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all true, but I’m still far more comfortable in a small town, and in 
a small crowd.  Or no crowd.   Paris has a population of more 

than 2 million - 12 million if you 
count the urban area surrounding it.  
Who knows how many if you count 
the tourists.  I imagined spending most 
of my time fighting crowds, and stand-
ing in lines - essentially feeling like a 
guppy in a sea of people.  Which led 
us to our plan.  
 
Our plan for Paris was simple:  walk, 
eat, try the wine, and soak in the ambi-
ance.  Most of all, avoid long lines, 
and steer clear of the crowds.  And 
that’s what we did. 
 
It’s fun to let people ask us about our 
trip to Paris.  “So, did you go up the 
Eiffel Tower?”  Hmm, no.  “Did you 
go in the Louvre?”  In? No.   “Did you 
see any art – maybe in the Musee 
d’Orsay?”  No.  “Did you shop on 
Champs-Elysees?”  Still no.  “Did you 
dine in some fancy French restau-
rants?” Wow, that sounds fun, but no.   
“What the heck did you do?” 
 
Well, mostly we walked.  We didn’t 
wait in any long lines.  We didn’t go 
anywhere in a hurry.  We walked.  We 
sat in little cafés and ate bread, cheese 
and pasta.  We drank a little wine and 
beer.  We watched as people hurried 
past - other people, who apparently 

had somewhere to be.  Ellen sauntered into the occasional shop 
and I snapped a bunch of photos.  Really, we simply spent some 

 
Most people who have been to Paris love it.  It is after all, the City 
of Love.  Until recently, I was a notable 
exception, although admittedly, I didn’t 
give Paris much of a chance.  On a five 
day junket to London in 1995, my mom 
and I spent a day (that’s right, one day) 
in Paris.  Actually most of the day was 
spent in some form of transportation – 
either on the train getting to and from 
Paris, or in a variety of vehicles trying to 
get from one attraction to the next whilst 
in Paris.  We wanted to see as much of 
the city as we could – but in the end our 
strongest memories were of sitting on a 
bus in a wildly congested traffic circle, 
listening to horns honking, trying to fig-
ure out if we still had time to catch our 
train back to London.  The Eiffel Tower 
left a big impression on me – otherwise I 
had no desire to return to Paris again.  
Been there, done that.   
 
So, when we were organizing our trip to 
Dubai for a Manulife conference, and 
Ellen suggested we stop in Paris for a 
few days, my first reaction was “hell 
no” (I said that to myself).  My second, 
more carefully thought out response, and 
the one that I actually said out loud was, 
“That could be fun.” 
 
It’s important to note that I’m not a 
“city” person.  I know – I live near (but 
not in) the biggest city in Canada, and 
one of the biggest in the world.  And I frequent the core of that big 
city (we are talking about Toronto here) on a regular basis.   That’s 
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offer.   
 
The New York Times’ Style section has curiously been a favour-
ite of mine, and especially since my marriage ended about five 
years ago.  Although I am not particularly interested in the latest 
fashion trends or reading about celebrities attending Broadway 
premieres, this section of the newspaper also contains stories 
about people from all walks of life who meet each other and find 
happiness, often at great odds and in weird and wonderful ways.  
Perhaps, after my belief in Happily Ever After was shattered, 
reading about people for whom True Love Conquered All offered 
me hope that happiness might once again find me.  And when I 
met Susie for the first time over brunch, her boundless enthusiasm 
matched in intensity by her floral dress, I knew right away that we 
were destined to write our own love story. 
 
When the skies suddenly cleared after lunch on our second day in 
New York, I knew that the moment had come to put my secret 
plan into motion. I convinced Susie that I had had enough of the 
crowds in the Museum of Modern Art and that we should take 
advantage of the sunshine and stroll through Central Park.  We 
entered the park on the south-west side and meandered past 
Sheep’s Meadow and the baseball fields where children and their 
parents were hitting and tossing the ball.  We watched the runners 
and cyclists fly past on roads that mercifully were devoid of cars.  
We were mesmerized by a little white Scottish terrier that would 
not leave the side of a violinist playing for change from passersby. 
No matter how hard the owner tugged at the leash, the canine afi-
cionado would not budge from the best seat in the house.  We 
finally arrived at a row of benches near the pond and we sat, the 
sun beaming down on us, warming our faces and our hearts, just 
as I had envisioned it when conceiving my plan.  I reached into 
my backpack, pulled out an envelope and handed it to Susie.  
Confused, she opened it and began to read the card. At first, I 
wasn’t sure if her tears were a good sign or a very, very bad one.  
But when she said “yes”, I knew that our love story could now be 
written. 
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Our plane touched down in Newark, New Jersey, in monsoon-like 
conditions.  Rain lashed at the aircraft windows and the grounds 
crewman at the gate waved us in with one hand while the other 
hand held his hood tightly to his face.  A system that had spawned 
tornadoes to the south and west had brought the miserable weather 
to the New York City area, and it couldn’t have come at a worse 
time for Susie and me.  We had booked the trip to Manhattan 
months earlier to (belatedly) celebrate her birthday.  The torrential 
rain in the immediate forecast threatened to curtail many of our 
planned outdoor activities during our four night stay, including our 
favourite, a long walk through Central Park.  And although a spate 
of bad weather could never ruin our holiday – after all, there were 
restaurants, museums and musicals to keep us entertained, rain or 
shine - it could play havoc with my secret plan, the other reason 
for coming to New York.   
 
