—all assembly—but
                  it does need to be done the night before you want to serve it, so the ladyfingers have time to soak up the juices. Ideal for
                  breakfast, brunch, or a casual dinner with friends.
               

            

            
            
               
               25–35 crisp Italian ladyfingers (depending on size)

               
               3 cups fromage blanc or Greek yogurt

               
               One 32-ounce can apricots or pears in heavy syrup

               
            

            
            
               
               
                  Line the sides of a small saucepan or soufflé dish, approximately 6 inches in diameter, with plastic wrap.

               

               
                  Line the sides of your mold with ladyfingers. They should stand shoulder to shoulder like toy soldiers. You can use a dab
                     of yogurt to keep them in place if you like.
                  

               
                  Arrange a layer of ladyfingers on the bottom of the pan (cut them to fit). Try to make them symmetrical, as this layer will
                     become the top when you serve.
                  

               
                  Add a layer of fromage blanc (about ¾ cup) and a layer of sliced apricots. Top with a layer of ladyfingers, press gently, then pour over ¼ cup apricot
                     syrup.
                  

               
                  Continue with 2 or 3 more layers, ending with a layer of ladyfingers topped with ¼ cup syrup. Pour an extra ¼ cup syrup around
                     the edge to make sure the outer ladyfingers are moist.
                  

               
                  Cover with plastic wrap and press the top lightly with a plate or saucer to condense the mixture. Chill for at least 12 hours,
                     preferably overnight. To unmold, place the serving plate on top of the saucepan and flip, giving the pan a gentle shake. Carefully peel away the plastic lining if it sticks.
                  

               
            

            
            Yield: Serves 4–6, or 2 sex-crazed individuals eating breakfast at six p.m.

          
            
               
                  
                     Tip: Depending on the absorbency of your ladyfingers, there may be a bit of extra juice at the bottom of the dish when you
                           unmold the charlotte. Just blot it with a paper towel.

                                 

            

            
         

         
         
            
            PASTA À LA GWENDAL

            
            
               I feel a bit ridiculous writing this down, since more often than not it’s made with whatever Gwendal finds in the back of
                  the fridge. If you have the bacon and an onion, you’re well on your way. This simple dinner embodies so much of what I love
                  about French cooking—being inspired by the ingredients at hand, turning humble bits into a hearty meal. I always have a package
                  of lardons in the fridge; an alternative is to keep a hunk of slab bacon or Italian pancetta in the freezer for a rainy day. This recipe
                  is ideal for the winter months. In the summer, I often substitute cherry tomatoes for the carrots and add a splash of white
                  wine.
               

            

            
            
               
               3 tablespoons olive oil

               
               8 ounces lardons fumés, slab bacon, or pancetta, cut into ¼-inch cubes

               
               2 onions, diced

               
               2 cloves of garlic, sliced

               
               4 carrots, thinly sliced

               
               1 bulb fennel, coarsely chopped

               
               2 zucchini, sliced into ¼-inch rounds

               
               3 sun-dried tomatoes, diced

               
               1 pound De Cecco or whole wheat spaghetti

               
               Chopped parsley, freshly ground black pepper, to serve

               
            

            
            
               
               
                  Heat the oil in a large frying pan. Add the lardons, onions, and garlic. Sauté 2 to 3 minutes, until the lardons have rendered their fat and the onions are translucent. Add the remaining veggies, stirring to coat. Cook, stirring occasionally, until softened and
                     sweet.
                  



                  Cook the pasta in a large pot of salted water. Drain, reserving a small cup of cooking liquid. Add the pasta to the sauce,
                     with a bit of liquid if you feel it looks dry. Stir in the chopped parsley and a good grinding of pepper. By all means, take
                     the pot back to bed. Nothing like a first date you have to carb up for.
                  



               
            
            Yield: Serves 4, or 2 who’ve worked up an appetite

            
         

         
            
   
      
      
      CHAPTER 2

      
      An Affair to Remember

      
      I am leading a double life. By day I read about Victorian insane asylums in the British Library; by night I decipher X-rated
         e-mails with a French-English dictionary. Every few weeks I bring my overnight bag to work on Friday, hop on the Eurostar,
         and by dinnertime I am in Paris.
      

