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Life and nothing else! 
 

By Jean-Michel Papirchuk 
 

Life my dear friend is what it is at any given 
moment, with each breath we take; sometimes 
noble and splendid in every aspect, at other 
times a grinding drudgery to secure a dry roof 
above and food on the table.  The gain of small 
victories is all too often paid for by multitudes 
in backbreaking labor, for some by searing 
emotional pain or others in gut-wrenching 
intellectual angst.  And yet, no matter what, to 
the core atom of our being, life, magnificent 
and generous is everything!  

 



 2 

 
 
 

La Kermesse à Ay-Champagne 
 

 
Music of the classic composers is God’s balm to soothe the 

pain and scars we earn during our ongoing battle with life’s daily 
challenges.  Recently, I stumbled upon ‘In a Persian Market’ 
composed by the inspired Albert Ketelbey; after the first few notes 
I was flooded with a bittersweet emotion such as I’d not believed I 
could experience.  As a sunken ship might miraculously resurface 
atop a now placid sea my heart ached as long forgotten snatches 
of remembrance surfaced from the abyss of my memory.  Eagerly 
I rummaged through a jumble of youthful souvenirs to understand 
why that particular melody would have made so powerful an 
impression. 

 
I’d long carried that exotic air within a fog-bound recess of 

my brain, a shadowy orchestra played the familiar notes in the 
dark and yet I could never discover its source, until now, decades 
later.  How did this miracle happen? Simply by a serendipitous 
happenstance, the way such things can only happen.  My local 
library was having its annual book sale and one corner table was 
allotted to included videos and music CDs.  Curious, I was picking 
through when one CD’s jacket caught my eye – “In a Persian 
Market” it read.  I immediately threw it in my basket, not knowing 
why but the title was irresistible and I don’t demur against my own 
instincts, ever.   An hour later, the first few notes heard swept 
through my heart’s echo chamber; I was dreamily transported 
back to a time when a fertile, pink-hued imagination ruled my daily 
life.  Immediately, transported back to where pictured in my mind’s 
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eye an event that was as passionate for a boy, then eight or 
perhaps nine years old, as that which I will now relate for the very 
first time.  

 
* * * * * * * * * * * * * 

 
There was an annual ‘kermesse’ held in my hometown of Ay-

Champagne.  As you surely know it’s a town fair held usually to 
celebrate the feast of a saint, in our case St. Vincent, the patron 
saint of viniculture, and an opportunity to organize a celebration 
with a view to gather funds for charitable works.  Roederer, one 
the big Champagne houses freed its large courtyard for the 
carnival games and rides, including the delight of young children, 
the colorful carousel and for the older, garishly loud bump-cars, 
plus games of chance, of which one proved to be a Wheel of 
Fortune, the cause of my early addiction to gambling.   

 
So there I was on this sunny feast day, wandering around, 

gawking at the several booths, I remember one in particular 
touting a vacuum cleaner, a not so common item back then.  
Curious adults, mostly women were gathered up front listening to 
the man’s staccato spiel and watching his attractive assistant 
dumping piles of dust on the raised wooden floor and then seeing 
all of it sucked up the nose of a long rubber snake, so it looked to 
me. Magic!  Housewives looked on with a gleam in their eyes, 
whereas tight-fisted as usual most men shrugged their shoulders 
not wanting to part with anything near the kind of money asked 
for, after all what was wrong with a broom and dust pan?  

 
Now and then I’d leave the proximity of my parents and run 

off with the other children in our group.  I was the only boy among 
five girls ranging from five to 16 years and they had their own 
agenda, what to see and what to do.  For my part, I was running 
thither and there all agog with excitement.  Finally, my parents 
signaled to gather as they planned on returning to our home for 
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supper.  The other family, my parent’s best friends came from 
Epernay, the ‘big’ town where I was born, all of three kilometers 
away.  Every Sunday without fail we dined together, alternating 
between households.  It was always something of a feast as 
Monsieur O. was the head chef at the largest hotel in Epernay and 
thus had access to the best of what a good table might warrant; 
my father working for Pommery supplied the wines, the Ratafia 
and Champagne too.   

