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For Mum and Dad

Et, bien sûr, pour Fred


Prologue

I left Australia hoping to cram a lifetime of adventures into one unforgettable year. Instead, I ended up with a new life. I’d taken one year’s leave from my job as a television reporter in Sydney to travel around Europe. If I didn’t go now, I never would, warned a nagging voice in my head. Though, at twenty-seven I wasn’t much interested in hanging around youth hostels. The idea was to immerse myself in fascinating foreign cultures, to work as a freelance journalist in Eastern Europe, which in my mind bubbled with unwritten, hard-hitting stories.

It was in Bucharest, Romania, that I met Frédéric. His English was sprinkled with wonderful expressions like ‘foot fingers’ instead of toes and he seemed charming, creative and complicated—very French, in other words. When he’d invited me to visit him in Paris, I’d hesitated just long enough to make sure he was serious before saying yes. Why not? After all, this is what travelling is all about, isn’t it: seizing opportunities, doing things you wouldn’t normally do, being open to the accidental?

That trip to Paris was more than eight years ago now. And except for four months when I resumed my travels, I have been living here ever since.

It was a city and culture I was familiar with—at least that’s what I thought back then. When I was a child my family had toured France in a tiny campervan and my eyes had popped at the chocolates and the cheeses. At secondary school I studied French and saw a few films by Truffaut and Resnais which had struck me as enigmatic and European, although I couldn’t have said why. When I was sixteen we lived in England for a year and I came to Paris several times. In my mind, these experiences added up to knowledge of France and some understanding of its people. Then, a little over ten years later, my meeting with Frédéric drew me back, and when the time came to actually live in Paris, I figured belonging and integrating would take merely a matter of months.

Now, remembering my early naiveté draws a wry smile. The truth is, nearly all my preconceptions of France turned out to be false. It hardly needs to be said that living in a place is totally different from visiting it. And yet this blatantly obvious statement does need to be said, particularly about Paris, the most visited city in the world. A place I imagined to know after a few nights in a closet-sized hotel room as a teenager and one summer holiday with a Frenchman sipping kir on café terraces.

At times the learning curve has seemed almost vertical. The social code I discovered in France wasn’t just different from my Australian one, it was diametrically opposed to it. For a long time, I couldn’t fathom the French and, to be fair, they couldn’t fathom me either. My clothes, my smile—even how much I drank—set me apart. During my first year, dinner parties turned into tearful trials. There I was, a confident twenty-eight-year-old with the confidence knocked out of me, spending cheese courses locked in somebody’s loo, mascara streaming down my cheeks.

It hasn’t all been tears and trials, of course. The truth is, if France failed to live up to some of my expectations, in other ways the reality has been far richer, a thousand times better than my clichéd visions. My work as a journalist has enabled me to meet people ranging from famous French fashion designers to master chefs. On a personal level I’d taken a headlong plunge into new territory as well. Put a very French Frenchman together with a strong-willed Sydney girl, and the result is some fairly spectacular—and sometimes hilarious—cultural clashes.

If I had to pick one word to sum up my life in France, it’d have to be ‘adventure’. Every moment has been vivid, intensely felt. No doubt many people who live in a foreign country would say the same thing. But there is, I think, something that sets this country apart from many other parts of the world. I know of no other place that is so fascinating yet so frustrating, so aware of the world and its own place within it but at the same time utterly insular. A country touched by nostalgia, with a past so great—so marked by brilliance and achievement—that French people today seem both enriched and burdened by it. France is like a maddening, moody lover who inspires emotional highs and lows. One minute it fills you with a rush of passion, the next you’re full of fury, itching to smack the mouth of some sneering shopkeeper or smug civil servant. Yes, it’s a love–hate relationship. But it’s charged with so much mystery, longing and that French speciality—séduction—that we can’t resist coming back for more.

From where I write in Paris today, I see a foil shimmer of rooftops, a few orange chimney pots, quaintly crooked windows and lots of sky. Although by this city’s standards it’s nothing special, to me it is precious, this view. It makes me think back to a time when we didn’t have it, when we were living in a different apartment where I wasn’t nearly as happy.

Those early difficult years in France seem a lifetime ago now, as though they were lived by someone else. So much has changed since then, including me, probably. The truth is, when I started to write this book I had trouble taking myself back to that time. I don’t know why it should have been so difficult. Either I’d forgotten or subconsciously didn’t want to remember or, being a journalist, I was paralysed by the idea of writing in the first person. Probably a combination of all three.

For days and weeks, I sat staring at my rectangle of pearl-grey sky. For inspiration I looked at old photos, read my early articles and Mum sent me all the letters I’d written from France, which she’d carefully kept. The memories came back gradually, growing sharper and brighter until I could see myself on that summer’s day almost eight years ago, excited but nervous, arriving in Paris in my safari shorts and flat, clumpy sandals, oblivious to the horror my outfit would inspire in any self-respecting Frenchman.

And suddenly it seemed as though it had happened only yesterday.


One

This isn’t like me.

The queue for passport inspection at Charles de Gaulle airport surges impatiently. My flight from Romania has coincided with one arriving from Mali and I curse the rotten timing because at this rate it’ll take all day. The French police scrutinise the passports from Eastern Europe and Africa, ask lots of questions. The queue isn’t really a line but a claustrophobic knot and I am somewhere in the middle of it, surrounded by women in bright headscarves and cumbrous robes, and tall, athletic men. Their blue-black faces shine: it’s hot and stuffy. More passengers pour from planes and we squash together tighter and tighter, our clothes and skins sticking together.

I’m not the sort of girl who crosses continents to meet up with a man she hardly knows.

I’d intended to give the passport officer a piece of my mind when it was my turn at the window—a few helpful suggestions. Like, how about concentrating on the task at hand instead of idly chatting with your colleagues? And haven’t the French ever heard of those rope railings which arrange queues in neat snake configurations? But he stamps my passport with barely a glance, smiling charmingly as he says, ‘Bonne journée, Mademoiselle,’ and after all that waiting suddenly I’m through the bottleneck and officially in France.

Paris hadn’t even been part of my travel plan.

