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From Paris with Love:
Strictly from Hunger

By MICHAEL S. GOLDBERGER
1 and ½ popcorns

Trying to figure what went into the
making of a bad movie is a trifling
pursuit at best. Director Pierre Morel’s
nearly awful From Paris with Love
raises the question more than most.
Like others of its ilk, how everything
went so wrong is inevitably more inter-
esting than the story. Add a name brand
star to the mix and it ups the ante.

Here, the central curiosity is John
Travolta as Charlie Wax, CIA killer
crazy man extraordinaire. Having come
to Paris to wreak havoc whilst stopping
terrorists from spoiling an important
summit, for the plot’s purposes, Wax
has really arrived to mentor neophyte
James Reece, his buttoned-down an-
tithesis attached to the U.S. Embassy.

Call it a variation on Training Day
(2001), wherein the unorthodox loose
cannon abashes to no end his by-the-
book junior partner. Jonathan Rhys
Meyers as young Reece, the
ambassador’s personal operative, is sent
into a tizzy of disbelief. He’s been
bucking for a promotion, but the trial by
fire that ensues is not how he had planned
to achieve it.

Heretofore he has acted as little
more than a classified gofer, switch-
ing license plates in dim, subterra-
nean parking lots and planting bugs
in the ally’s inner sanctums. Save for
regularly besting Ambassador
Bennington (Richard Durden) at
chess, his most intriguing activity has
been an affaire de coeur with fashion
designer Caroline (Kasia Smutniak).

Essentially, then, Travolta’s cloak-
and-dagger dude is that big kid your
mother didn’t want you to play with,
and rightfully so. Thriving on danger,
perennially laughing in Death’s face,
Max’s influence isn’t what’s going to
get you into one of the Ivy League
schools and a promising spot at Amal-
gamated Consolidated. He is Peter
Pan with a gun.

While there are several actors who
could give this bad-boy fantasy a run
for its money, few could top Mr.
Travolta’s puckish zeal. Just as 007
has a license to kill, Mr. Kotter’s main
Sweathog has a license to ham. He
raises the bar for unashamed, over-
the-top histrionics. Oh that the stars
had been aligned more suitably for
his operatic effort.

Still, all else pales in comparison.
The tale is a bore, surprising only in that
it doesn’t veer from predictability. And
while Meyers’s novitiate is decently
acted considering the inherent distrac-
tion, other portrayals are lacklustre.
What is surprising is that Mr. Morel,

who cut his filmic teeth as a cinematog-
rapher, has created such a drab looking
product.

Surely there’s a better way to induce
mood and suspense of the secret agent
kind without relegating us to a con-
tinual squint. The ubiquitous shadows
only inform that the film doesn’t have
much to show us. If there’s a Paris
under all those dark filters, then let’s at
least get an appealing eyeful. It’s not
like some great plot mystery will be
upstaged.

Instead, the light afforded is mostly
used in stroboscopic fashion to high-
light Charlie Wax’s wholesale killing
of bad guys. While at first astonished
and caused to utter faint protest, Reece
is harshly reprimanded by his assassi-
nating partner: “You want to just change
license plates the rest of your life?”
Thus the quandary, to kill or not to kill?

It is answered when the axiom, kill or
be killed, presents itself. And what do
you know? Literally earning his red
badge of courage when an evildoer’s
blood splashes him in the face, it turns
out the kid can kill with the best of ’em.
Nonetheless, he questions the good of
it. “You’re alive and he’s dead,” comes
Wax’s contribution to the pungent dia-
logue.

Hmm…maybe he even likes it a little
bit. He has come of age, a realist, and a
doer. In any case, his tutor is sure proud
of him. Now firing from both barrels,
full buddy-film sensibilities are exuded.
Thus it only follows that a woman
might spoil what looks like the begin-
ning of a beautiful friendship. Wax
casts aspersions concerning Caroline.

Impossible! He had her fully
checked out by the Agency. “You’ve
just never been in love,” says Reece.
Au contraire, Wax assures. Struck by
Cupid’s arrows on several occasions,
he proceeds to name the locales of
said direct hits, explaining how in
each instance it almost meant his de-
mise. We are left to wonder if Caroline
is a Mata Hari.