      
      It is only a fifteen-minute walk from the Gare du Nord back to Gwendal’s flat, but that’s all the time it takes to shed my
         London life. I feel lighter; I empty my pockets of business cards and deadlines and to-do lists. My purposeful steps slow
         in front of darkened store windows and blackboard menus begging to be considered for our next meal.
      

      
      Any weekend in Paris begins with dinner, and Gwendal and I quickly find our local. The Bistro Sainte Marthe is not the kind
         of place you just happen into. It’s like a scene out of a fifties detective novel: at the end of a narrow one-way street, tucked in the corner of a small square, under the burgundy awning, behind the velvet
            curtain, ask for Jacques. When these buildings went up at the turn of the twentieth century, they would have housed blue-collar Paris, maybe the families
         of the men who worked at the old print warehouses down by the canal. Now they are full of immigrant families; fluorescent light glows harshly from the windows, illegal
         electricity cables creep up the sides of the buildings like vines. There’s a Chinese revivalist church across the square,
         and one or two brightly painted facades—evidence of artists in residence, in search of cheap real estate and “authenticity.”
         A pack of boys kick a soccer ball, barely avoiding the terrace tables where women with increasingly expensive handbags come
         to dine. I’m the last person in the world anyone would call a hipster, but I recognize a hipster hangout when I see one. Just
         as well my pearls are in a drawer in London. It’s like Avenue C meets Beirut.
      

      
      Inside is one narrow room with bloodred walls and eight or nine tables nestled around the bar. The high ceiling is covered
         with mismatched chandeliers. While we are waiting to be seated, I tuck my cold nose into the warmth of Gwendal’s neck. There’s
         always a moment after we sit down at the cramped wooden table, face-to-face after weeks apart. An awkward silence or too much
         talking before we fall back into the easy intimacy sparked by a long look or his hand in my hair. When I was a teenager I
         would have called this “twinkle toes”—the long-awaited touch you can feel from the top of your head to the soles of your feet.
         Though everyone (my mother, my best friends, my boss) knows where I’m off to, these weekends in Paris feel like a preciously
         guarded secret. An affair. All I need now is a trench coat and a cigarette holder.
      

      
      Thinking ahead is a reflex for me, so before I order dinner I’m already doing strategic planning for dessert. Even as Gwendal
         translates our choices, I’m distracted by the smell of melting chocolate. Plate after plate leaves the kitchen, held aloft
         by waiters as they inch past the bar. I strain my neck to see which way the chocolate wind is blowing. The plates land at
         a table in the corner, crowded with scruffy young men and the women who love them. My view is obscured by a haze of smoke.
      

      
      When le dessert finally arrives, it looks like an innocent upside-down chocolate cupcake, accompanied by a small cloud of freshly whipped
         cream. But when my spoon breaks the surface, the chocolate center flows like dark lava onto the whiteness of the plate. The
         last ounce of stress drains from my body. I feel my spine soften in the chair. The menu says Moelleux au Chocolat “Kitu.”
      

      
      “ ‘Kitu’ is a pun,” says Gwendal, with his best Humphrey Bogart squint. “It means ‘which kills.’ ”
      

      
      I have discovered the French version of “Death by Chocolate.”
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      I LIKE TO think I was born in the wrong century. I’m sure I would have done very well with a hoop skirt, a fan, and a drawing master.
         (My mother likes to remind me that, more likely, I would have been a very nearsighted scullery maid.) Paris is the perfect
         city for my kind of mental time travel. There are very few streets that don’t bear some small imprint of a grander, more gracious
         time—the swooping curve of a wrought-iron balcony or a fading stencil above the window of a boulangerie.
      

      
      I’ve been playing this particular game for as long as I can remember. Like many only children, I spent a fair amount of time
         entertaining myself. I never had an imaginary friend, but I did have an imaginary life, many of them, in fact. My favorite
         toy was my dress-up box, an old clothes hamper filled with tutus, floppy hats bedecked with polyester flowers, and my auntie
         Lynn’s wedding dress, dyed a garish pink and trimmed with rug tassels for a Chiquita Banana Halloween costume. I played princess,
         bride, teacher, queen. There was a turquoise sequined tube top that probably made me look like a very convincing streetwalker.
      