I’m in a space ship. Terminal One is a galactic sphere traversed by transparent tubes which are speeding people in different directions. I take one going up. The impression of breathtaking modernity is dashed by the general rundown appearance of the place. If this is a space ship, it’s a pretty outdated model. At the top, luggage is being spat onto a conveyer belt which keeps stopping and starting. After another interminably long wait, my tattered blue backpack tumbles out.

Yet here I am, coming to see—no, stay with—a Frenchman with whom I have conversed for a grand total of, oh, maybe forty-five minutes.

Glass doors slide open. I push the luggage trolley down the ramp into the arrivals lounge. I wonder if I’ll recognise him straightaway. A couple of months have passed since we met. But to my surprise, there’s no-one in the crowd who even remotely resembles my mental snapshot. I steer the trolley over to an exposed seat near the glass exit, apprehension squeezing my chest.

This is mad.

The doubts had started festering after a series of bad phone calls, gnawing at my excitement until I’d almost forgotten what had attracted me in the first place: the impression that he was different, unlike any man I’d ever met. The worst was one week ago when he’d called to confirm my arrival time. It had been another awkward telephone conversation punctuated by long pauses and misunderstandings which made me wonder if the problem was deeper than just language. Of course, it doesn’t help that his English is pretty basic and my French is awful. We can’t even communicate, for god’s sake, I’d thought. What are we going to talk about for a whole week? At the end of ten excruciating minutes I’d said goodbye and he’d said, ‘I kiss you,’ which made me cringe. What a sleaze! Had I paid more attention during French classes at school I might have remembered that in France this is the sort of farewell you could say to your sister or grandmother but all I can think now is how weird it sounded.

The air inside Charles de Gaulle airport is stale and smoky. It’s like being in a giant school toilet block after a student smoking session—the chipped white floor tiles are covered in butts. Tired passengers dribble through the sliding doors. I try not to scan the crowd too often. The minutes limp by, my mind relentlessly replaying our two encounters, assessing them from every angle.

He’d been sent to Bucharest for a few days in his job as a lawyer. I was doing some freelance television stories there and had met up with an old friend, Simon, from university who’d moved to Romania for work. On my third day, Simon announced that a couple of French guys from his firm’s Paris office were in town, advising on some privatisation project. Would I like to join them for dinner?

Ten of us had crowded around the table outside the Lebanese restaurant, a favourite haunt of expats in Bucharest. As it turned out, I was next to one of the French guests.

‘I’m Frédéric, from France,’ he’d said politely by way of introduction, and I had to stop myself from saying ‘no kidding’, because there was no mistaking this man’s nationality. Trim sideburns slid down his cheeks. His jumper was slung nonchalantly around his shoulders and he had that perennially tanned look of many Europeans. A faded silk scarf, knotted at the neck, made him look like some nineteenth-century French painter. Over dinner, I noticed the unusual yellowy-brown colour of his eyes; the smooth, manicured hands which made my wrinkled, nail-bitten paws look like something out of science fiction. After we’d finished eating, he lit a pipe, which struck me as hilarious. ‘I didn’t know anyone under a hundred smoked pipes,’ I teased and his face had fallen.

The following night was the Frenchmen’s last evening in Bucharest before returning to Paris. Again we all went out for dinner, this time to an Italian restaurant. They were the last to arrive and they wore their lateness stylishly, circling the long table like suave diplomats, shaking hands with each bloke, kissing the girls on both cheeks. Frédéric seemed to give me a meaningful look or did I just imagine he did? We talked some more. A few personal details emerged, hanging in the air like question marks. Thirty-six and newly single, I learned. I didn’t ask more, didn’t want to appear nosy: interested.

By the time we all ended up at an Irish bar, it was clear the groomed, continental exterior concealed a rather eccentric character—a lawyer who preferred painting even though he’s seriously colour-blind. A slightly absurd sense of humour flashed through his well-brought-up politeness. He told me he loves practical jokes, adores fancy dress parties and making elaborate costumes.

‘Like what?’ I’d asked.

‘Well, one year, we made a New Year’s Eve party, the theme was esprits de la forêt, forest spirits, yes. I wanted to do something that looked real but also extraordinary.’ Frédéric told me how he went searching in the woods, where he found a giant, dead tree trunk. It was winter, nature was sodden and the trunk weighed ‘at least one hundred kilos’. When Frédéric and a friend finally got it home in a borrowed truck, he spent four days hollowing it out and trying in vain to dry the inside with a hair dryer. But it remained far too bulky and heavy to shuffle around in it in the way he’d envisaged so he picked up an old wheelchair from an antique shop. On the night of the party, Frédéric sat on the chair, wrapped in the wet blackness of the hollowed trunk which was still crawling with bugs and spiders.

I laughed, although this didn’t sound like my idea of a great party. ‘Did you enjoy yourself?’

‘Oh yes, it was terrible! Everyone thought I was part of the décor, nobody talked to me!’ Frédéric chuckled at the memory and I recall that in French ‘terrible’ means great. ‘It was so terrible,’ he repeated, stumbling slightly over the word in his effort to pronounce it in the English way, with a short ‘i’ sound instead of ‘terreeble’.

Chatting, we discovered we share a love of travelling as well as an absentminded habit of turning up to airports minus the required paperwork (tickets, passports, money). But I don’t go anywhere without a guide book, whereas Frédéric’s adventures are amplified by a pathological dislike of planning and preparation. This plays havoc with his life, he’d told me, causing him to run out of petrol on autoroutes, leave his credit cards in automatic teller machines and embark on mountain treks in Kashmir wearing filthy socks on his head and hands in the absence of beanie and gloves.

As we were about to say goodbye Frédéric turned to me, his expression disarmingly earnest all of a sudden. It was then he’d popped the question. Would I like to come to Paris?

Now France wasn’t on my itinerary. The idea of this twelve-month trip was to discover new places, and I’d been to Paris before. After Romania, I was planning to fly to London to try to get some casual work through some television contacts people had given me in Australia. I would stay with my old friend Sue, who’d moved there a year ago. But faced with Frédéric’s invitation, I quickly changed my plans. The truth was I wanted to see him again. We’d both felt the spark, it was obvious. London and work could wait.

‘Well yeah, I’d really like that. I mean, that sounds great.’

