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THE TRAIN LIGHTS FLICKER OUT AS 
WE MAKE A SLOW, WIDE ARC TOWARD 
THE CITÉ METRO STATION IN THE 
HEART OF PARIS.
An impulse rises up from the waves of sleepiness: we’re here. I grab my 

backpack and stand as soon as there is enough light to make out the 

details of the cabin. My head is giddy and indifferent to the jet lag in my 

arms and legs. It floats like a balloon pulling a heavy ribbon, dragging the 

rest of me though the rocking car toward the doors. 

I take a deep breath of the tunnel air and imagine the breezy streets above 

me. I won’t write “ah, Paris,” but I feel it. This isn’t my first time here, just 

my first time in too long. 

I step over the careless leg of a girl sleeping on her boyfriend. He’s 

smiling. And smiling is practically dancing in the aisles for Parisians. 

Somebody must have gotten lucky last night. Her brown hair is a little 

frizzy; it ’s damp today. But it ’s often damp here, and bad hair is just the 

price you pay.

I move through the aisle with the slowing train, pulled by the momentum 

past the only other person: an older man sitting alone. He glances up from 

his newspaper. I glance back. He’s handsome, unshaven in a good way, and 

somehow pulling off a pair of pointy shoes. Well done. 

I know what you’re thinking. Please don’t play matchmaker. I won’t be 

resting my frizzy hair on anyone’s shoulder. 

My heart belongs to Paris. 

The train is directly under the river now, where the metro line crosses the 

Seine like a giant X-marks-the-spot. A treasure map for explorers! Love 

for the lucky! Enlightenment for believers! 

And crêpes for everyone else.
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I reach the metro door and check my watch. About 10 minutes left. I grab 

the handle and claim first position to leave. No matter your age, there’s a 

childish thrill in beating everyone to the exit.

I hear Frizzy Hair laugh behind me. She and Got Lucky are heading for 

the other door. They stumble against the momentum of the train, and she 

feigns a fall into him. Player.

His luck holds up because he keeps his balance. They glance at me as she 

whispers in his ear. He lifts his metro door handle up and to the left, and 

then holds it there. A clear challenge. 

If it ’s a race you want, it ’s a race you’ ll get. 

Lights on. The train glides into the bright semi-dome of the station then 

curves to a halt. Both doors pop open. Already in motion, I step onto 

the platform as Lucky and Frizz lose their balance this time and stumble 

backward. Disaster at the gate!

I look for the stairs, but am distracted by the long, orderly line of silver 

lamps. Each post rises and curves like a spent lily, drooping down into 

three glowing orbs. Together, they flood the cavernous white-tiled arch of 

the ceiling with a light so endlessly reflected, it feels sourceless. 

When I come to, Frizz and Lucky are already at the stairs. The steps 

zigzag back and forth across the massive cistern that leads to the surface 

20 meters above. Too late to catch them, I gamble on a different route.

The riveted metal walls gleam like the skin of a 19th-century diving bell. 

And like divers, my competitors have to take a break halfway up - in this 

case, to make out. 

Suckers. I jump in the elevator behind the older man just as the doors 

close, and we begin our quick ascent to the station entrance. 

I win, and the day is mine.
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UNLIKE NEW YORK, PARIS IS THE CITY 
THAT SLEEPS. 
No matter how early you wake up in New York, you’ve already missed 

it. Someone was up earlier. Something already happened. Someone else 

caught the worm. 

But here, a long silence reigns from about 2:00am until dawn. Then,  

when the sun rises, you have the pleasure of waking up with everyone  

else. Notable exceptions: Me, bakers, and drunk twenty-something Brits. 

My head aches from the jet lag and lack of sleep, but the cool damp air 

helps. I’m here to watch the city wake up. Like a creepy, stalky girlfriend, 

I want to watch it open its eyes. Good morning, lover. Whatcha thinking 

about? 

I walk toward the Pont Saint-Louis, glancing around for the first sign of 

people. None, so I jog. The light show is about to begin. The cloudless 

sky grows brighter by the minute, then the sun emerges from behind the 

rooftops along the right bank. To the south, the light grazes the roofs of 

the tallest Haussmann buildings on the Île Saint-Louis. It slowly creeps 

down the dormer windows set out from the mansard roofs, then down 

further to the balconies. Elaborate, lacy shadows gain definition and dance 

between the intricate stonework and wrought iron.  

The sunrise has already claimed two full rows of windows. They reflect 

light onto the entire length of the bridge, and a tall double window near 

the edge of the building casts a fiery orange onto me. Behind that double 

window, someone feels the warmth on his eyelids. Rise and shine! The Sun 

King calls! Time for your morning ablutions! Time to saunter down the 

boulevards!

