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Son et Lumière

MY RELATIONSHIP WITH France began when I was interfered
with at the cinema.

It occurred at my local fleapit in Brighton during the summer
holidays. I can't have been more than nine or ten at the time. I
can't even recall the main feature, but the second film in the
programme was a curious French movie with English subtitles I
hadn't bargained for: Monsieur Hulot's Holiday.

Set in a fictional seaside resort on France's Atlantic coast, this
strange and beguiling comedy depicted the gently anarchic
adventures of French comedian Jacques Tati's alter ego during
one summer in the 1950s.

The real star of the film was the location itself: a small, sleepy
resort, complete with sun, sea, sand, donkeys, laughing children
and evening strolls along the prom. It could almost have been
Brighton, if it weren't for the fact that it was hot, elegant, exotic,
timeless, languid, and everyone in it spoke as if they'd bitten on
a glue trap.

Midway through the picture, the cinema's only other occupant,
a man in his forties with greasy hair who'd been sitting a
few rows in front, squeezed between the seats, plonked himself
down next to me and moved his right hand onto my left knee.

By the time he'd manoeuvred it onto the zip of my shorts (just
as Hulot commenced his famous game of ping-pong in the hotel
lobby), I knew something was wrong. Yet, despite all my parents'
dire warnings, so entranced had I become by the strange sunlit
world that I couldn't bring myself to leave. I merely moved my
seat and crossed my legs.

That had been my relationship with la belle France ever since.
Fascination mixed with mild anxiety. Even now I can never talk
to a Frenchman without feeling I'm being molested.





Déjà View

EVER SINCE KING Harold sent his army careering after William
the Conqueror with the proviso, 'Mind where you shoot those
arrows, you could have somebody's eye out,' England's relationship
with that of our nearest neighbour has been all downhill.

You'd have thought that losing a kingdom but gaining a
conqueror would have settled the issue: we'd take their foie gras,
they'd take our fried bread, and we'd be one big happy family. But
bad blood lingers and ever since 1066 we've been at each other's
throats. From the Hundred Years War to Waterloo, from the
European Union to the Eurovision Song Contest, we've remained
the best of enemies.

The French see themselves as nature's aristocrat. In cuisine,
manners, the arts, fine wines, philosophy and, as if all that wasn't
galling enough, now even in football, they've appropriated the
mantle of true class, while England is fighting relegation, both
sporting and cultural, in the Beazer Homes League Division II.
The French ideal is represented by a piquant blend of Juliette
Binoche, Coco Chanel and Arsène Wenger. Fighting for all that
we hold dear in the English corner would be Ann Widdecombe,
John McCririck and Mister Blobby.

The problem is how we choose to see each other. While we
may have beaten them in the run-off to host the 2012 Olympics,
Boris Johnson's flag-waving at the closing ceremony in Beijing
confirmed everything for which the Brits are known on the boulevards
of Paris – knock-kneed, pasty, overweight and sartorially
about as well turned out as the Mayor of London's splayed feet.

We, on the other hand, see them as proud, stuck-up, rude,
impatient, humourless and bombastic.

They see themselves the same way, of course, but to them
these are the things that make life worth living.

MY OWN VIEW of the French, I have to confess, was still stuck
in the back row of that cinema and weighed down with years of
caricature. I grew up knowing little more than that we'd helped
them out in two world wars. Whenever France was mentioned in
our house, my dad would stare darkly into his tea cup and
murmur grimly, 'Nobody ever forgives you for doing them
favours.' My elder brother Pete during his college years was
briefly part of something called the 'Reconquer France for
Britain' Society, although that turned out to be an excuse to go on
day trips to Dieppe and get bladdered. Yet the prevailing
antipathy chez Simkins towards all things French was at odds
with my own flickering, Hulot-kissed memories.

Sadly, I never had a chance to decide for myself. I didn't have
a French pen friend, I never went on a student exchange or skiing
holiday, and I failed utterly to learn the language. Not that I
didn't have the chance. Au contraire: I spent four years studying
French at secondary school, but there were just too many other
things to do in the back row of the classroom – sticking
compasses into 'Lumper' Lawrence's right thigh or perfecting my
Johnny Mathis impression to mention just two.