As the weeks rolled on in Romania, Paris began to look attractive for reasons other than Frédéric. It’s not that I didn’t enjoy being in Bucharest—in fact I loved it. The city is an absorbing kaleidoscope of sashaying gypsy skirts and stray dogs, proudly cultured people, raffish artists and unreliable lifts. I spent days exploring the cobbled passages of the old Jewish quarter, poking around state-owned art galleries knee-deep in dusty oil paintings. Through Simon I met a great crowd of people. We went out every night, revelling in Romanian red and the freedom which comes from finding new friends far from home, in an out-of-the-way place.

But in Romania, even the simplest of tasks involves hurdling a long line-up of bureaucratic brick walls. My twenty-minute television story on the fight for the restitution of homes and land seized under the communists took almost three months to research and film. And towards the end of the project, the post-communism melancholy of the people started to wear me down. Just around the corner from Simon’s apartment loomed Ceausescu’s monstrous palace—the biggest building in the world after the Pentagon, apparently. It looked like a Stalinist wedding cake, fitted inside with kilometres of Italian marble and cascading crystal chandeliers. It started to grate, the disparity between this in-your-face waste and the street kids with pleading eyes and skinny, twisted limbs. Many of the Romanians I interviewed seemed resigned, crushed. By the time my television project was wrapped up, I felt ready for a holiday. The Paris invitation winked like a diamond in sunlight, dazzling and indulgent. Yes, London and work could definitely wait.

Thirty minutes. I’ve been waiting thirty minutes!

Still there’s no familiar face among the crowd. I open my Lonely Planet guide to Mediterranean Europe and start reading the history of France summary, feigning nonchalance. In reality, my seize-every-opportunity backpacker’s bravado has all but evaporated. Thoughts swirl around my mind like snowflakes in a blizzard, jumbling irrationality and reason. Ever since the I-kiss-you phone call, I’ve been seriously wondering about the wisdom of coming to Paris. It has started to seem totally imprudent, given how little I know this guy. What if his suave appearance is a front? He could be a psychopath, a serial rapist, how would I know? He’d even admitted he had a problem. There we were on the second evening in Bucharest, casually chatting about the trials of being innately messy, rather forgetful people when Frédéric’s tone had suddenly turned solemn.

‘No, I was awful, really insupportable,’ he’d said. And then his face had brightened—weirdly brightened, I realise in retrospect.

‘I am maniac now,’ he’d told me. They were his exact words. At the time I’d dismissed it as a language thing. Unsure how to respond, I’d just said, ‘Sounds pretty complicated’, and he’d beamed, as though this was a compliment.

At least Sue will be in Paris in a few days’ time, I comfort myself. She will save me, or, if necessary, report my disappearance (that is, if he ever turns up). One week before my departure, I’d called her in London. At the mature age of twenty-seven, I needed a chaperone. Meet me in Paris next weekend, I’d begged, calculating that’ll only leave me five days alone with the French freak. She’d sounded surprised—the last time we’d spoken I’d been excited. She was having trouble keeping track of my flip-flopping sentiments.

Cries of joy from the arrival gate suddenly startle my train of thought. A family is swarming around a girl—about my age—smothering her with kisses. She’s obviously been backpacking for a while, you can tell by her unkempt appearance. Which reminds me—I’m not exactly looking like model material either. The day before I left Bucharest the city’s water supply had been cut. Apparently the authorities had forewarned the public but, of course, I wouldn’t have understood the announcements even if I had heard them. I haven’t had a shower for forty-eight hours and my hair—which I’d held off washing until the day of my departure—is pulled in a limp ponytail. So much for making a stylish entrance into the world’s glamour capital. But I’d done my best with limited means, putting on a bit of makeup and even ironing my denim shirt. And at least my shorts are clean. I’m also wearing my favourite sandals—flat brown things that reveal my weakness for comfortable, orthopaedic-type shoes. Right now they’re not looking too good, though: my feet and shoes are covered in dust and grime from Bucharest’s streets. It occurs to me my legs could do with a waxing.

In the Lonely Planet guide the history of France is condensed into four and a half action-packed pages. Practically each line announces a world war or a revolution or some tremendous tragedy. I get to ‘De Gaulle’, struggling to concentrate. My eyes flicker involuntarily to my watch.

FORTY-FIVE MINUTES!

The anger that had been mounting in me over his tardiness abruptly dissolves. Reality hits me: it’s time to face facts. Frédéric’s obviously had a change of heart. I’ve been stood up. A rush of disappointment engulfs me. Despite my fears about barely knowing him, despite the bad telephone conversations, I realise now how much I’d wanted to see him again. Instead, my romantic Paris rendezvous is over before it’s even begun. Faced with my changed circumstances, I’m thrown off balance, uncertain what to do next, and feeling so pathetic irritates me. The month before arriving in Bucharest I’d travelled through Eastern Europe, learning a new level of self-reliance as I’d grown comfortable with little things like eating out on my own. Breaking through the pain barrier had felt like an accomplishment. And now look at me! Coming undone because of a no-show at the airport.

The reunited family leaves the airport through the glass exit, chatting and laughing, the girl cocooned by parents and siblings. Including my stopovers in Kuala Lumpur and London, it’s been four months since I left Australia. And suddenly I feel lonely—even more lonely than humiliated. I’d like to be with my family. Should have gone straight to see Sue in London instead of changing my plans for a dodgy stranger. Still waiting on a cheque for my Romania story, at this stage I can’t afford to go blowing my savings on expensive Paris hotels. Clutching the guide book opened at ‘Places to Stay’, I start fumbling pointlessly with a public telephone that demands a plastic card I don’t have.

‘Er, ‘allo.’ The voice behind me is flustered, apologetic. Breathless. Before I’ve even had time to turn around, Frédéric is spewing excuses. His trip to the airport has been besieged by obstacles ranging from traffic jams to a metro strike and being told the wrong arrival terminal by airport information. His face is furrowed with worry. I try to look casual not cross, which doesn’t actually require a lot of effort. He looks just how I remembered him, maybe better. His continental tan has deepened several notches, if that’s possible, enhanced by his smart summer suit which is some colour between grey and light brown.

We head to the lift which goes to the underground carpark, Fréderic dripping style with every step. Suddenly I’m excruciatingly aware of my dishevelled appearance. My stained shirt front where fruit salad juice spilled during the flight. My feet, my clothes, my spiky legs. He looks like he’s just stepped off the set of a French film. And me, how do I look to him, I wonder?