      
      My mother was a special education teacher, my father a salesman. Just after I was born they moved from Brooklyn to a Tudor
         in suburban New Jersey. I went to a redbrick sixties elementary school a few blocks away. My worst fear, even then, was to be ordinary.
      

      
      From the time I was very young, extraordinary was somehow linked to long ago and far away. While my kindergarten friends dreamed
         of becoming ballerinas or astronauts, I wanted to be an archaeologist. I had a picture book of famous digs that my father
         and I read over and over again, until the cardboard cover was nearly in shreds. I imagined myself opening up King Tut’s tomb,
         gently lifting a gold bracelet or a wine urn undisturbed for thousands of years. I liked the musty smell of old books, the
         satin sheen of Sargent’s portraits, and the glimmer of amethyst crystals in the darkened gem hall of the Museum of Natural
         History. When the age for dress-up was over, I immersed myself in novels, diving into other people’s imaginary worlds. The
         streets of Dickens’s London were much easier for me to get my head around than fractions. In high school I acted in plays
         by Shakespeare, Oscar Wilde, and Molière; I felt more comfortable in a whalebone corset than in the ripped cutoff jeans I
         wore to class. By the time I graduated from college, where I’d switched from a very practical psychology major to an English
         Literature thesis on Paradise Lost and Peter Pan, I was truly out of sync. I saw no choice but to cultivate it. My friends made fun of me. Kurt Cobain is the one in the plaid
         shirt, right?
      

      
      Gwendal saw Paris the same way I did, a different century around every corner. He was still a student and he didn’t have much
         money, so we spent many of our first weekends together simply walking around. Although he’d lived in Paris for ten years,
         he’d never quite lost the provincial boy’s fascination with the big city. He was still open to the magic of this place. I
         didn’t know a lot of people who were open to magic at all.
      

      
      Everyone talks about Paris in the springtime. Maybe it’s because my own Paris romance started in December, but I prefer the
         City of Light in the winter.
      

      
      Paris in the winter is damp and close, so unlike the blinding sunshine and razor-sharp air of New York. In fact, the weather
         in Paris is exactly the same as the weather in London—Paris just has nicer places to hide. There is always a brasserie awning
         to hover under or an ornate doorway to duck into. I love the way the rain melts the colors together, like a chalk drawing
         on the sidewalk. There is a moment, just after sunset, when the shops turn on their lights and steam starts to fog up the
         windows of the cafés. In French, this twilight time implies a hint of danger. It’s called entre chien et loup, between the dog and the wolf.
      

      
      It was just beginning to get dark as we walked through the small garden of the Palais Royal. We watched as carefully dressed
         children in toggled peacoats and striped woolen mittens finished the same game of improvised soccer we had seen in the Place
         Sainte Marthe.
      

      
      Behind the Palais Royal the wide avenues around the Louvre gave way to narrow streets, small boutiques, and bistros. It started
         to drizzle. Gwendal turned a corner, and tucked in between two storefronts, barely wider than a set of double doors, I found
         myself staring down a corridor of fairy lights. A series of arches stretched into the distance, topped with panes of glass,
         like a greenhouse, that echoed the plip-plop of the rain. It was as if we’d stepped through the witch’s wardrobe, the phantom
         tollbooth, what have you, into another era.
      

      
      The Passage Vivienne was nineteenth-century Paris’s answer to a shopping mall, a small interior street lined with boutiques
         and tearooms where ladies could browse at their leisure without wetting the bustles of their long dresses or the plumes of
         their new hats.
      

      
      It was certainly a far cry from the shopping malls of my youth, with their piped-in Muzak and neon food courts. Plaster reliefs
         of Greek goddesses in diaphanous tunics lined the walls. Three-pronged brass lamps hung from the ceiling on long chains.
      

      
      About halfway down, there was an antique store selling nothing but old kitchenware—ridged ceramic bowls for hot chocolate,
         burnished copper molds in the shape of fish, and a pewter mold for madeleines, so worn around the edges it might have belonged
         to Proust himself. At the end of the gallery, underneath a clock held aloft by two busty angels, was a bookstore. There were
         gold stencils on the glass door. Maison fondée en 1826.
      