Otherwise, aside from trying to fig-
ure what compelled you to see this
movie, the only thing left to ponder is
why Mr. Travolta made it in the first
place. It couldn’t be the script. While
he doubtlessly had some fun with the
role, his cynical Charlie Wax would
affirm that From Paris with Love might
more aptly be titled From Paris with
Money.

* * *
From Paris with Love, rated R, is a

Lionsgate release directed by Pierre
Morel and stars John Travolta, Jonathan
Rhys Meyers and Kasia Smutniak.
Running time: 92 minutes.

Frank and Lydia 
Bergen Foundation

Funding has been made possible in part through a 
grant by the New Jersey State Council on the Arts/ 
Department of State, a partner agency of the National 
Endowment for the Arts.
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A Tango Fantasy
featuring Carolina Jaurena,

Diego Blanco and friends

TICKETS  $25 to $70
Students K-12 $10 

CALL 908.232.9400

EMAIL:   wso@westfieldsymphony.org
or visit our ticket outlets

The Town Bookstore in Westfield
Martin Jewelers in Cranford

Saturday February 20th, 2010 at 8pm
Union County PAC, Rahway, NJ

MISSY MAZZOLI* These Worlds In Us
GERSHWIN Concerto in F

soloist Elena Batkst
DE FALLA The Three Cornered Hat

*Missy Mazzoli is the Music Alive: New Partnerships
Composer-in-Residence with WSO.

No Lie: Topper’s ‘29 Jobs’
Relives Life in Her Twenties

By MARYLOU MORANO
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader and The Times

WESTFIELD – Ten years removed
from graduating college, Jennifer
Topper had held 29 jobs.

But her recently released book,
“29 Jobs and a Million Lies,” isn’t
about job hunting.

From the benefit of hindsight, the
Paris-educated
author, who cur-
rently lives in
M o n m o u t h
County, recalls
her many jobs and
the lies she recited
to herself as she
was, as she calls
it, “serially job
jumping.”

Ms. Topper will
be at The Town
Bookstore this
Saturday, Febru-
ary 20, at 2 p.m.,
to greet readers
and sign copies of
her book.

Part memoir,
part self-help
book, “20 Jobs
and a Million
Lies” is also a fun
read.

The author takes walks down
memory lane and examines just about
every job she has ever had, including
a few unpaid internships that she
refers to as real-life tryouts.

It’s an exercise in introspection
that turns out to be fun.

“I actually quantified the jobs and
realized…that they were quite en-
tertaining,” said the author.

“I enjoy telling stories, true or
otherwise, and these 29 stories en-
capsulate so much about a genera-
tion […that was] paralyzed by our
own liberation. Yes, I realize the
contradiction there, but that’s what
being in your 20s is all about these
days – contradictions,” she contin-
ued.

And the lies?
“The ‘lies’ are all the lies I told

myself while serially job-jumping.
Each tale is true, even though I wish
some weren’t,” said Ms. Topper.

From assisting in the production

of an industrial video, to working on
a soundstage for the television show,
“New York Law and Order,” to cook-
ing as a chef for both good and bad
restaurants, “29 Jobs and a Million
Lies” is a trip through New York City
in the 1990s through the eyes of a
self-defeating success-seeker.

Ms. Topper’s favorite job was tak-
ing a trip to the
Cannes Film Fes-
tival for the horror
movie film com-
pany, Troma.

While working
at this job, she was
gassed (with
sleeping gas) on
the train from
Milan to Paris; her
wallet was stolen,
and she acciden-
tally locked her-
self out of her
friend’s apart-
ment, where she
was staying.

“I had to bribe a
burglar to break
into the apartment
before the kettle of
tea I put on burned
the place down,”

she said.
“It still makes my skin crawl,” she

added.
Each chapter in “29 Jobs and a

Million Lies” concentrates on one of
Ms. Topper’s jobs.

The chapters are well written in
clear and compelling prose that trans-
forms each professional foray into
its own stand-alone adventure.