When I was allowed to give it up aged sixteen I had little more
knowledge than the opening lines of 'Frère Jacques', and that's the
way it stayed. I went straight from secondary school to drama
school and to my first paid acting work, and the smell of garlic
was no match for greasepaint. My wanderlust years slipped by
without my noticing. Even into my twenties, my idea of a fabulous
trip to foreign climes was playing Wishee Washee in Aladdin.

So the gap between the France of my imagination – dreamy,
poetic and liltingly beautiful – and the image commonly
depicted in English culture – aloof, snobbish, with a yard brush
up their communal derrière – remained as wide as the Channel.
I could whistle the theme tune from Maigret, but that apart, the
strange, sunlit world I'd glimpsed all those years ago in the darkness
of a provincial cinema remained a distant fantasy. Yet
somewhere inside me I still dreamt occasionally about one day
finding the France of Hulot.

And then I met Julia.

JULIA KNEW ABOUT France. Julia had been on student exchange
visit to the French Alps as a teenager, and Julia had worked
as a nanny on a yacht moored in Cannes harbour, spending her
time having her toes sucked by Algerian cabin staff to Charles
Trenet records and learning about fashion, style and romance.

She also learnt the language, becoming so fluent that on
returning to England she'd financed her own way through drama
school by working as an international telephonist in Holborn.
Her French supervisors were apparently all vicious old dykes in
tweed suits and monocles who required you to put your hand up
to go to the toilet just so they could answer 'Wait!' while they
stood about in corners gossiping with their compatriots about 'les
anglaises'. But nonetheless, by the time she'd finished paying her
way, Julia was as cosmopolitan as I was boiled beef and carrots.

We finally met in the less than cosmopolitan surroundings of
Harrogate Repertory Theatre. Part of the endless fascination of
falling in love is discovering and sharing the other person's interests
and obsessions, and I was only too glad to enlighten her at
great length about mine: brass bands, county cricket, Gilbert and
Sullivan memorabilia. Yet each time I tried to draw her on her
early years in France, a country whose sights and sounds she
seemed to know well and which I was desperate to sample, she
remained enigmatically guarded.

France may be a great country, she explained, but she had no
need to go back. Once upon a time she'd been dazzled by the chic
and the coffee and the Gitanes, but working with the French back
in London, away from the sights and sounds of their alluring environment,
the more she'd steadily realised they were rude, arrogant,
had no sense of humour and had to take a week off work or a
suppository every time they so much as stood in a draught.

And there the matter might have rested. For the next twenty
years or so we rarely spoke about the place or its inhabitants.
Julia showed no inclination to return, and I certainly wasn't
going there without her. In any case, there was always another
play, another TV part, another job interview. What changed
things for ever was my decision to celebrate Julia's fiftieth
birthday by taking her to one of Paris's most historic restaurants.

La Coupole is world-famous for its food (fricassée de poulet,
glacé aux fruits rouge), its clientele (Hemingway, Picasso) and the
legendary hauteur and savoir faire of its waiters. The trip was a
surprise and thus something of a gamble: but at La Coupole, I
reckoned, we'd share good food and drink in elegant, formal
surroundings, sophisticated, suave and expensive. If all went well
it would silence once and for all these accumulated prejudices of
hers, and reignite her original passion for the country, and, by
implication, for me as well.

Upon being frogmarched onto Eurostar at 6 a.m. on her one
day off, Julia, still knackered from an eight-show week, burst into
tears. She said she'd now have to spend her one day off communicating
with sneering restaurant staff, a prospect she didn't
much relish on her fiftieth and that she was damned if she was
going to give poncey Parisian waiters the pleasure of answering
her French in disdainful English. I maintained she was being
paranoid and xenophobic, and that ordering the meal was the
least she could do considering I'd spent nearly two hundred quid
getting her there.

And so it was a few hours later that she summoned across the
waiter. In all our years together, I'd never heard Julia speak
French, and I was looking forward to it.

Julia: Excusez-moi, je pense que nous sommes prêts pour la
commande maintenant. Je voudrais commencer par un croustillant
de jambon, suivi d'une fricassée de poulet. Mon mari prendra
la même chose. Pour boire, nous prendrons une bouteille de rouge
maison mais nous voudrions aussi une bouteille d'eau minerale, et
ce serait bien si nous pouvions avoir du pain et du beurre en attendant
d'etre servis. . .

Waiter: Certainly, madam. Sparkling or still?

It's funny how stress can cause you to do the silliest things. I
suppose the thunderous look on Julia's face made me panic. All I
know is the next moment I was telling the waiter it was my wife's
birthday and could he guess how old she was?