 
To be candid, looking back it’s not wonder I always thought 

people ate lobster, caviar, escargot or filet mignon as a matter of 
course, even though we were solidly part of the working class.  
Little did I know until we landed in this country where finding a 
Camembert and a decent loaf of bread was a felicitous event of 
no small proportion.  I shouldn’t neglect to report that at times in a 
supermarket we might have found an insipid Danish brand of so-
called Camembert that, imagine this, came in a tin, lucky us! So 
we all gathered and started off towards home but I had one coin 
left in my hand.  I’d not immediately spent it as the other children 
had on candy or ice cream (my oldest sister bought a lipstick, 
Rouge Baiser, as I remember).  No, I’d been saving it until I could 
figure out exactly what flavor ice cream I really, really wanted to 
savor.  Would it be chocolate, strawberry or my usual favorite 
vanilla? Since I had enough for two scoops, would I opt for a 
combo, but which one? Vanilla for sure, but would it be chocolate 
or strawberry? It first would require some quantum physics 
thinking before adding up one and one, but which ones would 
make two? Now, I opened my fist to show my mother I still had the 
coin and could I please be allowed to stay behind and spend it? If 
you knew my mother it was a huge surprise she agreed and 
before she could change her mind I scooted away.  

 
But then, as these things happen, the devil threw a curve at 

innocent me.  I ran right by a clattering Wheel of Fortune and I 
stopped for a moment to see what was going on.  What was the 
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hawker’s rapid-fire chatter all about? People were giving him 
money and he was spinning a colorful wheel with lights flashing as 
it rattled round and round.  Every now and then it would come to a 
halt and a red pliable arrow would point to a number; he’d look 
down the long table in front of him pretending not to hear the 
excited winner.  He had to milk the moment to attract more 
players.  Finally he’d acknowledge the winner; he’d yell into his 
microphone, loud and clear, “Héhé, un gagnant! Héhéladida! Pour 
gagner il faut jouer!”  Where have you heard that one? To win 
you’ve got to play.   So what did I do? I plunked down my coin and 
picked up the number 13 paddle that I promptly laid down on 
number 13.  My birth date, of course, and needless to say the 
number I’d wear henceforth on any and all my sports jerseys.  And 
wouldn’t you know it, I WON!   

 
Unbelievably he reached behind on the shelf where an 

assortment of kewpie dolls, cheap porcelain vases and other 
gaudy knick-knacks were stacked, but first making a flourish of 
showing the assembled losers what he had for me, he reached 
down over the railing to hand me a bottle of Ratafia, the only item 
of real value.  Why for me?  Was it his little joke? I’ll never know 
but oh my dear friends, I was dazzled beyond what words can 
describe.  For the first time in my life I had something of my very 
own that had nothing to do with my sisters who always organized 
the giving of gifts on festive days, such as Mother’s Day, Father’s 
Day, Christmas and so on, to offer to my parents.  They were just 
now ambling away, out the large front gates when I caught up to 
them.  “Maman, Papa!!! Here, look what I got!”  

 
To everyone’s surprise I was clutching a bottle of the famed 

local aperitif called Ratafia de Champagne.  It came in a roundish 
bottle inside a straw basket that cradled the bottom half; the Italian 
Chianti bottle is very much similar.  Ratafia is created by blending 
Mar de Champagne (an eau de vie distilled from the pressed pulp 
of Pinot or Chardonnay grapes) with sweet and unfermented 
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grape juice.  It’s delicious, if you have a chance to do so, buy a 
bottle, chill it and I guarantee you’ll love it.   Proud as a peacock, I 
handed the bottle to my mother and loudly proclaimed, “Here, it’s 
for us at dinner.”  I had to explain how I had come by this little 
surprise by somehow being bold enough to gamble my one little 
coin.  Monsieur O, immediately responded with a coin pressed 
into my hand, “Here, get your ice cream, but no more gambling!” 

 
Incidentally, I’d like to remind you, if the thought occurred 

how it was that one so young was allowed to win a bottle of 
fortified wine, or even to gamble for that matter? Remember this 
was in France and no one would even have given the right or 
wrong of either a second thought.  As far back as I could 
remember I’d been allowed to drink wine (albeit watered down a 
bit) at the dinner table and that’s probably why when I turned of 
legal drinking age in this country I didn’t immediately embark on a 
bender to prove my adulthood.  The result of a much more 
cultured outlook, drinking alcohol was old hat to me.  (At this 
juncture I invite you to check out  ‘Drunk as a moufette’ my story 
elsewhere on this blog.) 