“Anyone with a sense of humor
[will] enjoy reading the tales. From
an experience perspective, people
who were in and around their 20s in
the 1990s can truly relate to the job-
jumping and how ridiculous some of
the jobs were,” she said.

These days, Ms. Topper holds
down two jobs simultaneously.

In addition to writing – her next
book, a novel, will be out late spring
– she also works as business-devel-
opment manager for a large law firm.

For more information on Ms.
Topper’s book signing, contact The
Town Bookstore at (908) 233-3535.

AUTHENTIC TANGO...Argentinean tango masters Carolina Jaurena and Diego
Blanco will be joined, Saturday, by their team of professional Tango dance masters,
including Colombian stage Tango world championship finalists Adriana Neira and
Orlando Ibarra and Argentinian bandoneon star Hector del Curto, pictured above.
They will partner with Maestro David Wroe and the Westfield Symphony Orches-
tra in a unique visual and musical collaboration. See article on page 20.

WCP Holds Auditions
For Caught in the Net

WESTFIELD – Director John
Correll of Westfield Community
Players (WCP) is holding open au-
ditions for Ray Cooney’s comedy
Caught in the Net on Monday, Feb-
ruary 22, and Wednesday, February
24, at 7 p.m. in the WCP theater at
1000 North Avenue, West. For cop-
ies of the script, call (908) 232-
8934.

Play rehearsals will start in March
for performances on May 8, 16, 21
and 22 at 8 p.m., with a Sunday
matinee on May 16 at 3 p.m.

This follow-up to the successful
Run for Your Wife again tells the tale
of London cab driver, and bigamist,
John Smith. Mr. Smith owns his
own car, sets his own hours and
lives a very ordinary life, with the
exception of his two wives, Mary
and Barbara. In Caught in the Net,
Mr. Smith is frantically trying to
keep his children from his two fami-
lies separate. It seems they have
met on the Internet and, struck by
the similarities of their families, are
anxious to meet.

Cast requirements are as follows:

John Smith: A somewhat ordi-
nary, but cheery, man in his 40’s.
The actor must be able to handle a
lot of physical comedy;

Stanley Gardner: A more ordi-
nary man in his 40s. A “good soul”
but not very bright. The actor must
be able to handle a lot of physical
comedy;

Barbara Smith: John’s wife, very
lovely looking woman, 40s;

Mary Smith: Also John’s wife,
very lovely looking woman, 40s;

Gavin Smith: John and Barbara’s
son, a good-looking young man,
about 16 years old;

Vicki Smith: John and Mary’s
daughter, a good-looking young
woman of about 15 years old;

Dad: Stanley ‘s father, fluctuates
between being senile, alert and or-
nery, 80s

All actors must be able to handle
at least some physical comedy, have
good comic timing and be able to
affect a British accent.

Visit westfieldcommunityplayers.org
for additional details about the season
and theater.

SP’s Alex Malao to Serve
As Featured Clarinet Soloist
MOUNTAINSIDE – On Sunday,

February 21, at 2 p.m., the New Jer-
sey Workshop for the Arts (NJWA)
Concert Band, under the direction of
conductor Howard Toplansky, will
perform a fall concert at Our Lady of
Lourdes Church,
located at 300 Cen-
tral Avenue in
Mountainside.

This is the third
of a five-concert
series for the 2009-
2010 concert sea-
son. The event is
open to the public,
and admission is
$10 per person.

“We are de-
lighted to be in-
vited back to play
at Our Lady of
Lourdes Church.
Our musical selec-
tions are geared to
please a variety of
musical tastes and
range from Re-
naissance to Ragtime favorites,” said
Mr. Toplansky.

The featured soloist for this concert
is Alexander Malao of Scotch Plains.

Clarinetist Alex will perform the
“Polonaise for Clarinet and Band” by
Richard Hofmann. Alex is in the sixth
grade at Terrill Middle School and
studies clarinet at the N.J. Workshop
for the Arts in Westfield. He has been
a member of the Concert Band for one
and a half years.