Like an Aussie backpacker in need of a bath, probably.


Two

‘Be quiet.’

Frédéric’s stern command when I offer to help prepare lunch wipes the polite smile off my face. Stung, I sink back into the sofa. Registering my shock, he scrambles for a better translation of ‘reste tranquille’.

‘Be still. Relax,’ he tries. His tone is reassuring.

While Frédéric is in the kitchen, I poke around his apartment. Bright sunlight spills through tall windows overlooking a quiet, leafy lane. Levallois, he’d said the area was called. Driving through it seemed nice, more trees than I’d expected to see in the city. My fears begin to subside: this doesn’t look like the home of a dangerous or disturbed man. It looks like the home of someone creative, someone who loves travelling and beautiful things: a collector. For a few minutes I just circle and stare. His taste is eclectic. Colourful papier-mâché masks pull faces at me from above the doorway. He picked them up in Sri Lanka, he’d told me. A contemporary nude watercolour hangs near an oil painting of cows in a field that looks like something I might have studied in art history at school.

The room’s centrepiece is an imposing wooden model of an old sailing ship, standing on a marble-topped console table. The mast is nearly a metre high. This must be the model he was telling me about in Romania, the one he had to fight to bring back from Mauritius. At the time, Frédéric was doing his military service in the navy and the ship’s captain lambasted him for trying to sink the vessel with the oriental carpets, African masks and ancient swords he picked up at different ports.

An enormous gilt mirror leans against one wall, its glass mottled and smudgy with age. It looks like it belongs in a castle, it’s too huge to hang in the apartment. Obviously practical considerations don’t enter the equation when it comes to his treasures—he’s the buy-now-worry-later-about-how-to-get-it-home-or-where-to-put-it type. I sense a kindred spirit. In Bucharest, I’d struggled awkwardly onto the plane with kilos of Romanian ceramics and three paintings, two for me, the other for Sue, all of which is presently cluttering up Frédéric’s entrance.

When he comes back into the room I ask about the mirror and he tells me he bought it at an auction—on a hunch; from a distance he couldn’t tell whether it was authentic because the elaborate frame was covered in horrible green paint. To his delight, there was gilt underneath and not wanting to damage it, he carefully scratched off the paint with his thumbnail. It took two weeks, working every evening, he tells me. I try to picture myself doing such a task. My patience wouldn’t be up to it. I’d have attacked it with chisels and paint stripper.

‘Did you do any of these?’ I point to a grouping of watercolours.

‘My grandfather did that one, during the war.’ He indicates a lovely, wistful still life of lustrous pears and fleshy grapes. ‘And this is mine.’ He grins. ‘My Turner phase.’

It is a large painting of a port, obviously done in the late afternoon because the shadowy blue fishing boats are wreathed in golden light. ‘Boulogne-sur-Mer, my home town,’ explains Frédéric.

‘It’s wonderful,’ I say, meaning it. ‘The colours seem pretty good for someone who’s colour-blind.’

This makes him laugh, the fact I’d remembered this quirk. ‘I’ve labelled all the colours in my paint box very precisely so I don’t make crazy mistakes,’ he reveals.

Frédéric disappears into the kitchen again and my eyes scan the bending bookshelves behind the dining table, searching for clues about their owner. Next to the handsome leather spines embossed with gold flourishes are a lot of dull-looking contemporary covers, devoid of decoration. From the look of them, in France plain egg-shell-coloured jackets must signal Serious Literature. Tea-coloured scraps of paper fan from many of the books. There are titles by Shakespeare, Hemingway and Graham Greene but mostly the authors are French and except for a few names—Jean-Paul Sartre, Albert Camus, Voltaire—they are unfamiliar to me.

More shelves stretch along the hallway, only these books don’t look nearly so highbrow. Hardcover comics. Literally hundreds of them. I flip through one. It contains lots of bare bottoms and breasts. Opening another, I stumble straight into a sex scene. Pornographic comics? From the kitchen, Frédéric sees me standing, staring open-mouthed at it.

‘Do you like bandes dessinées?’

It sounds obscene: ‘Bond what?’

‘Bandes dessinées, comic books,’ Frédéric patiently explains. I must look horrified because he stops what he’s doing to come out. ‘In France they’re very popular. They’re considered a form of art. I drew one myself.’

I glance at the Barbie-like heroine, who on this page is totally starkers. Fear flares again. Maybe he is weird after all. His taste isn’t eclectic: it’s schizophrenic. I mean, one room is all classics and culture and now here’s a corridor of sexist cartoons, all tits and bums, which he’s trying to pass off as art. Worse, he’s even drawn one himself!

‘Really?’ I can’t conceal the doubt in my voice. I want to ask how much nudity his comic featured but instead say, ‘What’s yours about?’

‘Sherlock Holmes. It hasn’t been published, though. It’s a hobby, I worked on it with a friend.’ The subject matter sounds harmless enough although who knows—his Sherlock Holmes might be some Casanova character who runs around in spangly G-strings. Promising to show it to me later, Frédéric pulls more bandes dessinées from the shelf. Far from acting embarrassed, he seems determined to flaunt his strange obsession.

‘Who reads these bond thingies?’ I ask, after a short pause.

‘Oh, all ages. Children, twenty-year-olds, thirty-year-olds, forty-year-olds. Everyone.’

He resumes his chopping, leaving me to ponder what’s happened to literature in the country that produced Proust.

The bathroom is equipped with a bidet. I try to remember exactly when you’re supposed to use it: after you’ve been to the toilet or after sex? Right now, the low basin comes in handy for scrubbing my feet and shins. My eyes fall on the folded towel and lavender soap, which have been carefully laid out for me. Coming from a man, such attention to detail seems funny and foreign. And touchingly thoughtful.

The impression of hotel-like order snaps the second I step into the toilet, which appears to be doubling as a dishwasher. Crockery and cutlery swim in the open cistern. Plates lean against bowls, which are propped between a cup and a fork.

A stray spoon has sunk to the bottom. I search for a chain, a handle or a button—anything that looks familiar and flushlike. Bewildered, I call for instructions. ‘How do you flush the toilet?’