Waiter: I have no idea. . . Sixty? Sixty-two?

WE GOT THROUGH it. Just. But one thing was obvious. If I
was to separate French fact from French fiction, I was going to
have to do it alone.

In truth, there was another reason for my eventual decision to
take a trip there. Julia was at least correct about one thing: I was
becoming stuck in a rut. Middle-aged, middle class and middle
England, I was approaching that time of life when you find
yourself dwelling on the things you haven't done rather than
those you have. Even my obsession with acting wasn't lighting
my fire as it once had. Playing detectives and unsuspecting
husbands in other people's TV series had its charms – God
knows it's better than working for a living – but if I was going to
fulfil some of my long-cherished ambitions before arthritis and
memory loss set in, time was running out. Only recently a
woman had given up her seat for me on the tube: that can do a
lot of harm to a man's dignity.

For many of my dreams it was already too late. I'd never be a
Hollywood star, I'd never duet with Dolly Parton and I'd never
open the batting for England. But discovering France was still
within my compass. Not for ever, but maybe for two or three
long summer months, just enough to give me a semblance of a
continental education and sharpen up my sartorial act. In any
case, actors of a certain vintage are never short of 'down time' in
which to enjoy such an adventure: with luck, my agent might not
even notice I'd gone.

Curiously, Julia was in favour of my idea. For twenty years
she'd been complaining of my Little England outlook, and had
quietly longed for me to develop an appreciation of the finer
things in life: i.e., her. Nothing radical, just a few simple changes
would have made all the difference in her eyes – perhaps to take
command of a menu and know which wine to order, to wear
clothes beyond M&S weekend casuals, and to make love to her
without it seeming like I was trying to fix the starter motor on an
Austin Allegro. Perhaps to throw off some of that familiarity and
dullness that starts to grow over us all at a certain point in life,
threatening to choke what we once were or might have been.
Perhaps just my wanting to go offered up a certain unexpected,
continental, reckless, free-thinking aspect that Julia warmed to.

And now I warmed to it too.

With the purchase of some maps and guides and the application
of a soupçon of internet research, the trip slowly took shape. I
began to see myself as the modern-day equivalent of those English
gentlemen in centuries past who set out on the Grand Tour of the
continent in search of cultural and spiritual self-improvement.
What was good enough for the likes of Boswell, Byron,
Wordsworth and Smollett could surely be of benefit to a middleaged
Simkins too.

I had decided to depart in classic fashion by boat (in my case,
the Newhaven–Dieppe ferry), and once on the other side, to travel
round as my nose took me: with nobody to answer to, no preconceptions
and, crucially, no vocabulary. With an appropriate
flourish, I promised to complete my odyssey by rendezvousing
with Ju back at La Coupole. And this time, I'd order the meal
myself: a prospect even she described as 'unmissable'.

On the eve of the trip Julia and I shared an early bird special
at our local Strada and toasted my departure. Less than twenty-four
hours from now I'd be sailing and there'd be no going back.
But by now Julia's warmth had been frozen with dread. A rite of
passage was all very well, she explained, but I was armed with
virtually no contacts, no itinerary and only four words of French,
and she was terrified of the scrapes I might get into. It wasn't too
late to pull out. I had nothing to prove, and could stay at home
and watch TV without feeling any sense of shame. She'd even let
me watch the cricket on Sky if I wanted. Finally she confessed she
was going to miss me.

But by now I'd got the bit between my teeth. I was looking
forward to pitting my wits against whatever le continent could
throw at me. If all went well our next meal at La Coupole in a few
months' time would taste sweet indeed.

'Well, for Christ's sake, take care,' she concluded. 'You're so
parochial. One moment some bloke will be offering you a lift
into the next town, and the next thing you know he'll be taking
you up the Languedoc.'





Wrack and Rouen

THERE WERE HUNDREDS of ways the trip might have been
cancelled at the last minute.

I might have lost the tickets, or been offered a job, or discovered
my ten-year passport was out of date. There might be a
wildcat strike on the Trans-Manche ferries, or at the very least my
taxi to Victoria station might not have turned up – a hundred
ways in which my own personal marathon might have ended by
the starter gun of fate misfiring and shooting me in the thigh. But
I'd thought of everything. It was the morning of my departure and
all that remained was to fetch my suitcase from the top of the
wardrobe and pack in time for my taxi at noon. And then Julia
leaned into the lining and picked something out of the interior.