The light drips like white paint down the stone facade, reaching the 

second floor, where a man opens his window to let it in. He peeks out 

from behind an impressive gray mustache to assess the weather. He squints 
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down-river, then toward the street below where a petite woman sees him 

and waves good morning. Wife? Neighbor? 

Definitely mistress.

When the sunlight finally reaches the water, it gilds the reflection of the 

buildings and trees with gold. The water sparkles as it flows under the 

bridge, then bounces the light onto its stone underbelly. In a few minutes, 

the sun will rise high enough to reach over the tops of the right bank 

buildings, and will dress the streets in a uniform of pale yellow. But in 

these last few moments, everything is orange and pink and ephemeral. It 

illuminates the island like a hall of natural mirrors.

A moped roars by, straining second gear. Somewhere in the interior of 

the island, a dog barks, and a woman barks back. The spell is broken, and 

Monsieur Moustache is down on the street now, waiting for his dog to 

sniff a tangle of grass. The day is bright and full of possibility. And here I 

am standing still. 

Time to go.
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RUE JEAN DU BELLAY RUNS DIRECTLY 
INTO THE BRIDGE THAT CONNECTS 
THE TWO ISLANDS, PONT SAINT-LOUIS. 
Outside of Café Saint-Régis, which faces the bridge from the Saint-Louis side, the 

staff prepares for the morning customers. It ’s chillier here. The sun won’t 

reach the interior of the island for hours. The only warmth emanates from 

inside the café, carrying good smells with it. A waitress, clearly in charge, 

directs the staff as she organizes the one-shot cups on top of the espresso 

machine. 

The two waiters drag tipsy stacks of cane chairs to the sidewalk. There’s 

very little street traffic on the island, but on its perimeter, the sound of 

cars and mopeds steadily builds. Morning has arrived, and everyone moves 

quickly now. 

The waitress comments on the cold as she readies the tables with ashtrays 

and menus for the earliest guests. She heads back in with her empty tray, 

passing one of the waiters who is carrying salt, pepper and sugar. She 

returns with a tray of vases, each with one small red carnation. 

Where did the second waiter sneak off to? There. He has rounded the 

corner and lit up a cigarette. Rough night. With one foot against the wall 

he takes a long drag. I wonder what kept him up all night. Insomnia? 

Tolstoy? No, a breakup. Crazy Pauline again with her possessiveness and 

drunk dialing. 

If only he knew how much the waitress digs him, but he can’t see it. 

She waits, just inside, with her back to him - an obvious ploy. Feigned 

indifference. Look how she pulls a shot from the shiny espresso machine. 

Look how she sips that shot as if it weren’t a metaphor for something else. 

The games we play.

Across the street at another café, a potbellied man in a blue sweater hands 
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a broom to the bus boy. He gestures to some trash in the street, and walks 

back toward the restaurant. The bus boy sweeps last night ’s cigarettes into 

the gutter along with the remnants of a baguette. The food attracts a flock 

of pigeons. To get rid of them, he flicks a piece of bread in their direction, 

startling and delighting them all at once. The rhythmic scrape of the 

broom blends with the sounds of flapping wings as they approach again. 

He sends another piece flying, which sends the pigeons flying. 

Up the street, a large green sanitation truck blasts the sidewalks clean 

as the washing outlets in the gutter turn on. The deluge sends even the 

feistiest pigeons to the balconies. But they ’ ll be back for breakfast. The 

last of the water snakes its way down the gutters taking everything with it, 

leaving behind the scent of fresh rain on the pavement. 

Back at Café Saint-Régis, the eight chairs and four tables are filling up 

now. Customers settle in as the wait staff picks up the tempo. The two 

waiters rush back and forth, in and out of the doors, greeting each guest 

and passing out menus. Just above the flurry of activity, an apartment 

window over the café opens and a lanky man leans on the windowsill to 

smoke a cigarette. He looks down, nods to one of the waiters, then idly 

stares at the action unfolding on the street. 

He barely smokes. The cigarette is only a timer, and the street is his 

therapy. From up there, he can see it all - the cafés, the patrons, the 

pigeons, the food and menus and drinks - for what it is: a ritual. Routines 

wear you down and dull your senses. But rituals connect. You to yourself, 

you to everyone else. No one here has grabbed a croissant and coffee to eat 

on the run. They sit. They linger. And whether they know it or not, they ’re 

a part of something bigger and wonderful. It ’s simple, human and holy.

A table opens up and I take my seat. I’ ll order a coffee and drink it to 

wake up. But that ’s not why I’m here. I’m here to be here. I’m here to be 

part of it. To watch the ritual unfold. To take part in doing nothing. 

And maybe that Crazy Pauline will show. Now that would be something.