Frédéric shouts directions from the kitchen but I don’t understand them and in the end, he has to come in to show me. Mortified by this unscheduled intimacy, I quickly slam the toilet lid. Frédéric is apparently oblivious to my embarrassment: in fact he looks absurdly pleased with himself. The flush broke a few days ago but he managed to fix it, he explains in a way that suggests he’s not accustomed to fixing things. There is a hint of pomp in his manner as he demonstrates his remarkable invention. Flushing is a simple matter of dipping your hand into the cistern to pull the fork which levers the plates. Et voilà! He lifts the lid so I can admire his DIY genius. Water rushes triumphantly around the bowl.

When I come back into the living–dining area, the table is set for lunch. I stare, astonished. It looks picture-perfect, like it’s been carefully laid for a special occasion—Christmas or some fancy dinner party. Yellow and white impatiens flowers spill from a ceramic bowl in the middle. Linen napkins and silver cutlery mark our places. I struggle to picture my outdoorsy older brother knowing what to do with crystal knife rests. We have two elegant wine glasses each, one slightly bigger than the other. Formality in any form has always made me nervous and I beg Frédéric not to go to any trouble. Now it’s his turn to look astonished. And then it sinks in: by his standards this isn’t going to any trouble. The pretty soap and folded towel, the beautifully decorated lounge, it all starts to make sense. This must be how things are done in France. Everything arranged to look as aesthetically pleasing as possible.

Lunch is a salad topped with fresh tarragon, walnuts and crumbly goats’ cheese, tossed in Frédéric’s own vinaigrette. I am impressed. For me, ‘homemade’ dressing means buying a bottle of Paul Newman’s special sauce. He opens a bottle of Provençal rosé and starts explaining that he has a motorbike for getting around in Paris. Much more ‘amusing’ than taking the metro, he says. I have to agree. The prospect thrills me—I’ve never been on a motorbike before. Conversation flows easily over lunch and I realise with a pang of guilt that communicating over the phone in English must have been very difficult for him—hence the awkward silences, the misunderstandings.

It suddenly occurs to me that during our last awful telephone conversation he’d suggested I stay a fortnight and I’d replied emphatically, ‘No, really, I’m just coming for a week.’ Back then, seven days with a virtual stranger seemed interminably long. But sitting opposite Frédéric in this room full of books and art (I’ve conveniently forgotten about the dubious comics), my feelings have done another U-turn. Incredible, really, how capricious emotions can be, how quickly fear and doubt can switch to excitement. Now, a different, far more intriguing possibility crosses my mind. A week might not be long enough.


Three

‘You can’t come to Paris without visiting the Louvre.’ Frédéric is adamant. So am I.

‘It’s too big. I hate crowds.’ For someone who studied Fine Art at university, my lack of enthusiasm for the world-famous museum is shameful. But queues and colossal attractions have always put me off. Just thinking about all there is to see at the Louvre makes me feel tired.

‘We’ll keep the visit short, no more than two hours, okay?’ He sounds like a frustrated parent trying to strike a deal with a recalcitrant child. A couple of hours. That sounds survivable.

‘Okay.’

We begin in the sculpture galleries, among mythical men with bunched muscles and graceful maidens in draping robes. You have to stop yourself from reaching out and touching their smooth hands, the supple folds in their clothes, so skilfully have they been rendered. Light pours abundantly through glass ceilings, dancing on the marble figures. The rooms burst with lyrical beauty and brightness. I love it here. I want to stay.

But Frédéric hustles me up an escalator, along some corridors and in an instant we’re surrounded by crowded canvases of alarming dimensions. Chariots charge through the air, cherubs somersault from skies, young kings dress for war, breasts burst randomly from tight bodices. There is too much melodrama in the Rubens room to take it all in.

But there is no relief in sight. From here we enter an interminable stretch of galleries devoted to death and devastation. Mary sobs at the feet of Christ. Foaming seas capsize boats. Men are impaled on lances, corpses rot, battle scenes and severed heads swim in blood. Catastrophes blur before my eyes. I start to feel tired.

Frédéric, on the other hand, is becoming more and more engrossed. Entering a room of Flemish paintings, his expression elevates to rapt elation. To me these bleak landscapes are only marginally less depressing than what we’ve just seen. But to Frédéric—who grew up in northern France right next to Flanders—they represent his roots. He calls me over to a painting of thundery skies and foggy fields.

‘Look, Sarah,’ he raves. ‘Can’t you see the poetry in the damp, dark earth?’

I need air. I need to sit down. My stamina has been heroic but you have to recognise your limits (one hour, twenty-seven minutes). We take a break at Café Marly overlooking I.M. Pei’s glass pyramid. An apathetic, handsome waiter in a smart suit eventually brings us two glasses of kir. The terrace has a glamorous, exclusive feel—partly because the staff treat you as though you’re incredibly lucky to be here. I certainly feel lucky to be here. For me, the visit has been salvaged. I perk up enormously, knowing all that exhausting art is somewhere safely beneath my feet.

‘That was great,’ I say.

‘What?’

‘The Louvre. I really enjoyed it.’

Frédéric stares at me, baffled. ‘You mean it’s finished—you don’t want to go back in?’

I’m baffled too. ‘You mean you do?’

Until now, everything has been going very smoothly during our first few days together. Sure, we’ve had a few minor misunderstandings but nothing that has led to conflict. Just the sort of incidents that deepen complicity and quickly become sources of jokes and teasing. For example yesterday, when I’d complimented Frédéric on his ‘olive’ skin he’d looked confused but didn’t say anything. This morning, after stewing over it all night, he demanded an explanation. ‘Why did you say I was green?’ he asked, his tone slightly indignant. I burst out laughing.

After I’d explained it was actually a compliment we started talking about the vagaries of the English language. Frédéric finds it difficult, full of exceptions to rules and words that sound confusingly similar. He made up sentences to illustrate his point. ‘The poodle stepped in a puddle.’ ‘I hunt ants with my aunt.’ Peeved by the thoughtlessness of the language, he kept repeating the suspect words. ‘Hunt. Aunt. Ant. They sound exactly the same!’ For the next half hour I tried to teach him the aspirated ‘h’ and the subtle phonetic difference between ‘poodle’ and ‘puddle’. In vain. The English lesson ended in peals of laughter.