'What's this?' she said.

It was a particular voice she only uses when I'm in deep shit,
the clear, crisp tone of a primary school teacher who has discovered
a scurrilous message being written by the naughtiest boy in
the class and is bent on reading it out in a cadence of withering
contempt.

She was holding a cardboard label. The incriminating tag was
off an exotic brand of brassiere, or possibly a pair of panties.
'Decadence,' she read out. 'Luxury lingerie for the discerning lover.'
She looked from the label to me. 'Why is this in your suitcase?'

'Um. . .'

'For whom have you been buying ladies' silk underwear?'

'Er. . .'

'Where is the garment now?'

Her voice made it plain there were only two possible
answers. Either I must refer her to the buttocks of a woman
with whom I'd been sharing secret trysts in a Travelodge at
Scratchwood services, or I could lift the floorboards and show
her the extensive catalogue of feminine garments for my secret
life as Pauline.

I hadn't the faintest idea how the label had got there, yet in the
space of ten seconds, both the trip and my manhood were
hanging by a thread.

For the next twenty minutes I blathered, stumbled and pontificated,
while she increasingly resembled Inspector Morse
interviewing a habitual criminal. By the time I replied, 'I've never
seen it before, you've got to believe me,' I was even beginning to
sound like one.

Eventually she lapsed into a tearful acquiescence, while I
stared bleakly at my packing. She insisted I must go. I insisted
I couldn't. She insisted I should have thought of that before I
started buying pants for some huge-arsed tart in Potters Bar. As
precious minutes ticked by, I found myself conjuring up increasingly
improbable scenarios to explain the discovery. Perhaps I'd
gathered the label up off someone else's present at Christmas?
Perhaps it was off a costume in the wardrobe department during
a recent filming gig. Perhaps–

A ring on the doorbell heralded the arrival of Zephyr Cars.
Our goodbyes were short and brittle. I stared bleakly at her taut
figure on the pavement from the back of the minicab as it pulled
away.

Seamus, my driver for the journey, wanted to know if I was
off on holiday and where I was going to. On hearing France, he
waxed lyrical about a holiday he'd recently had there with his
grandchildren, and assured me if the rest of the country was like
EuroDisney I was in for a grand time. Yet I scarcely listened. All
I could think of was my farewell to Julia. Trevor Howard must
have felt like this while he waited for his train in Brief Encounter,
but at least his reputation was still intact.

Thirty minutes later and just as we were pulling into the
station, my mobile rang. 'It's me,' she said simply. 'I've remembered
where it came from.'

'You what?'

'You're off the hook. I remembered where it came from. I
borrowed the suitcase at Easter for Jenny's hen party. . .'

A faint recollection of her going on a boozy hen weekend to
Birmingham with an old schoolfriend of hers swam into my mind.

'I think I bought her something with those labels on from
Ann Summers. I've no idea if the firm was called Decadence but
for now you're no longer a dead man.'

'So you're happy for me to go?'

'Give me a call when you arrive in Dieppe. Don't drink too
much, lay off the crisps, don't talk to strange women, and
remember your solemn promise not to smoke. Bye.'

Seamus was peering at me in his driving mirror. 'Good news,
is it?' he asked.

'The best.'

'Ah that's grand,' he smiled, displaying a row of chipped teeth.
'Never depart on a quarrel is what my mam used to tell me. Will
you be celebratin' now?'

'I will,' I replied, reaching into my jacket pocket. 'I'm going to
have a small cigar. . .'

*

WHEN I WAS a kid there were few more boring prospects on
earth than an afternoon's shopping with Mum and Dad in Lewes.
Yet now, as my train rumbled through the Sussex weald towards
Newhaven and the ferry terminal, it resembled Nirvana.

At the station, streams of trippers were struggling up the main
stairs on their way to an evening's opera at nearby Glyndebourne.
Chinless wonders lugged crates of champagne and punnets of
M&S strawberries towards waiting taxis while their wives made
twittering phone calls to their children explaining how to work
the microwave and promising they'd be home by midnight.

Midnight? Obviously Wagner was having the night off. A
poster confirmed tonight was the opening performance of La
Bohème. In an hour's time they would be sitting on crisp manicured
lawns drinking Pimm's as they waited for an overweight
soprano with a stupendous waistline and wobbling cleavage to
succumb to malnutrition and consumption in a Parisian garret.