The “Poet and Peasant Overture,”
by composer Franz von Suppe, will be

the main selection on the first half of
the program. “Violets Waltz” by Emile
Waldteufel will also be a featured se-
lection on this concert. Waldteufel be-
came famous in the late 1800s when
he was discovered in 1874 by the

Prince of Wales,
who contracted the
composer to per-
form many of his
works throughout
England. His most
famous composi-
tions were often
played at
Buckingham pal-
ace for Queen
Victoria.

John Ondrey,
the organist and
adult choir direc-
tor at Our Lady of
Lourdes Church,
as well as band di-
rector at
K e n i l w o r t h ’ s
David Brearley
High School, will

be featured as guest conductor while
the Concert Band performs “Rhap-
sodic Episode” by the American band
composer Charles Carter.

Rounding out this concert will be
“Prelude and Fugue in F minor” by
Bach, “Windmills of Your Mind,” Har-
mony Rag and Joseph Olivadoti’s
march “Hall of Fame.”

For further information about the
concert or to learn how to become a
member of the NJWA Concert Band,
call (908) 964-1793 or e-mail at
njwaband@att.net.

Alexander Malao of Scotch Plains

Pianist Jade Simmons
To Perform in Plainfield

PLAINFIELD – Pianist Jade
Simmons, who has been described by
The Washington Post as “a clear, pow-
erful pianist with a magnetic
personality...worth seeing anytime,”
will be featured Sunday afternoon,
February 21, at 3 p.m. in the Gothic
stone sanctuary of the Crescent Av-
enue Presbyterian Church, located at
the corner of East Seventh Street and
Crescent Avenue in Plainfield.

The concert is the fifth in this
season’s Crescent Concerts Series.
Simmons’ program, which is entitled
“Russian Ruminations,” will feature
music by Scriabin, Rachmaninoff,
Prokofiev and Shostakovich.

She is known for innovative pro-
grams such as “Hearing Colors, See-
ing Sounds,” which focuses on links
between the creative arts, and “The
Rhythm Project,” an exploration of
percussive piano playing.

In her 2009 debut CD, Ms.
Simmons included music ranging
from the classics to the cutting edge,
including sonatas by Samuel Barber
and John Corigliano, as well as works
by Russell Pinkston (“Tale Spin”)
and Daniel Bernard Roumain (“Hip
Hop Studies and Etudes”).

In the 2008-2009 season, Ms.
Simmons’ tour of the United States
included 25 cities in 15 states. High-
lights were The National Academy of
Sciences in Washington, D.C., the
University of Washington World Se-
ries in Seattle and the Detroit Insti-
tute of Arts.

General admission tickets at the door
will be $20, $15 for seniors and $5 for
students. Large-print programs will be
available. The church and sanctuary are
handicap accessible. For information,
call the church office daily from 9 a.m.
to 4 p.m. at (908) 756-2468.

Pearl Street Showcases
Photos of Cranford’s Occi

Jim Occi’s “Peas”

ELIZABETH – The Union County
Board of Chosen Freeholders will
present an exhibit of photographs by
Jim Occi of Cranford in the gallery
space at the Union County Office of
Cultural and Heritage Affairs, located
at 633 Pearl Street in Elizabeth.

A selection of his
photographs, titled
“Natural Textures,”
is on display at the
Pearl Street Gallery
until April 1. Gal-
lery hours are 8:30
a.m. to 4:30 p.m.
weekdays.

“The talent and
diversity of our
county artists ensure an inspiring and
interesting variety of exhibitions at the
Pearl Street Gallery,” said Freeholder
Bette Jane Kowalski, liaison to the
Union County Cultural and Heritage
Advisory Board.

Mr. Occi’s exhibit of images, titled
“Natural Textures,” explores nature’s
patterns – whether they are from ani-
mal, mineral or vegetable origin. His

photographic technique reveals intri-
cate details of items we see every day,
yet often fail to appreciate.

Mr. Occi has taken photos with a 35
mm camera since the 1970s. As a scien-
tist with advanced degrees in the bio-
logical sciences, he entered the world

of professional
photography by
photographing
ticks for a master’s
thesis on Lyme dis-
ease.

Later, he became
the preeminent tick
photographer for
many tick and
Lyme disease re-

searchers and organizations. He en-
tered the realm of conventional photog-
raphy (sports, cityscapes, weddings)
and is now a primary freelance photog-
rapher for a weekly newspaper, cover-
ing mostly athletic events.