But my indifference for the magnificent Louvre is not a laughing matter, it seems. Incomprehension is etched on Frédéric’s face. Chatting on the lovely terrace, our different attitudes to the Louvre reveal a wider culture gap.

‘I’ve been going to museums since I was four,’ he states. ‘They were the highlight of family holidays. Whenever we arrived in a new town the first thing my parents did was take us to an art gallery or museum.’

‘Weren’t you bored?’

‘Oh no, I loved it,’ Frédéric enthuses. ‘I found it interesting.’

‘Kids in France must be a lot different from kids in Australia.’ And I describe our family holidays when my parents took my brother and sister and me camping—not in camp grounds but usually in the bush, near lakes, rivers or beaches. The action-packed days waterskiing and swimming, the myriad, mindless ways we would amuse ourselves in water for hours on end. I describe how we’d cook over campfires, how we’d carefully shake our T-shirts or shoes—anything that had been lying on the ground—before putting them on. He is captivated, and I realise with surprise that to him my holidays sound exotic, dangerous even. He asks lots of questions about sharks, snakes and spiders. And why do I say ‘the’ bush if there are many bushes? I smile at his mental picture of a dry, barren continent inhabited by a valiant, solitary shrub. Overlooking the spectacular glass pyramid, we laugh at the sharp contrast between our childhood holidays: that while one of us was trailing maturely through museums the other was in serious sibling competition to see who could keep their balance longest standing on a floating Lilo. And so our disagreement over the Louvre is swept aside by the flow of conversation. But that moment of mutual incomprehension had allowed us to get to know each other a little better and I don’t think either of us had forgotten it.
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On previous visits to the French capital I’d rocketed up the Eiffel Tower and climbed the Arc de Triomphe and the stairs to Sacré Cœur. But with Frédéric as my guide, we mostly avoid the main monuments, spinning around them on the motorbike so that they seem merely a stunning backdrop to our adventures. Instead we revel in details. He takes me to the Marais, pointing out the dark, sculpted doorways and quaint, crooked shop fronts. He indicates the engraved plaques on façades announcing that Colette lived in the apartment above, or that on this spot in August 1944 three members of the French Resistance were shot by German soldiers. I soak up these fragments of history.

Simple discoveries seem extraordinary. Like the lovely private courtyards sealed from the street by thick wooden doors. Although at night you need the door codes to go in, during work hours you can enter by simply pressing the shiny silver buttons which are usually to the right of the entrance. One day during a stroll around the Left Bank we pass a particularly imposing, ornate entry. Although it looks resolutely closed and inaccessible, when Frédéric pushes the button the door unlocks with a soft clicking sound. It’s so massive we have to lean on it with all our body weight before it creaks open and we step into a leafy courtyard: an oasis of cool calm after the street noise and heat. Virginia creeper tumbles down the walls. These apartments were for nobles, Frédéric explains, pointing to the towering arched entranceway we came through which was built big enough for carriages. He indicates the mansard roof, the tall windows whose many square panes are artisanal and dimpled and so different from modern glass with its glossy sheen. Looking through them we can see high moulded ceilings. It all seems so refined. ‘L’ élégance française,’ Frédéric says, explaining that the essence of French elegance lies in the balance of romance and restraint.

It is August and every self-respecting Parisian has already fled to a crowded coastline. The city is full of tour groups and coaches. Seeing them only makes me more grateful for my personal guide: a Frenchman letting me in on the secrets. Who cares if his motorbike is an unglamorous old Honda? Certainly not me. Now ordinary outings are exhilarating. To Frédéric, obeying road rules is only for the uncreative and we hurtle onto pavements, tackle one-way streets the wrong way, weaving wildly among traffic, alert and alive. Most thrilling of all is riding at night when millions of winking lights wake the city’s monuments. The Eiffel Tower loses its metallic flatness and glows a lovely amber. Illuminated from within, the glass pyramid at the Louvre looks like a giant Scotch on ice.

I guess the circumstances are perfect for falling in love. Every skidding stop on the motorbike, each intimate garden, every candlelit café terrace conspires to spark romance. But is it the scene, the city or the man I’m succumbing to? A combination of all three? These questions don’t even enter my mind. Who cares when it’s all so much fun. Yes, I admit, I’m carried away on a kaleidoscope of clichés straight out of a trashy romance novel. It is magic.

One evening we go for a stroll along the Pont des Arts, whose looping iron arches connect the Louvre with the gleaming gilt domes of the Institut de France. A bateaumouche steams towards us on the river below, its deck crowded with waving tourists. The colours and light are Monetesque—smudged golden-pink skies and soft violet shadows. Now I see why artists and writers have compared Paris light to champagne. The evening air does have an effervescent quality. On the quai below, couples fall into each other’s arms. I don’t think I’ve ever seen such a meltingly romantic setting.

But Frédéric’s thoughts are not on romance. He is beginning to wheeze, a signal he’s about to say something he finds hysterically funny. ‘I would really love one day to stand here and peess on the boats,’ he cackles, pretending to wave his willy at the unsuspecting families enjoying their river cruise. ‘Imagine, all those poor tourists, nowhere to run or hide!’ He turns to see whether I’ve got the joke. ‘It would be so funny, no?’

Well yes, I mean I guess. Sort of. I smile vaguely. Evidently the Gallic powers of seduction are somewhat unpredictable. Unpredictable is good, of course—up to a point. But his joke takes me by surprise. Its bawdiness seems at odds with the refined appearance of the man who cracked it. Just as those comics weirdly contrasted with his shelves of highbrow books, it is hard now to reconcile the two images. Is this typically French, I wonder, this mix of culture and schoolboy coarseness? The romantic moment ricochets into the night.
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By the time Sue arrives at the end of the week, I’ve forgotten all about needing a chaperone. My early fears about the French ‘maniac’ now seem neurotic. Frédéric had laughed when I confessed my panic a few days ago. He thought it was hysterical that Sue was supposed to be my lifeline in case he turned out to be psycho. The situation seemed to appeal to his imagination: he sensed comic potential. ‘Let’s play a practical joke on her,’ he’d urged. ‘I’ll pretend I’ve taken you prisoner, that I am maniac after all. Let’s tie you up in the cellar so that when she arrives …’

By now I’m getting familiar with his warped sense of humour. The way it pops up when you’re least expecting it. This idea had to be quickly and firmly squashed.