My fate might be not dissimilar, but I was going to have to
endure God knows what before I got there. The fact was, in the
last couple of hours all my pent-up wanderlust had disappeared
down the plughole, to be replaced by more familiar feelings:
doubt, unease and a sense of profound foreboding as to what I'd
find and how I'd cope.

I had a rough plan, but it wouldn't take me further than the
weekend. Once over the Channel I'd set off across country via the
ancient city of Rouen for the tiny village of St Marc sur Mer on
France's Atlantic coast: the very town featured in Mr Hulot's
Holiday. Beyond that I had only the sketchiest itinerary. I bought
myself a Raspberry McFlurry for the onward journey and it
seemed to comfort me.

In some ways Newhaven represents in miniature our obsession
with our nearest neighbours. It has always had both eyes
trained warily on the Channel, one for any sign of invasion and
the other for the chance to have a punt ourselves. The town's
main attraction (aside from the all-night cigarette machine in the
high street) is the crumbling Victorian fort up on the cliff, built
in the 1880s to repel the Frenchies in the event of attack.

If you discount Lord Lucan, whose car was found in a side
street shortly before his disappearance in 1974, the town's only
famous resident turns out to be one of the most legendary figures
in Anglo-French history. Charles Wells broke the bank at Monte
Carlo, correctly calling twenty-seven out of thirty rolls of the
roulette wheel in a single session.

He, surely, should be my template now: no anxieties about
speaking the lingo or ordering the correct wine with his food for
him. He merely packed his small town ways in his suitcase,
hopped on the first boat across the Channel and announced that
the French banks should ensure they had plenty of cash in the
vaults as they were going to need it.

Yet as I sat in a deserted waiting room in the Trans-Manche
ferry terminal, I was filled with nebulous anxieties, although it
didn't help that the cup of tea I'd been offered by the booking
clerk was one of the worst examples I've ever had. Even as my lips
felt their way through the grimy scum on the surface to the dishwater
beneath I was gripped by a sense of despair.

Perhaps the whole thing was a fool's errand. A continental
education was all very well, but what with British gastro-pubs
serving up Michelin-starred food, a pound equalling a euro,
global warming turning places like Mablethorpe into palm-fringed
resorts and the EU having governance over everything
from smoking in public to the admissible curvature of bananas,
was there really so much difference between France and
England any more, in this increasingly homogenised world?
Particularly as we no longer seemed able to make a decent cup
of tea. If Prince Philip and Jacques Chirac could mark the centenary
of the Entente Cordiale by gripping one another by the
hands rather than the throat, what differences were left to be
discovered?

We were as one now, surely; our quirks and specificities
eroding as reliably as those white cliffs up there on the headland.

And then I saw it. The front-page headline in a copy of the
Sun, being read by a man in a bicycle helmet whose only item of
luggage seemed to be a box of paintball pellets.

OI SARKY – WE'RE NARKY
OVER THIS EU WARSHIP MULLARKEY!

'Lord Nelson must be ready to jump off his column', it began,
going on to berate France's 'pint-sized President' over his call for
the EU to have its own navy, and finishing its critique by
describing him as 'a Napoleon wanabee'. The photo on the front
had a Hitler moustache on the face of the French supremo
thoughtfully added by the design department.

I downed my tea, picked up my bag and strode across to the
check-in desk with a renewed spring in my step. Perhaps I'd give
it twenty-four hours after all.

THE CROSSING ON the Marie Celeste was uneventful. If
anything, there seemed to be fewer people on the ferry than
there'd been in the departure lounge. I'd imagined that an early
evening ferry crossing in high summer would have been full of
happy trippers all having knees-ups round the pianos in the bar
and eating baguettes out on deck in the sunshine, but there can't
have been more than fifty passengers on the entire craft.

I sat in a desolate lounge among half-eaten meals and bulkhead
doors swinging listlessly on their hinges, watching a
European Cup football match on a widescreen TV. The only
indication of progress was that the further we got from land, the
more the picture kept freezing. By the time we'd been at sea for
an hour it was stuck for minutes on end, the same image of
players caught mid-kick. It was like watching a game depicted in
Fuzzy Felt.