 
Yet again I was allowed to run back to finally get my ice 

cream cone.  Allow me to open a parenthesis at this juncture.  I 
must say just a few words about a French ‘glace’ – it’s actually 
better tasting than Italian gelato, and no one will contest the latter 
is delicious.  So how come? First of all it’s refrigerated at a very 
low temperature, so cold it stabs you between the eyes with 
instant pain the second you lick it, and believe it or not that’s one 
very good reason French ices are so delicious, it doesn't melt 
soon but remains firm and crunchy on the tongue.  Trust me I’ve 
made a study of the two, compared in several cities in each 
country and undoubtedly the very best was a white chocolate mint 
ice cream I lucked on in Paris on my way up the steep street of 
Montmartre.  Shameless, without any self-restraint, I gobbled my 
double scoop so quickly that I returned immediately to the corner 
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‘boulangerie and was lucky enough to have the comely 
‘demoiselle’ scrape enough for a triple and that was all there was 
left.  She was pleased to inform me it was the specialty of the 
owner and much appreciated by locals.  There’s never enough to 
finish the day she explained.  Why doesn’t he make more? 
Simple, if he did the other flavors would suffer and besides it was 
the law of supply and demand.  Indeed, even an ice cream maker 
knows how to make that work.   

 
And here’s the sad aftermath – I thought about it the rest of 

the day and before falling asleep until the next day I made a 
special trip for more, planning to gorge with as many cones as I 
wanted to indulge myself but no matter how many street corners I 
scoured, I couldn’t find the ice cream palace again.  I couldn’t 
believe it.  I spent a couple of hours in vain and even now 
whenever I hike up to the Sacré Coeur, I always keep an eye out 
just in case.  It’s not surprising as the streets leading up are 
torturous and not given to the usual grid pattern in North American 
cities that makes finding one’s way so much easier; on the other 
hand it’s an adventure to navigate around successfully in Paris.   

 
Incidentally, while on the subject of self-indulgence, I admit 

that if I particularly liked something as a child, I now go all out as 
an adult to keep to my promises, to wit that when I’d grow up I’d 
have as much of anything as I wanted and I’m happy to claim for 
the most part I have kept to the ancient promise.  I highly 
recommend that you scour your memory bank, try to remember 
your own childhood promises and keep them – believe me it is a 
satisfying endeavor without parallel.  

 
I handed the bottle to my Mom but first whispered in her ear, 

“Please be sure to save some for me.”  
 
“Of course,” she assured, “it couldn't be any other way.” 
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Satisfied once again I ran back to the festivities.  Mr. O had 
generously doubled my fortune and now I’d have all three flavors 
on a triple scoop cone – hurrah! I aimed straight for the ice cream 
booth but again fate intervened.  From one of the loudspeakers 
hung high on a couple of light standards a self-assured, 
cadenced, deep-throated voice called everyone’s attention to what 
he generously declared center stage.  “Attention!  Attention!  
Mesdames, Messieurs, enfant de tout age!”  He exhorted each 
and everyone present to hasten to the stage to witness the grand 
finale to the day’s festivities.  In fact, all booths were peremptorily 
declared closed, ‘immédiatement, tout de suite’, and so went my 
last chance at the ice cream trifecta! 

 
Under a stretched white canvas several sturdy oak wine 

casks (empty) covered with thick planking indeed provided a 
temporary stage. Immediately I forgot my forsaken frozen treat 
and ran to get ahead of the slow moving crowd.  I beat just about 
everybody except for a couple of older boys and found myself just 
about at the center and front row, my nose just reaching slightly 
above the stage floor.   

 
There was an air of hushed expectations as no one knew 

what was about to be presented except it had something to do 
with ‘une présentation gala’ according to the announcer who 
turned out to be our school principal, what a surprise! No it 
shouldn’t have been for since he’d been transferred to my small 
Catholic school for boys, culturally speaking, Mr. Houppe had 
transformed our town.  In a couple of years, he’d reformed the 
church choir.  He played the organ too but then he’d leap up and 
lead the choir with great flowing gestures while adding his 
splendid baritone voice.  He’d also created a theatre group 
presenting plays by great French authors, and now front and 
center holding his microphone both hands, a tall man he bowed 
with elegance and left the stage backing up, impressive.  He was 
a one-man edifying tsunami, a Renaissance man par excellence 
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and as a teacher, unparalleled, no other ever came close to 
inspire me as he did.   He was definitely ‘The Most Memorable 
Man’ I’d ever met and worthy of a story about him alone, 
absolutely.  And who knows, perhaps some day.   

 
 A gala presentation, my goodness what might that be? 