Susie and I have made several trips to New York over the four 
years that we have been together.  After many years of avoiding 
the city (I had presumed it to be too large, too noisy, too dirty), I 
finally relented about nine years ago and I have been utterly in 
love with its big-hearted charm ever since.  Susie’s passion for 
Manhattan preceded mine as she had lived and worked in the cen-
tre of it all between 1995 and 2003.  Even though she returned to 
Toronto over a decade ago, she has remained a New Yorker to her 
core.  So it was only natural that a place that had managed to steal 
our hearts would be the backdrop for a romantic encore...if it 
would only stop raining.  We made it to the hotel on the Upper 
West Side by train and subway, and immediately peeled off our 
wet clothes and hung them to dry.  After towelling off and warm-
ing up, we decided that we would forego our immediate plan to 
explore the area and instead poured over the newspaper clippings 
and web pages that we had accumulated in anticipation of our holi-
day – restaurant reviews, what’s showing here, who’s playing 
there.  There is no end of things to do in New York, although on 
this particular visit it was absolutely imperative to the success of 
my secret plan that one particular activity be accompanied by bril-
liant sunshine and warm temperatures.  It had to be sunny and 
warm because this is exactly how I had envisioned it.  But, so far, 
the forecast was not offering much hope of anything but dark 
clouds, wind and more rain. 
 
We all have our guilty pleasures.  For some, it may be a bar of 
chocolate hidden away at the back of a desk drawer.  For others, it 
can be a long, hot soak in the tub at the end of an exhausting day.  
For me, it’s the Sunday New York Times.  Despite its outrageous 
price ($8.40 per issue!), I have been greedily devouring its con-
tents ever since I became smitten with the city.  For two or three 
hours each week I return to New York to walk along the High 
Line, sample the newest Spanish Tapas restaurant in Hell’s Kitch-
en, listen to the Next Big Thing in jazz in the West Village and 
watch the beautiful people stroll by while sipping a latte in Soho.  
Although I may book a flight to Manhattan only once a year, I am 
constantly sampling, tasting and savouring all that the city has to 



ably where Antoine de Saint-Exupery was sitting when he wrote, 
“Love does not consist in gazing at each other, but in looking 
outward together in the same direction.”    And sitting there, I 
realized how insightful that statement really is, even when the 
meaning is taken literally. 
 
It describes almost perfectly what we did in Paris.  We looked out 
at a new city, together.  As we sat in a little café near the Louvre 
not even sure where we might head next, me sipping on a beer, 
Ellen tasting yet another amazing French wine, munching on a 
sinful baguette and some impossibly tasty local cheese, I won-
dered why I hadn’t liked Paris on my first visit.  I looked at Ellen, 
and smiled.  I knew why. 
 
Our 33rd anniversary was a few days away (May 23).  In all of 
those years, we have spent very little time apart - my last trip to 
Paris being one such notable time.    
 
I have changed my position on Paris.  I love Paris.  It provided 
me with the perfect backdrop to relax, and connect with the per-
son I love the most in this world.  In a city of more than 2 million 
people, we found ourselves alone, and I was grateful for that.  
There was no one else I wanted to be with.  
 
Paris is indeed the City of Love.  But I would suggest that it helps 
a great deal if you simply allow yourself to “be” in Paris.  And 
take the person you love with you.  

 

Bill 
billbell@bellfinancial.ca 

Paris, City of Love (cont’d) 

time together, in Paris.   
 
Time only slows down when you slow down.  We live our lives 
so ruled by the clock – so driven by our next deadline and our 
next meeting – that time seems to move ever faster, the second 
hand relentlessly ticking away the moments.  For a few moments 
in Paris, I felt time slow down.  It may have been due to the fact 
that we were at the start of nine days of holidays.  It may be be-
cause the time change had so thoroughly messed with my internal 
clock that I didn’t notice the seconds ticking by.  But I think 
mostly it was because we made a decision not to have an agenda.  
We would just simply be together in Paris, with nothing particu-
lar we wanted to accomplish. 
 
One of the most notable things I learned about Paris is that the 

chairs in the cafés usual-
ly all face the same di-
rection – out towards the 
street.  Initially I found 
this odd.  If this is truly 
the ‘City of Love’ one 
would expect that each 
intimate little café table 
(although it’s tough to 
be intimate when the 
next table is actually 
touching yours) would 
be positioned to have its 
occupants gazing fondly 
into each other’s eyes  
while holding hands.  
You don’t face each 
other when seated in the 
café, you face out to-
gether, so that both of 
you are able to watch the 
world go by.  It occurred 
to me that this was prob-

 Great Minds, Great Thoughts 

“And in the end, the love you take, is equal to the love you make.”  
― Paul McCartney  

“The only thing we never get enough of is love; and the only 
thing we never give enough of is love.”  
― Henry Miller 

“Everybody ought to have a lower East Side in their life.”  
― Irving Berlin  

“When good Americans die, they go to Paris.”  
― Oscar Wilde  

Paris in pictures 