I wandered aimlessly round the decks, passing groups of
French lorry drivers playing cards or chatting up the bar staff.
The on-board cafeteria was serving an extensive array of dodgy-looking
meat dishes served with flaccid pasta spirals, and I
looked in vain for something I vaguely recognised from Julia's
more personal range of cuisine at home. It was impossible to
ascertain the contents, encased as they were in yards of glistening
clingfilm, but each looked as if it had been spawned in a top-secret
research laboratory. Eventually I saw something I
recognised. Thank God. It may have been advertised as galette au
boeuf et jambon avec des cornichons, but I knew veal and ham pie
and a wally when I saw one.

By the time I'd returned to the upper deck, the coastline of
France was twinkling ahead in the dark. It was past ten o'clock
and already Europe looked worryingly shut. As I trudged out of
the terminal towards a bleak ring road, the sound of one of the
ferry workers up on deck whistling 'If you like a lot of chocolate
on your biscuit, join our club' drifted out of the hold. Funny how
the smallest things make you homesick.

I blundered through revving lorries and cars full of jolly families
surrounded by camping equipment towards the distant lights
of the town. I briefly considered trying to hitch, but who was I
kidding? A middle-aged man in a panama hat and sandals
standing in the dark by the side of an unlit bypass was hardly likely
to prove an appetising prospect, particularly in this notoriously
formal and conservative country. I was going to have to walk.

''Allo, monsieur?'

I looked round. An elderly woman in a Renault Twingo had
pulled up by the side of the road and was leaning over to talk to
me through the passenger window. She launched into a stream of
meaningless jumble, but the expression of gentle concern on her
face was easy enough to decipher. She was offering me a lift
without my even asking for one.

'Dieppe?'

'Ah oui – Dieppe,' I replied, pointing towards the distant lights.

'Bon. Montez!' she said, opening the passenger door.

Within minutes she'd dropped me at the door of the Hotel du
Quesnay in the main square. Although it was closed, a key was
nestling beneath the doormat as the proprietor had promised me
when I'd booked the room. Moments later I was in bed, and
tucking into a complimentary packet of Bourbon biscuits left on
the bedside table. I was even able to make a decent cuppa.

I WOKE NEXT morning to a peal of bells from a nearby clock
tower – the kind normally reserved for people suffering hangovers
in bad comedies. In truth I'd spent a fitful night. I'd woken
at about 4 a.m. and foolishly turned on the TV to watch BBC
News 24, but instead of a sober-suited Nicholas Owen talking
about yesterday in Parliament I'd found myself staring at a hardcore
porn channel thoughtfully provided by the hotel
management for people who still knew the best way to make use
of such luxuries.

It had been a doleful interlude. A woman of uncertain years
was in full spate with a couple of undernourished Moroccan
gentlemen who were doing their best to service her in each and
every available orifice. My experience of porn, particularly in
hotel rooms, has made me something of an expert on the genre,
and the general rule of thumb, if you'll excuse the expression, is
that the more you stick on your room bill the more intimate the
concomitant camerawork.

But here was something different. The angles were restrained
enough, but it was evident even to my fuddled brain that in this
case the skilful editing was merely an attempt to conceal the fact
that neither man was able to gain tumescence.

The poor woman was dutifully moaning and grinding in the
best X-rated traditions, but it was obvious that her colleagues
were suffering their own particular form of stage fright. They lay
on a bedspread of doubtful vintage looking down at her frantic
efforts, with a mixture of profound embarrassment at their plight
mixed with sheepish glances off to the side to check the director
wasn't tearing up their contract.

One of the men was at least making a fist of it: or rather, he
wasn't making a fist of it, whereas that was the only option open
to his poor companion. Such was his stage fright that he had
even kept his pants on. Eventually the two men achieved a
botched climax after which all three flopped against the headboard.
Now that her duties were over the woman looked
thoroughly fed up at her partners' ineptitude: an expression I
recognised only too well.

I CHECKED OUT after breakfast. Dieppe was raining. Knots of
bedraggled tourists mingled with residents hurrying back and
forth carrying bread sticks and yappy dogs. I dodged the drizzle
and set off to find the office de tourisme on the seafront. But a
notice on the main door announced that it was fermé till 11.15
due to circonstances exceptionnelles. I took refuge in a nearby café
and ordered some more coffee.

There are always moments early on in any trip when you can
either press on or return home. Dieppe was a pretty enough
town, but the only attraction on a day such as this was to visit the
beaches used for the D-Day landings. Clambering over gun
emplacements in light drizzle, even if they were aimed at the
Trans-Manche booking office twenty-three miles away, was
hardly how I'd envisaged things.