Suddenly, a striking melody started, first softly then cranked up by 
whoever was manning the sound system.  To begin, light 
introductory notes of woodwinds soon followed by a full orchestral 
sound complete with the jingling of tambourines – magically a 
musical picture of a foreign scene immediately impressed itself 
upon my mind.  Iʼd never heard anything so mystifying or beautiful 
and that was only the beginning.   

 
In a few seconds the most thrilling, beautiful sight burst onto 

the scene.  A dozen or more young girls, ranging from perhaps 
five to 13 or 14 years old slowly made their way in from behind a 
temporary curtain.  With poise and yet verve, they slowly stepped 
in a single line, let by the littlest one to the very front, almost to 
where I was strategically placed then one to the left, one to the 
right, until all where in position.  Decked out in a variation of a 
Japanese kimono and what passed for a French provincialʼs idea 
of a Geisha, they held folded parasols at the ready; head resting 
on a shoulder, listening to the musical notes, they stood perfectly 
still for a moment.   The entire audience was mesmerized, none 
more so than me.  The truth is I was dazzled; Iʼd never witnessed 
anything so, so outside of my usual vision of things.  Iʼd already 
devoured many a book of travel adventures, my favorite reading, 
but this was beyond the horizon of what I might have imagined in 
the most foreign corner of this globe. 

 
On a beat theyʼd been waiting for, the dancers in perfect 

unison opened the parasols; they were of bamboo frame and wax 
paper, each a different color with a motif of flowers and tropical 
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birds.  I can close my eyes and see the entire scene in the 
minutest details.  Confidently twirling the parasols, the dancers 
elegantly swayed to the tune of the most exotic melody I’d ever 
heard and then began a slow rotation around the stage.  Every 
now and then, at the right beat, they’d curtsy, bow to the 
audience, twirl the umbrellas, shoulder them and reverse their 
circular route around the stage. The audience held their breath 
and not a sound came from any of us.   

 
One little girl, probably my age, was so pretty; undoubtedly 

the absolute prettiest and she captivated me from the start.  As 
luck would have it while daintily scurrying around the stage in a 
more or less perfect circle, the dancers would come to a pause on 
a downbeat, squat and face the audience.  Some of the dancers 
wore a serious look while others especially the littlest one 
delighted the audience with a happy grin.  My fairy princess 
happened to be lined up directly in front of me and when she 
curtsied we were almost nose-to-nose.    

 
She looked me straight in the eyes and smiled such a smile I 

was bowled over and for the first time in my life I was skewered by 
Cupid, not by an arrow, that would have been too gentle, but by a 
‘coup de bamboo’!  It was the going expression to express in 
which manner a soldier or ‘colon’ had been smitten by an Oriental 
woman, likely an Indo-Chinese. 

 
It happened not once but several times within the very 

simplistic dance choreography that she stooped directly in front of 
me, always staring me straight in the eyes, and yes always 
smiling in a most charming manner. In fact, I do believe she at 
least once pushed her way one step or two beyond where she 
ought to have stopped thus making the circle less perfect.  It 
seemed to me she had decided I was so thunderstruck by her 
she’d oblige by giving me more opportunities to admire her.  And I 
did! 
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And then it was over and I had no idea how long my trance 

had lasted. Mademoiselle, came on to graciously accept 
enthusiastic applause, grandly bowing and with sweeping 
gestures generously pointed to her ‘Corps de ballet’ if you want to 
be grandiose about it.  Now everyone was milling around hugging 
and taking photos; I was hoping she’d see me and come by so I 
could tell her she was splendid and beyond the pale of beauty.  
However, she was also accepting plaudits from several people, 
probably family and friends from Dizy, the small, very prosperous 
town next door and always a great rival in football (soccer) and 
now obviously superior to us in art and culture too as they claimed 
a prestigious ‘Ecole de Dance’ while in comparison we were clod-
hoppers.  Mon Dieu!  Under different circumstances I’d have been 
spiteful but not now.  She was finally being escorted away, a silk 
scarf draped over her shoulder.  I was so desperate to cry out 
‘bravo’ but of course much too shy and remained mute.  And yet, 
when all hope was gone, she did the most wonderful thing, all of a 
sudden she broke away and ran back to me.  Earnestly she 
asked, “Did you like the dancing?” 

 
“Oh, oui, oh oui!” I stammered. 
 
And then the ‘coup de foudre’ when she came close and 

whispered, “Did you like me?”  
 
“Oh oui… oh oui…” I was thunder struck and try as I could 

nothing else was coming out of my stupefied mouth.  
 
“C’est bien.  Je suis contente… aurevoir.”   
 
