Taking the Right Turns










It was a long walk from the Luxumbourg Metro stop to the Rue des Irlandais, the street of my school—twelve blocks at least. I walked it every morning for a month at 7:30 a.m. Morning is the time when I feel most alive and energetic, and going to school in Paris only intensified that feeling. 


I strolled down the Boulevard St. Michel and made a right, turning onto the Rue du Pantheon. I kicked my feet along the cobblestone of Paris’s Latin Quarter, wondering how many millions of people had ever walked along it, and stopped by a Boulangerie to grab a croissant.


It was July, but not hot. It was too early to be hot, but even in the summer afternoons the air was cool and breezy. Sometimes, without warning, it would pour down rain, and all the tourists, shoppers, and picnickers would run for cover. I never carried an umbrella. I liked to walk in the Paris rain. It was better than Michigan rain, more magical seeing the churches and cobblestone and streetlights all shiny and glistening wet. Paris is always beautiful, wet or dry.


As I walked toward the Pantheon, my usual path, I suddenly noticed an extremely wide, diagonal, cobblestone side street out of the corner of my eye. I stopped dead in my tracks. If I turned down the street, I’d probably wind up at my school, I thought. Or maybe not. Either way, I had to know.


Against my better judgment (being all alone in a strange city), I swerved around and started down the street. I’ll end up at my school one way or another, I thought. This will be an adventure! What I didn’t take into account was that it was a diagonal street—that led away from my ultimate destination, Rue des Irlandais.


Soon, I found myself shuffling through nearly deserted winding cobblestone streets that all looked the same. I had probably taken at least ten wrong turns away from my school. I was lost in the middle of a huge city where I knew no one. I barely knew the language. Wandering around empty streets, unfamiliar houses, and with no one in sight to help me, I was in big trouble.


The streets were quiet, narrow, and lonely, and the buildings I passed seemed ancient, as if they had been uninhabited for hundreds of years. I sunk down on a curb and waited for about 10 minutes—for what, I don’t know.


After a while, I stood up and walked about a block, and suddenly I saw it. Perched atop a tall building was a cross, high in the sky. I couldn’t see the building but I really hoped it was what I thought it was. The Pantheon! I was close to school.


I meandered around the streets, trying to make my way closer and closer to the Pantheon, using the cross as my guide. The closer I was to the Pantheon, the closer I was to school. Suddenly I lost sight of the cross. I turned down a street and almost ran right into a tall black gate adorned with about 50 shiny gold fleur des lis. I stared down the gate. It went on for about 200 feet. My eyes widened. And that’s when I looked up, gasped and nearly fell to my knees. I covered my mouth with my hand. 


There was the cross I had been following. But it wasn’t on top of the Pantheon. It was on top of an enormous, dark building that spanned about 200 feet and was probably 200 feet tall. It towered above me as if it was about to topple over on top of me. I felt intimidated, puny, and insignificant. It was the most beautiful building I had ever seen. It had a dome with a cross on top, dark stained glass windows, and ornate dark doors about 15 feet tall with huge handles and knockers. Statues of saints gazed down at me, guarding the building. It looked like it could have been a church, but something told me it was part of the school. I looked around. Not a single person was around. Not a sound. I was somewhere sacred; somewhere secret. I stared up at the building in awe and tears came to my eyes. I hadn’t reached my school but I had definitely taken the right turns and come the right way. I was meant to be here.


I sat down on a bench, forgetting school altogether. After a few minutes, a white haired man in grey dress pants with a light blue button up shirt and a cane came and sat down on another bench a few feet away from me. 

“Excusez-moi, Monsoir?” I asked, breaking the silence. 

“Oui, ça va?” he responded. 

“Ça va.” I said, smiling. I paused for a moment, then gestured toward the building. Qu’est que c’est?” I asked. He shook his head.

“Je ne sais pas. Désolé.” 

“C’est très belle,” I said. He nodded in agreement. “Oui, c’est ça.” 

And then we fell silent.


After sitting there for a long time, I realized that I was very late for class. I stood up and stared at the building, taking in all of its beauty one last time, knowing sadly that I might never see it again. 

“Au revoir,” I said to the man, and went on my way. 

I was still lost. That was OK. I had gotten lost in Paris but found a little part of something special. I had followed the Pantheon and found something better. I smiled as I made my way down the streets for another 15 minutes and finally came out on Rue Mouffetard. Suddenly I knew where I was. 

I walked two streets up to Rue des Irlandais. By the time I arrived, class was half over. No one in my class ever asked me where I’d been. And I never told them.