      
      I pushed past a sagging stand of postcards: lovers in front of the Eiffel Tower, a child running with a baguette under his
         arm, a nude woman squatting over a bidet. A ruddy brass bell tinkled on a chain from the doorknob as we walked in. The smell
         of dust and beeswax came from the carefully polished shelves, the color of dark chocolate, which lined the walls. In one corner
         there was a spiral staircase, so small a fat cat would have trouble climbing it. I could almost feel the bustle of my dress
         sweeping the floor. Clearly this city was not going to do any good for my already tenuous hold on the twenty-first century.
      

      
      [image: image]

      
      AFTER A HALF-HOUR wait over a dish of green olives and a glass of the house apéritif, the waitress came to take our order. We were having a late lunch at L’Hermès, a small restaurant in the 19th arrondissement,
         up the hill from Gwendal’s apartment.
      

      
      “Eh, alors,” began the waitress, describing the day’s specials. “We have duck with braised cabbage and apples, cassoulet, and very special”—she
         nodded for emphasis—“du porc noir de Bigorre.”
      

      
      “What is special about this pig?” asked Gwendal, launching her into the grandest of explanations.

      
      “Well,” she said, putting down her pad on the counter. “He has short black hair. He’s about this big.” She stretched her arms
         wide enough to take in the length of our table and the one next to us. “He is very particular, very difficult to raise en captivité. You see, he likes to eat in the forest, whatever he wants.” And stopping to consider the charmed life of this truffle-hunting,
         free-roaming raven-haired beast, she finished with a flourish. “Il est heureux, quoi. He’s happy!”
      

      
      I could see it on his face, Gwendal was more than convinced. What could be more salubrious than a luncheon of happy pig? I
         ordered the cassoulet.
      

      
      I found that getting to know Gwendal was a bit like befriending a very personable (and sexy) alien. He looked like the people
         I knew, and spoke (sort of) like the people I knew, but he was clearly wired differently. Of course I’d had to get to know
         previous boyfriends—but I’d never had to get to know someone in quite this way. The boys I’d been out with before went to
         the same schools, came from the same towns. I could assume what they’d be thinking about a whole lot of things. I could never
         assume what Gwendal would be thinking about anything. Although we were roughly the same age, we didn’t have the same cultural
         references. I didn’t know anything about Serge Gainsbourg, he had never seen The Breakfast Club or eaten a Twinkie. On our way to the restaurant, we passed the Stalingrad metro station. “Why is there a metro in Paris
         named after a city in Communist Russia?” I asked.
      

      
      “The battle,” he said, looking at me like maybe I was speaking Russian. “When Stalin defeated Hitler on the Eastern Front.”

      
      Duh. It was only the moment that turned the tide of the entire Second World War, saving France from permanent occupation and
         humiliation by Nazi Germany. There was no metro station named D-day.
      

      
      It wasn’t just what we knew, it was what we wanted. Everyone I knew back home had a similar checklist, and the first item
         (underlined, with an exclamation point) was success. Like most of my friends, at twenty-five, I considered myself to be in the slog-it-out stage—doing whatever we had to do
         to become the people we wanted to be. If that meant working hundred-hour weeks at banks, law firms, tech start-ups, or news magazines, so be it.
         We were on the straight and narrow path toward partnerships, IPOs, Pulitzers, whatever would prove to us—and the world—that
         we had arrived.
      

      
      Gwendal didn’t seem to have a checklist. In fact, it was easy to get him to talk about anything but. Like that pig foraging
         in the woods, Gwendal seemed to have only one consideration when making a decision: does this make me happy, does this give
         me pleasure? Frankly, it struck me as a little odd.
      

      
      The porc noir de Bigorre turned out to be a simple grilled pork chop served with sautéed potatoes and brussels sprouts. Under the toasted breadcrumbs,
         my cassoulet was a small hill of white beans, cooked to unctuous perfection with a piece of confit de canard, a nice hunk of sausage, and a hint of tomato. Somehow, I felt no particular need to know the hair color of the animals that
         had sacrificed themselves for my meal.
      