She left me standing there nailed to the spot, only the vague 

notion that a lovely fragrance wafted that must have been jasmine 
or something equally evocative of the mysterious Land of the 
Rising Sun.   
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And my friends that was that but it wasn’t to be the only 

salient moment of the day.  In a daze I slowly returned home in 
time to join the others who were already well into the desert and 
cheeses.   

 
My mother set a plate in front of me and prepared to bring 

some warm food or other but honestly I had no idea what it might 
have been when I was rudely shocked by the perfidious nature or 
adults.  Strong words indeed but when I asked, “Maman, can I 
have a taste of MY Ratafia?  An embarrassed silence all around 
the table was the only non-answer.  I won’t flog a dead horse 
uselessly but the awful truth came out.  There was none left, sorry 
about that, it was an oversight.  Here, have some of your favorite 
lemonade instead.  It’s cool, it’s good, and you always love it.    I 
was shocked and tears immediately welled into my eyes.  How 
could you? I was particularly distressed by what I considered my 
own mother’s betrayal, anyone but her would have been hurtful 
but not so serious a blow to my emotions. 

 
My father had realized how badly I was taking it as I’d 

pushed myself away from the table and rushed out of the dining 
room.  He quickly ran to the cellar and came back with another 
bottle of Ratafia.  He poured me a generous half-glass but I turned 
it away.  “It’s not my bottle.  It doesn’t have the straw around it.”   

 
“But it’s the same taste son.  Go on.  No one realized it 

meant that much to you and besides I don’t know who took the 
last drink.”   

 
I was adamant and he gave up with a shrug.  Mother too 

tried to console me but I simply stared into the distance.  No one 
realized I was already dreaming of an auburn-haired little girl who 
had danced straight into my heart. 
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* * * * * * * * * * * * * 
 

Ungenerous folks who’d learn of the extraordinary means I 
employed to find my lost Princess would have considered the 
aftermath rather pitiable.  Each Sunday, after I’d serve mass with 
my good pal Pierrot, I convinced him that we should go for long 
runs to get in tip-top shape.  Already I’d learned to imagine what in 
years to come I’d refer to as a ‘cover story’ so as to always be 
ready to counteract any scurrilous attack on my good name with a 
ready made excuse the need arising. I came up with a bogus tale 
about us getting ready to run the annual marathon up and down 
the hills surrounding Ay and we’d surely win the juvenile title.  I 
didn’t say which of us would but the idea was we’d be right up 
there and him being a couple of years older would surely have 
thought he’d be the one to gain the trophy.  The truth of the matter 
it was all about making the seven kilometer course I mapped out 
go through her home town, Dizy/sur/Ay.   

 
By the time we got there we’d already run some six kliks at a 

fast enough pace to make sure Pierrot was grateful for some slow 
jogging, while in the meantime I was scrutinizing every little girl we 
came by.  I slowed down and peered into the local bakery open on 
Sunday for those coming out of mass.  I ran on the spot to gain a 
few extra seconds but to no avail.  It wasn’t until about a full year 
later, that I spotted five or six young girls heading out as a group 
from the church.  They were on the other side of the street but I 
imagined I saw the long auburn tresses I was sure she had back 
then.   Tentatively I raised a hand in greeting and she’d stopped 
for a moment and waved back.  “Bonjour!”  She’d called out and 
then in response to her friends’ urgings she ran off, looking back 
but once.   

 
Was it her?  I’ll never know.  She had worn a white make-up 

and very pronounced rouge on the cheeks and cherry red lips.  If 
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I’d seen her face-to-face but a few weeks later I doubt I’d have 
recognized her but that possibility never crossed my mind. I was 
certain my pounding heart would immediately respond and I’d 
have found my exotic charmer.  Now a year later it was surely just 
wishful thinking. 

 
Then we left for Canada and that was that, as any 

reasonable person would think. Ah, but not me, fifteen years later 
visiting my hometown for the first time, on a Sunday I drove there, 
parked and walked in to the mass service.  I surreptitiously looked 
around; maybe she’d recognize me? 

 
There’s no fool as an old fool it is said but I don’t really buy 

into this ungenerous assessment of a romantic heart.  Each and 
every time I return to my hometown, I find a good reason to spend 
a few minutes wandering around Dizy.  I walk in to the very same 
bakery and come out with a ‘croissant au chocolat’ and munching 
spend a few minutes smiling at passers-by, women of course, and 
who knows, indeed who knows?  
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