Just then the office flared into life. A woman in a smart suit
appeared from behind the counter and began switching on
computer terminals and banks of fluorescent lights. I rattled the
front doors hopefully, and eventually she strode over with barely
concealed annoyance.

A brief exchange with lots of gesticulating soon laid out my
options. The good news was that the main railway station was
only a few hundred yards away. The bad news was that I'd just
missed the train out of here and the next one wasn't for four
hours. The return ferry to Newhaven, on the other hand, left in
only fifty-five minutes. If I wanted, I could be at home with Ju
watching The Dog Whisperer by early evening.

There was nothing for it. I set off towards the main road out
of town to try my luck at hitching a lift. At least if I got picked up
I'd be able to make some gags about taking the road to Rouen.

A FRIEND OF mine had given me some useful tips to increase
my chances of getting a lift in a strange country. 'Make your
luggage seem as small as possible,' he'd advised me. 'Smile at any
passing motorist and remember to make eye contact. Ensure
you're presentable, and for God's sake check that your flies are
done up.'

I composed my face into an all-purpose grin, wrote ROUEN
SVP in black marker pen on a piece of cardboard and positioned
myself against a handy road sign. For nearly an hour I stood
smiling at passing cars. Occasionally a driver would shrug his
shoulders or indicate he was turning off at the next junction, but
mostly they stared glassily ahead and revved away up the hill
towards the motorway.

Eventually a fitter from an exhaust replacement company on
the other side of the road took pity and wandered over to tell me
I was leaning against a sign that said – in French – 'No Stopping'.
Within seconds of repositioning myself nearer the roundabout,
my luck changed. A small courier van with a sealed-off rear
compartment protected by blacked-out windows screeched to a
halt and the driver leaned across to swing open the passenger
door. By the time I'd lumbered up to him he was already clearing
a space for me in the front passenger seat.

'Rouen?' I asked.

'Oui! Rouen!' he answered. I clambered in.

With my cardboard sign forming a rudimentary barrier just in
case he put his hand on my knee and asked if I'd ever been to a
sauna, we sped off up the hill towards la route périphérique.

Emile's job was to drive urgent supplies of insulin to various
hospitals around northern France. Despite his complete lack of
English he was anxious to impress on me that Nicolas Sarkozy
was a slimy pig's head and his favourite team was Manchester
United. I smiled dutifully and nodded every thirty seconds or so
as he kept up an unending stream of conversation, throwing in
the occasional 'Mon dieu' and 'Exactement'. Emile seemed
delighted by my grasp of the language.

In truth I was only able to hang on to the gist of his conversation
because his favourite subject was football. Every few
minutes I recognised Barthez, Vieira and Zidane. Inevitably, Eric
Cantona eventually made an appearance.

'Ah oui, Cantona!' I clutched greedily at the name like a
drowning man spotting a lifebelt. 'C'est magnifique, c'est vrai le
philosopher!' He nodded and we sat grinning happily for some
minutes as his speed increased and I tried to think of the French
for sardines always following the trawler.

All was going swimmingly when he suddenly removed both
hands from the steering wheel and clutched wildly at his chest,
sending the car lurching towards the hard shoulder. In fact,
Emile wasn't suffering a cardiac arrest; rather he was attempting
to demonstrate his everyman credentials and his love of the
universal brotherhood of humanity.

'Je suis un citoyen du monde,' he explained, gesticulating
wildly. 'J'aime liberté, l'égalité et la fraternité!' He clutched his
chest again and the car veered towards the central reservation.

It transpired Emile was full of woe for the state of affairs that
this parvenu Sarkozy was taking the country towards, and that if
he could get him in this van he'd throttle him until not a breath
of life remained in that sleazy trickster's body.

Not that I translated any of this, but such were his powers of
mime that I was left in no doubt as to his intentions. I racked my
brains for the name of his former opponent for the presidency so
I could take over the conversation and leave him free to concentrate
on other things, like driving, for instance. But what was her
name? The speedometer was now well over ninety.

Sago-something. Got it! 'Ségolène Royal!' I shouted the name
so loudly he jumped.

'Ah oui, Ségolène Royal!' he said.

'Elle est très sexy!' I described a woman's hourglass figure with
my hands and smiled knowingly. 'Elle est mon political
champignon.'

My declaration seemed to trouble Emile. He looked puzzled
and went quiet.

