
FRENCH-EYED COOKS 

 

There’s an internet radio in this house that’s often tuned to KYA San Francisco, a commercial-free oldies station. This 

morning I heard Sam Cooke’s “Wonderful World”—which, among the singer’s proud catalogue of illiteracies, 

contains the line “Don’t know much about the French I took.” When I was a kid, I misheard this line as “Don’t know 

much about French-eyed cooks.” I had no idea what that line meant, but I imagined a female French chef eyeing me 

flirtatiously over a pan of warm croissants. I laugh now when I consider how much of the world was completely 

incomprehensible to me then. (And still is.) I spent those days alternatively studying Lou Tannen’s Catalogue of Magic 

(a hardback book) and The Complete Sherlock Holmes—two books I still own. My vision of the world was so narrow 

and intense that it was comical. 

 

Speaking of vision, the other week I was working on a screenplay. It was a day that The New York Times headline was 

screaming: Trump Roars Back—when my right eye suddenly seemed to slip out of focus. The wind had been blowing 

that morning, and I thought maybe a piece of tree debris had blown into my eye. I tried Refresh eyedrops. I tried MSM 

eyedrops. I rested in a dark room for an hour. I awoke to put on my glasses and found I still couldn’t read the time on 

the clock radio with my right eye—which is usually the better one. By this point I was thinking: I’ve had a stroke. A 

minor stroke. And my right eye has been permanently disabled. I took a low-dose aspirin to minimize further damage 

from the stroke. 

 

My ophthalmologist is Dr Schanzer, on Oak Tree Road—and I groped through my office drawers to find his most 

recent prescription so I could call him. All the while I was rehearsing in my head: 

 

 I’m a patient of Dr. Schanzer’s. I think this is an emergency. 

 

As I’m trying to read the tiny phone number on the prescription; I adjust my glasses, and I feel, immediately, that the 

right lens is missing. Jesus Christ, I think. I’m ready to go into an MRI cylinder for a brain scan—and the Goddamn 

lens on my glasses has fallen out! 

 

I search the couch where I had been writing. No lens. I search under the couch. Gone. I search the area outside the 

house where I had filled the birdbath. Nothing. 

 

At this point, I’ve found an old pair of glasses—and walk downtown towards Optique Unique on Main Street—which 

has my prescription on file. Downtown feels alive—a group of smiling young people leave the deli carrying trays of 

Sloppy Joe’s. 

 

The door at Optique Unique is locked—apparently they don’t open till four on Thursdays—but the owner, Barry 

Montalto, is inside; spots me trying the door handle, and unlocks the store for me. I think: This is the beauty of local 

merchants—they recognize you and they unlock their doors. 

 

He ascertains that a screw has fallen out of the frames of my glasses, releasing the missing lens. He disappears into 

the back room and returns with the frame repaired. No charge. He checks my prescription—goes back into his 

workroom to search for a replacement lens. (Apparently, it’s a common prescription.). But he doesn’t have that 

particular lens—and so we order a replacement. He tells me he saw me the other day having lunch at Woodstack with 

Tony Akey—his son went to school with Jake Akey—and this drifts into a heartfelt commiseration for the loss of 

Jake. I tell him my parents lost their daughter. “My mother never recovered.” Barry tells me his child had cancer—

and, thankfully, did recover. 

 



Back home, I fish once again in the cushions of Lynn’s mother’s floral couch. I find one of Lynn’s blue ice packs—

and the missing lens. Jubilation! 

 

To celebrate I bake some chicken legs for me and our dog Nellie. (She lies down in the kitchen for 45 minutes to better 

anticipate her dinner.) 

 

I walk downtown again—telling Lynn on the phone the story of my stroke. I pass my friend Michael, the antique 

dealer, who hears my story and offers to fix the frame with the tiny screws he keeps in his store to repair vintage 

clocks. 

 

At Optique Unique, Barry reverses the $100 charge for the lens I was going to buy—replaces the old lens back into 

the frame—and adjusts them. “Charge me something,” I insist. But, no, he won’t—and so I offer him a free ad in The 

Metuchen Times as a thank you. 

 

I walk back with two good eyes—and arrive home to find my computer announcing a new medical lab result from 

my blood work. This test was a testosterone measurement. Six months ago it had been high—and I’d spent the last 

week waiting for the new result—convinced it was going to be so high that they’d need to run a memorial card for 

me in the credits of the forthcoming movie I’d written. But the results are all firmly normal. OK, lose the memorial 

card. I get to live for one more day. And I can see. Now all I need is to sit in the Café Paris on Main Street and wait 

for that chef to coyly wink at me. Oh, those French-eyed cooks! 


