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The chip fell off my shoulder thirty-four years ago in a crumbling pensione 

in Greece.  That’s what my traveling companions called it, the chip.  In truth, it 

was more a case of panic mixed with insecurity that led me to walk around 

Europe behaving as if the entire continent had offended me.   

  In a way, it had.  I had arrived in Paris, my first stop on a junior year 

abroad, with years of classroom French under my belt and the certainty that 

within a week I would be dancing along the Seine in my own version of An 

American in Paris.  Imagine my surprise when I failed to buy a train ticket to 

Versailles. 

“Where do you want to go, Mademoiselle?  Where?” 

The little man behind the ticket window scowled as my tongue twisted and 

the line of commuters behind me grew restive.  When he finally barked, “Allez et 

retour?” I was so panicked that I did not hear the question – Round trip? – and 

pushed out of the line in defeat.  The passing days did not improve the situation.  

In the market, when I asked for three apples – pommes – and was given instead 

a kilo of potatoes – pommes de terres – I was too embarrassed to admit my 

mistake and nodded as if, yes, this would just about feed my family.  I left the 

potatoes on a park bench within sight of the Eiffel Tower, and wandered back to 

the Left Bank where I tried to buy a half-baguette in a curtained storefront bakery 
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on the Rue des Carmes.  The baker frowned across the counter at my hesitant 

pronunciation. 

“Come again, mademoiselle?” she demanded as the other patrons 

watched.  “What kind of bread do you want?” 

Humiliated, I stopped taking risks in the language that I was supposed to 

know.  I was as curt with the baker as she first had been with me.  I pointed 

imperiously in the farmers’ market without deigning to speak.  I rarely chatted 

with the gracious French woman in whose apartment I stayed.  Nor did I talk 

much with the other junior year students, thus acquiring my reputation as the ice 

queen with a chip on her shoulder.  I missed half of the sights in France because 

no one invited me to see them, and after the Versailles experience, I was too 

frightened to buy a ticket alone. 

But frozen isolation could not protect me forever.  The meltdown came 

during a month-long Spring break when three of us shouldered our backpacks for 

an exploration of Egypt, Greece, and Italy.  In hindsight, I was lucky to be asked 

along.  The trip began badly.  Egypt’s heat and smells and sounds overwhelmed 

my embattled ego.  I sniffed my way through the country, impressed with the 

pyramids, but dismayed by everything else.  I survived on plain yogurt, imperious 

English, and my companions’ patience.  Until the evening that they abandoned 

me in a tiny whitewashed hill town in Greece.  At least, that is how it seemed to 

me at the time.  In truth, they wanted to eat, while I wanted to curl up and dream 

my way home to America. 
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“Then you go find someplace for us to stay,” said Margi, who until then 

had done all the arranging. 

“I can’t!” I protested.  “I don’t speak the language.” 

“Here.”  Margi tossed her French-Greek phrase book at me.  “I noticed a 

couple of pensiones up the road.  Get a room with three beds.”  She took pity on 

my stricken look, and added, “Don’t worry.  We’ll find you.” 

So I heaved my backpack and trundled off like a lost turtle. 

When no one responded to my furtive tapping on the door of the first 

pensione, I tiptoed away.  Under a string of Christmas lights in the courtyard of 

the second pensione, a couple sat writing postcards at a dented metal table. 

“Excuse me,” I blundered to a stop in front of them.  “Do you know if there 

are any rooms available here?” 

They looked up blankly and lifted their hands in the universal I-do-not-

understand sign.  That was when without forethought, tears swimming in my 

eyes, I used the only other language I knew.  “Umm.  Est-ce qu'il y a … mmm … 

est-ce qu’il y a des salles pour le loyer ici?”  They understood.  They even smiled. 

“But yes,” they said in French, “a big group left this morning, so there are 

lots of rooms.  Talk to the woman inside.”   

I did.  Word by slow word using Margi’s dictionary.  Forced to look up each 

word, I concentrated on the message instead of myself.  A room.  Please.  

Without private bath.  Three beds.  Two nights.  Breakfast of coffee, bread. And 

perhaps because the woman nodded so vigorously after each mutually 
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deciphered phrase, I smiled – for the first time since leaving the States?  Maybe.  

She added oranges to the list of breakfast foods.  I thanked her.  I like to think 

that I thanked her warmly, that I grinned broadly and laughed out loud with the 

pleasure of our successful transaction.  But that may be time’s rose-colored 

memory.  I do know that I found the words for two friends and mimed their 

imminent arrival.  Yes, she indicated that she would look out for them. 

“Efharisto,” I said.  Thank you.  I hope that I said it many times.  She 

flapped her wrinkled hands in front of her face and shook her head.  My money 

was enough thanks. 

Later, cross-legged on one of the three beds, not feeling the dribble of the 

ice chip as it melted from my shoulder, I took the next day literally in hand.  Bus.  

“Lo leoforio.”  Beach.  “I paralia.”  I leafed back to the common phrase section.  

How much is a ticket?  “Posa ena isitirio?”  A round-trip ticket.  “Ena isitirio met 

epistrofis.”  Three round trip tickets.   “Tria isitiria met epistrofis.” 

Five days later on the ferry from Greece to Italy, I announced, “I think that I 

should get an Italian phrase book.  A French-Italian phrase book.”   

“Good idea,” said Margi. 

“You can figure out the train to Pompeii,” added Kim. 

She was right. 

“Quando il treno a Pompeii è?” 

And when a group of men pestered us on that train, it was I who grabbed 

the new phrase book and ran down the aisle to beg a conductor’s help.  He 



 5 

moved us from second class to an empty first-class compartment and banished 

the young men to the other end of the train. 

“Well done,” said my patient friends.  That’s when I told them about the 

kilo of potatoes.  

That phrase book vanished sometime between graduate school and my 

first real job, but the lessons of traveling with humor, chutzpah, and a lack of self-

consciousness were not lost.  Well, not entirely lost.  I admit that despite a shelf 

of dog-eared language books and many years of subsequent travel, I still panic.  

Recently, I dragged my husband all over Barcelona trying to find a posted menu 

that I could read.  Each time a waiter came to the door of a restaurant with his 

eyebrows raised inquiringly, I fled, embarrassed by my ineptitude and too self-

conscious to ask for help.  

“I don’t recognize a single thing!” I moaned finally as the guidebook, the 

phrase book and the Menu Master for Spain all slipped from my grasp and 

landed on the sidewalk in front of the restaurant Set Portes. 

“Well,” said my husband.  “We are going to have to eat while we are in 

Spain.  Or at least,” he amended precisely, “I am going to have to eat.  Couldn’t 

we just go in and point?” 

We did go in.  We didn’t point.  We used broken bits of three languages 

and laughter.  The meal was delicious.  

 