We'd driven barely another kilometre when he mentioned
Madeleine McCann and simultaneously lurched off the motorway
and down a minor road. He clutched at his T-shirt again.
'Mystérieux,' he said, shaking his head woefully. 'C'est mystérieux.'

'Oui,' I replied, feeling for the passenger door. 'Très
mystérieux.'

He launched into another indeterminate sentence. I took a
punt he was asking what I thought might have happened to her.
By coincidence I'd recently met a documentary film director
specialising in true crime who had spoken with some knowledge
about the intricacies of the case. But could I translate his
thoughts into Emilespeak?

'Um . . . mon ami dans Angleterre qui est l'expert international
de . . . er . . .' I couldn't think of the word for 'crime' so offered the
nearest to hand, the French for 'thief ', then went on to expound,
'Well, il a dit Madeleine McCann est vivante!'

Emile looked puzzled. I couldn't be sure that I'd used the
correct word for thief – voleur. I now suspected I might have said
velo, which meant bicycle – my friend who is an international
expert in bicycles – although I might equally have said velour,
suggesting that my friend back home claimed inside knowledge
of one of the most baffling crimes in recent history thanks to his
expertise in the maintenance of easy-care garments for the over-fifties.

It didn't matter. The fact was we were no longer on the main
road, and without a word of explanation. The important thing
was to suggest to my captor that somebody, somewhere had the
ear of the highest authorities in Interpol and that even now a
fleet of helicopters was being scrambled to look for me.

We turned off the road altogether and swung into a small
industrial estate. He screeched to a halt, turned off the ignition
and smiled. 'Une minute,' he said, and disappeared round to the
back of the van before setting off in the direction of one of the
warehouses.

Julia had warned me about hitchhiking. Now her dire predictions
rang in my ears. The minutes passed. Then I saw him
return, clutching what looked to be a piece of chamois leather.
This was it. I was going to be chloroformed and then wake up to
find myself suspended in chains and Emile in a facemask.

He got in and offered me a piece of cloth drenched in
refreshing eau de cologne. I wiped my neck with it and muttered
sheepish thanks. Then he switched on the ignition and pointed
ahead. 'Rouen!' he yelled happily.

If there's one town on earth you don't want to be driven to by
a man whose main method of communication is to clutch his
chest, then the resting place of Richard the Lionheart must be it.
As we approached the outskirts, Emile pointed to the distant
spire of the cathedral and started doing his coronary impression
again, this time with accompanying jungle sound effects. As we
trundled through heavy suburban traffic he pointed out other
points of interest: the small block of flats where he lived with his
wife, his brother's house, the park where he played as a child. We
drove on, Emile utilising a hitherto unseen medley of hand
gestures as he pointed out la gare, l'arrêt du bus and le prison
(removing both hands from the wheel again to perform an
extensive mime of somebody in shackles).

It transpired Emile was not only taking me well past his stop,
but right up to the very door of the tourist office. He parked the
van, marched me up to the front desk and organised a hotel
room for me less than two minutes from the main square.

'Au revoir, Michel. Vous êtes un citoyen du monde aussi.' He
clutched me to his breast, gave me a kiss on each cheek, and with
a final au revoir and an exhortation to the startled official behind
the desk to take extra special care of me during my stay, he was
out of the doors and gone.

Emile was my first French cliché, and, I suspect, my first
French lesson. His ancestors had no doubt enjoyed introducing
their local ducs and duchesses to Dr Guillotin, and in his own way
he was still living the dream – liberté, égalité, fraternité. Or to
recap the full phrase used during the height of the Revolutionary
Terror, 'Liberté, égalité, fraternité ou la mort', sentiments that sat
only too well with his driving.

He was just the sort of Frenchman I'd heard about: earnest,
opinionated, and happy enough to cause a rumpus by using
burning hay bales to blockade the autoroute or a rusting trawler
to close down the port. Such actions wouldn't worry him if he
thought the cause was just. But to Emile, this credo also meant
that if you see a stranger in a strange land in need of a lift, you
pick him up and make sure he gets to his destination with a
flourish Louis Quatorze himself would have found hard to
improve on.

I'd only stuck out my thumb in the first place through necessity,
yet rather than encountering serial killers and paedophiles,
I'd blundered upon real kindness, real hospitality and model
humanity.

Vive la France! Vive le monde!

Vive Emile!
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