His work may be seen at jimocci.com.
To learn more, call (908) 558-2550

or send an e-mail to
culturalinfo@ucnj.org.

Intergenerational Orchestra
To Feature Quintet, Sunday
MADISON — The New Jersey

Intergenerational Orchestra (NJIO),
which drew a standing-room-only au-
dience at its November concert in Sum-
mit, will present a Winter Concert in
Madison on Sunday, February 21.

The free event, open to the general
public, will feature a string quintet
performing Antonio Vivaldi’s Con-
certo for Four Violins and Cello in B
minor.

The featured quintet musicians
will be NJIO’s Music Director Joe
Gluck, Concertmaster Kathleen
Derbyshire, Larisa Spitzer, teen vio-
linist Daphne Jiang and NJIO’s prin-
cipal cellist Martin Steinberg.

The quintet features three genera-
tions of teachers and students. Mr.
Gluck was Ms. Derbyshire’s private
violin teacher for many years before
she studied at New England Conser-
vatory of Music. Daphne is a student
at Madison Junior School and has
performed under the baton of Ms.
Derbyshire, who is now a music
teacher and director of that school’s
Junior Orchestra.

Mr. Gluck is a former member of
the New Jersey Symphony, the De-
troit Symphony and the St. Louis
Symphony. He currently serves as
concertmaster for numerous New
Jersey organizations and conductor
of the Stirling Chamber Orchestra.

NJIO’s Winter Concert starts at 3
p.m. and will be held at the Madison
Junior School, located at 160 Main
Street (Route 124), in Madison. It
will honor the music educators in
Madison and the city’s public school
music education programs.

Donations will be accepted at this
free concert and will go to support
both NJIO and the public school mu-
sic education programs in Madison.

The concert hall has handicap ac-

cess, and large-print programs will
be available. For more information
or to join the orchestra, visit njio.org
or contact Elizabeth Nowik at
info@njio.org or at (908) 603-7691.

Free Art Lecture Series
Examines Propaganda

CRANFORD – “The Art of Propa-
ganda,” the first in a series of three free
art lectures, will be offered by Jersey
Central Art Studios (JCAS), a non-
profit arts organization in Cranford, on
Wednesday, February 24, at 7:30 p.m.
at the Cranford Community Center.

This is JCAS’s second year offering
art lectures to Cranford residents and
surrounding communities. Andrea
Karanik will be conducting all three
lectures.

Ms. Karanik is a Masters graduate
of Rutgers College, Rutgers Univer-
sity and the Rutgers Graduate School
of Education; she teaches AP art his-
tory at Scotch Plains-Fanwood High
School.

For the February lecture, Ms. Karanik
will discuss “The Art of Propaganda”
from the Egyptian Pharaohs to the Kings
of France, Mesoamerica and Benin.

This talk will explore the creation of
arts in support of empires and their
leaders.

From large building programs to di-
minutive necklaces, the session will
trace the different types of art created
and their intended impact on viewers.
Attendees will be encouraged to en-
gage in the discussion and to voice their
observations and questions.

In addition to the lecture, registered
attendees will be invited to enjoy re-
freshments before each event. “We’re
offering some time to get to meet other
art lovers in the community,” said Deb
Leber, president of JCAS.

Registration is now available online
at jcas.org or by e-mailing
dleber@comcast.net or calling (908)
272-3743. Lectures are held at the
Cranford Community Center, located
at 220 Walnut Avenue.

See it all on the web in color . . .
www.goleader.com

Book Store Hosts Author Jennifer Topper
WESTFIELD – The Town Book

Store in Westfield will host a meet
and greet for Jennifer Topper, author
of “29 Jobs and A Million Lies,” on
Saturday, February 20, from 2 to 4
p.m. See article at left to learn more.

Ms. Topper’s work is written in the
fashion of Sarah Vowell, Chuck
Klosterman and Dave Eggers.

The Town Book Store is located at
270 East Broad Street in Westfield.
To learn more, call (908) 233-3535.