‘No.’

Sue and I have been friends from the age of thirteen, when we started high school together in baggy green tunics and brown stockings. She is the sort of person who can make you laugh with her sharp wit or just by clowning around and pulling stupid faces. In the past, boyfriends have occasionally felt uncomfortable about our closeness, not sure how much one has told the other (everything), not always liking their place in the general scheme of things when the two of us are together. She’ll be gagging with curiosity about the Frenchman. Maybe she’s worried I’ve lost my head. Maybe I have.

I’m a bit nervous as we sit down to our first dinner together as a trio. It’s important to me that Sue likes him. Frédéric is relaxed, apparently delighted to meet my closest friend. He is affectionate and attentive towards me, leaning over every so often to brush my cheek or hand. Then, to my horror, he starts telling Sue about his planned joke.

‘I proposed to tie Sarah in the cellar,’ he begins. ‘Like a prisoner. Naked, yes, naked.’ He is chortling and embellishing as he goes along. ‘Imagine your face when you saw her! All your worries come true. You would have thought I was so weird!’ He pronounces this ‘weed’. ‘Yes, the Weed Frenchie!’

I am mortified. What will she make of him? After all, they’ve only just met and now here he is swinging through the civilised scene with all the subtlety of Tarzan, telling one of his bizarre jokes. Uncharacteristically, Sue seems lost for words. After a moment, she smiles uncertainly and says, ‘I think I would have found that a bit upsetting.’ There’s a pause in the conversation. I feel awkward, wondering what Sue must be thinking. But Frédéric appears entirely oblivious to my embarrassment over his little joke, perfectly at ease with the momentary silence and soon he starts chatting about something else.

By the next day, though, she is won over. Figuring it would be fun for us to have some time on our own, Frédéric has tactfully arranged to leave for the weekend. He is going to northern France to see his father, who has lived alone since the death of Frédéric’s mother four years ago. The plan suits Sue and me perfectly: the truth is I’m dying to have some time alone with her, to tell her about the fantastic past five days. Gallantly, he waves goodbye, leaving us the keys to his apartment, his car, and his wine cellar. We are like pigs in a puddle—our own Paris pad to play in! We splash some syrupy cassis into the bottom of glasses then fill them with white wine from the refrigerator. For the next few hours, we don’t move from the sun-soaked lounge.
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After farewelling Sue, my first week in Paris draws to an end. It seems to have passed in a flash. When Frédéric returns from northern France the subject of my departure is not broached. A hot spell hits the city, sending temperatures into the low thirties. Cafés cram even more tables and chairs onto pavements creating configurations so serried they would cause an outcry in many other countries. Customers are sandwiched in like sardines, elbows sticking into neighbours’ ribs, cigarettes practically taking out eyes as they’re waved through the air. No-one complains; obviously they’re used to it. The atmosphere in Paris is surprisingly Mediterranean. Nobody seems to be working—not even the few remaining Parisians who’ve heroically stayed behind to keep the country running. The days are incredibly long and night doesn’t fall until almost eleven. Only then do we stop meandering or vacate our bench in a pocket-sized park to look for somewhere outside to eat. Miraculously my stomach clock has adjusted: in Sydney if I didn’t have dinner by about eight I’d be starving.

Amid the close clamour of café terraces, we discover more about each other and the places we come from. Statements that seem matter-of-fact to one of us can seem absolutely extraordinary to the other. Like the evening I happened to mention the words ‘school’ and ‘fun’ in the same sentence. Frédéric pounced on this absurd impossibility straightaway.

‘You mean you had fun at school?’

I thought about it. The secondary school I went to was a privileged private one in tree-lined Canberra. Although it was not all games and gaiety, the image that immediately sprang to mind was of sitting on the grass in the sunshine with our lunch sandwiches. ‘Yeah, we did have fun, I guess. I mean not every day. But I have lots of good memories.’ As I described the green playing fields, the sports carnivals, drama and music classes and the well-equipped art room, his disbelief grew. It took some explaining for him to grasp the concept of Friday afternoon ‘Extra Activities’, when lessons would stop for students to pursue the activity of their choice—anything from car maintenance and bush walking to life drawing.

‘Is it serious? I mean did you get a serious education with so much pleasure?’ he asked sceptically. I laughed.

‘Serious enough, I guess. Why, what was your school like?’

A cheerless, dark brick building with few windows, apparently. The asphalt playground was tiny, speared by two sickly chestnut trees which were the only vaguely green things on the premises. It was a private Catholic school and the priests practised tough discipline. Sport was condensed to a weekly hour of gymnastics. There were no drama classes, no public speaking and debating. Art lessons were taken by the maths teacher and after the first year of secondary school they stopped altogether. Creativity and imagination were considered frivolous.

‘The only subject that counted was maths,’ he rued. ‘It’s the same all over France. And I was very bad at it. It didn’t matter that I was good at French, history and philosophy. If you’re bad at maths, you’re considered stupid. For a long time after, I felt bad because of it.’

I was floored. Coming from a man who has a doctorate in law this complex seemed inconceivable. I was crap at maths, too, I told him. And I couldn’t have cared less. Maths was for swats. No teacher ever made me feel dim because of my lack of aptitude. But despite his unhappy memories, Frédéric also expressed pride in the French education system, the Republican principles which oblige every student to study the same texts with the goal of ensuring a common foundation and equal opportunity. Perhaps his schooling was more ‘serious’, as he put it—at least in subjects like history, philosophy and classical literature. But our discussion made me glad for the fun I had, grateful to the god of good fortune that I never had to struggle through anything as laborious as Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason.

One evening towards the end of my second week, an old friend of Frédéric’s calls. When he gets off the phone he is beaming. The friend and his family are staying in their summer cottage in Allier, a region in the centre of France, apparently. Frédéric must have told him about me because the invitation extends to the two of us. We’ve been asked to join them.

Hurtling down the A10 autoroute in his car, Frédéric gives me some background on where we’ll be spending the next six days. Allier is a sparsely populated, rural region. It’s really la France profonde, he says, explaining this is a loaded expression which refers to the mythic rural idyll that the French still consider the true essence of their country. The house where we’ll be staying is little more than a pile of old stones. His friend is … He pauses. Unable to find the right words in English, Frédéric switches to French. Un vrai personnage. A real character. Four hours later, we arrive at the village of Saint-Léon where we stop at the little stone church as arranged, waiting for Jean-Michel to show us the route.