      
      We were both yawning a bit over our empty espresso cups as we pushed back our chairs from the table. Thankfully, these leisurely
         winter lunches were usually followed by a nap. Gwendal had introduced me to the concept of le cinq à sept. Literally, it means “the five to seven,” that hard-to-account-for time after work when lovers meet for a quick tryst before
         going home to their families for dinner. Vive la France.

      
      As we put on our coats to go, I noticed a framed picture on the table just beside the door. It was the famous black pig, a
         long dark Tootsie Roll, lolling around on the hay in his pen. He did look happy. All the same, I’m glad I didn’t see him before we sat down to lunch.
      

      
      [image: image]

      
      
         
         Recipes Inspired by the Bistro Sainte Marthe

         
         
            
            
            SWORDFISH TARTARE

            
            Tartare d’Espadon

            
            
            
               I first tasted this appetizer at the Bistro Sainte Marthe. Tartare couldn’t be easier. It’s essentially small cubes of the
                  raw fish in a gussied-up vinaigrette. I’ve toyed around with several versions; these are my favorites. You can make them separately,
                  or serve a tasting portion of each with fresh greens in between. The following recipe is for an appetizer, but a few sautéed
                  potatoes will turn it into a light meal. Served on radicchio or endive leaves, it makes quite the chichi little hors d’oeuvre.
               

            

            
            
               
               Traditional

               
               ½ pound freshest swordfish steak (be sure to tell your fishmonger you’ll be eating it raw)

               
               1 tablespoon plus 1 teaspoon lemon juice

               
               ¼ teaspoon coarse sea salt

               
               2 teaspoons whole grain mustard

               
               2 teaspoons walnut oil

               
               2 tablespoons best-quality extra-virgin olive oil

               
               2 tablespoons chopped chives

               
               2 teaspoons chopped dill

               
            

            
            
               
               
                  Trim the fish of any skin and red flesh and cut what remains into regular quarter-inch cubes. Set them aside in a glass dish
                     in the coldest part of the refrigerator.
                  

               
                  In a small glass jar or airtight plastic container, combine all the remaining ingredients (minus the dill). Shake vigorously to combine. Chill.
                  

               
                  Five minutes before you are ready to serve the fish, add the vinaigrette and dill. Stir well to coat. If you leave the fish
                     to marinate any longer, the citrus will start to cook it—and you’ll end up with ceviche, which does not have the same fresh texture as tartare.
                  

               

               
            

            
            Yield: Serves 2 as an appetizer, or makes 4 “tasting” servings

            
            
               
               Asian

               
               ½ pound freshest swordfish steak (be sure to tell your fishmonger you’ll be eating it raw)

               
               1 tablespoon plus 1 teaspoon lime juice

               
               ¼ teaspoon coarse sea salt

               
               2 teaspoons finely grated fresh ginger

               
               1 teaspoon Thai fish sauce

               
               1 teaspoon sugar

               
               2 tablespoons chopped chives

               
               2 teaspoons sesame oil

               
               4 tablespoons best-quality extra-virgin olive oil

               
               ½ cup ripe mango, peeled and diced

               
               A good grinding of mixed peppercorns

               
               1 tablespoon cilantro, finely chopped

               
            

            
            
               
               
                  Prepare the fish and combine the ingredients (lime juice through oils) for the vinaigrette as in the “Traditional” recipe.

               Five minutes before you are ready to serve the fish, stir in the vinaigrette, mango, pepper, and cilantro.

               

               
            

            
            Yield: Serves 2 as an appetizer, or makes 4 “tasting” servings

            
         

         
         
            
            
            OVEN-ROASTED PORK RIBS WITH HONEY
            

            
            Travers de Porc au Miel

            
            
            
               I know why bistros love this dish—easy prep, all done in advance. Use fresh rosemary if you can; it makes a real difference.
                  Serve with a mound of crushed potatoes, soaked with the slick honey sauce.
               

            

            
            
               
               ½ cup rosemary honey (or other strong honey)

               
               ¼ cup olive oil

               
               ¼ cup red wine vinegar

               
               1 teaspoon coarse sea salt

               
               2 cloves garlic, lightly crushed with the back of your knife

               
               1½ teaspoons dried rosemary, or a few sprigs of fresh

               
               4 pounds pork spareribs, cut into individual pieces

               
            

            
            
               
               
                  Whisk together the honey, oil, vinegar, sea salt, garlic, and dried rosemary (if using).
                  

               Place the ribs in a large zipper-lock plastic bag and pour in the marinade. If using fresh rosemary, add the whole sprigs
                     to the bag. Refrigerate for 1½ hours, turning occasionally.
                  

               Preheat the oven to 300ºF.

               Arrange the spareribs in a single layer in a large roasting pan. In a small saucepan, bring the marinade to a boil. Pour it
                     over the ribs and roast in the oven for 2 to 3 hours, turning once or twice. Remove the ribs from the oven and skim a bit
                     of fat from the sauce.
                  

               You can let the ribs rest overnight at this point. Reheat them gently in the sauce.

               

               
            

            
            Yield: Serves 4

            
            
               
                  
                     An ode to coarse sea salt: Since I’ve moved to Paris, I have a whole new relationship with salt. Coarse sea salt—obtained
                           from the evaporation of seawater—is plentiful and cheap in France. The crystals are dried in snowy mounds, particularly in Brittany (Guérande) and the Camargue. I find the taste more subtle than table salt. If you’ve
                           never tried it, now is the time. Put it in a small glass jar on the counter and take a pinch as needed. Sprinkling by hand
                           gives you much more control than a shaker or a grinder. I find there’s a sensual quality to it as well, like dusting your
                           food with tiny diamonds.

                  
               

            

            
         

         
         
            
            
            INDIVIDUAL MOLTEN CHOCOLATE CAKES

            
            Moelleux au Chocolat “Kitu”

            
            
            
               If you have a chocoholic in your life, prepare to be worshipped. Perfect for dessert for two, this recipe also makes you look
                  a teensy bit like a culinary genius in front of guests. Make the batter in advance, and pop the cakes into the oven right
                  after dinner. As for accompaniments, resist the temptation to go overboard; forget the caramel sauce and raspberry coulis.
                  A dollop of lightly sweetened whipped cream or a golf ball–sized scoop of vanilla ice cream is all that’s required.
               

            

            
            
               
               8 tablespoons (1 stick) unsalted butter

               
               5 ounces dark chocolate (70 percent cocoa; the quality of the chocolate is essential—I use Valrhona or Green & Black’s)

               
               A good pinch of coarse sea salt

               
               2 eggs

               
               2 egg yolks

               
               ¼ cup sugar

               
               1 tablespoon flour

               
            

            
            
               
               
                  Preheat the oven to 450ºF.

               Melt butter and chocolate together in the top of a double boiler or in the microwave. Add sea salt.

               Meanwhile, beat together the eggs, egg yolks, and sugar with a whisk or an electric beater until light and slightly foamy.

               Add the egg mixture to the warm chocolate; whisk quickly to combine. Add flour and stir just to combine. The batter will be
                     quite thick.
                  

               The unmolding is the tricky part of these little cakes; the only foolproof solution I’ve found is to use Reynolds foil cupcake
                     liners (paper liners don’t work, they stick). Use 5 or 6 liners stacked together so they’re rigid enough to make a freestanding
                     mold. Make 6 of these molds. (If you can’t the find foil baking cups, use small ramekins, generously buttered.)
                  

               Divide the batter evenly among the molds. (You can make the cakes in advance to this point and chill them until you’re ready
                     to bake. But be sure to bring the batter back to room temperature before baking.)
                  

               Baking time will depend on your oven; start with 7 minutes for a thin outer shell with a completely molten interior, 8 minutes
                     for a slightly thicker crust and a gooey heart.
                  

               

               
            

            
            Yield: Serves 6

            
            
               
                  
                     Tip: These also cook well straight from the freezer. Freeze directly in the foil cupcake holders. Take them out of the freezer
                           about 10 minutes in advance. Bake at 410ºF for approximately 15 to 17 minutes.

                  
               

            

            
         

         
      

      
   


End of sample
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