A few minutes later a dodgy-looking truck rattles straight for us. It has barely skidded to a stop when a bear-like bloke leaps out, bellowing at the trail of kids and dogs that tumble out after him. Before I can breathe bonjour, two massive hands clamp my face, practically lifting me off my feet. Loud, smacking kisses land on either cheek, amidst a babble of French endearments—ma petite puce, ma poulette. My little flea, my baby hen. Then Frédéric disappears in a huge hug, which is followed by more kisses and affectionate backslapping. ‘What are these ridiculous things?’ teases Jean-Michel, tickling his friend’s neatly trimmed sideburns. ‘You look like a bloody Parisian!’

It would be difficult to imagine a more unlikely pair. They strike a comical, Laurel-and-Hardy contrast: Frédéric, somehow chic in a shirt and shorts, alongside Jean-Michel, who on this day is exposing half his bottom. A white belly pokes between slipping shorts and a filthy, ripped T-shirt. While Frédéric smells lightly of Davidoff aftershave, Jean-Michel’s personal aroma is flavoured by ripe armpits. Showering is something he does on Sundays.

They’ve known each other since they were fourteen and their friendship is as solid as ever, even though one has chosen to pursue a career in the capital working for a large law firm, the other a serene existence as deputy mayor of a quiet village in northern France. While Frédéric’s lifestyle is rushed and urban, Jean-Michel has ample time for hunting and fishing. In France, the friends you make at school remain mates for life. You’re bound by a shared past and in this country, it seems history is everything.

The house sits at the end of a potholed track overlooking a gentle valley sprinkled with cows so content and motionless they look as though they’ve been painted on the landscape. Empty and abandoned when Jean-Michel bought it, the former farmhouse has recently been subject to some erratic restoration. The toilet, I note in dismay, has no door and looks straight onto the dining table. Chortling, Jean-Michel promises to erect a curtain for the ‘soft Parisians’.

For me, la France profonde is like sliding back fifty years in time. Allier has a rough-hewn authenticity: its villages are charming but devoid of the postcard prettiness which draws tourists. The boxy silhouettes of Citroën deux chevaux wobble gamely along skinny roads edged with poplar trees. Jean-Michel says the region is pretty much undiscovered, although to his chagrin, a neighbouring farm was recently sold to Parisians. (To Jean-Michel, all Parisians are pretentious snobs.) They plan to restore the place and use it as a holiday house.

I can understand why. It’s so peaceful here. There are similarities between the way Australians and the French view their rural regions, I discover on this holiday. In both countries, the land is a powerful element in the national psyche. And as in Australia, in France youth are fleeing rural areas for cities and many villages are dying. But listening to Frédéric and Jean-Michel, it’s clear there are also fundamental differences. There is a gentleness to the French countryside that contrasts starkly with the rural idyll I’m familiar with—the mythic outback.

For the French, the countryside is a vital refuge. They snatch time there whenever possible, as though they still haven’t fully adapted to the idea of city living. Every French person dreams of retiring to the countryside, Frédéric tells me. On weekends, his Parisian friends flee to family houses in the provinces. But for most Australians the outback is an awesome, unforgiving place. You go there to be overwhelmed, for adventure, not to relax. Many of us know it only from books or films—rarely from sweet childhood holidays. The outback might fascinate and inspire us, it might have shaped our national identity, but it’s hard to imagine Sydney-siders rushing to buy second homes in Bourke or Broken Hill.

There are seven people (plus a dog and a slovenly cat) squashed into the two-bedroom cottage—us, Jean-Michel, his wife Nathalie, their kids Louis and Natacha and then ten-year-old Victoria from Ukraine. The family is looking after her following an operation in Paris to remove her thyroid gland which was cancerous as a result of the Chernobyl nuclear accident. Her presence underlines the generosity of our hosts, who are not loaded with money. With its frayed, sagging couches, paneless windows and lack of hot water, the house gives new meaning to the word rustic. But it radiates gaiety and convivial disorder, and perhaps because I’m used to roughing it camping, I feel right at home. Frédéric and I sleep on sofa cushions on the floor of the lounge. Jean-Michel and Nathalie speak some English and patiently explain the jokes or entire conversations I’ve missed. But there is no standing on ceremony for a foreign guest—I’m expected to fit in and lend a hand like everyone else. Which is pretty much how it’s always been in my family with friends and visitors.

There are a few culture shocks, though. Jean-Michel, who turns out to be a Gallic version of an Aussie bushman, has an impressive arsenal of knives and guns with which he frequently slaughters dinner. Early morning, he heads out to hunt hare and wild boar. By breakfast, the carcasses are stripped to the bone. On several mornings I arrive in the kitchen for croissants and coffee to find it transformed into a bloody battlefield strewn with bright red meat and purple animal organs.

Fascinated, I watch him make chunky terrine using an old-fashioned, labour-intensive meat grinder. Why not use a modern mincer? Delighted to have an interested audience, Jean-Michel sets down his tools. His face is a pantomime of professorial patience. ‘Ecoute poulette,’ he begins importantly. The ensuing explanation includes many unfamiliar words but with the help of his hand gestures I eventually understand that electric mixers crush the meat into nothing, whereas with traditional hand grinders the meat retains its structure, its fibres and full flavour.

In a blackened fire oven beneath the stairs Jean-Michel bakes oval loaves of crusty bread. We scour bushy banks of quiet lanes for blackberries to make jam. He pours the crimson cascade into old-fashioned glass pots and seals them with wax. ‘La méthode traditionnelle,’ he beams, wiping berry-stained hands on his T-shirt.

Under Jean-Michel’s tutelage, my French acquires personality. Instead of a ‘verre de vin’ (glass of wine) he teaches me the slangy, untranslatable expression ‘coup de pif’. Around the table, they talk ‘cul’—which literally means ‘bum’ but in colloquial language refers to sex jokes. A lot of the time I’m content to listen and observe, transfixed by the array of expressions which scud across their faces. I’d always assumed Gallic characters in films were wildly exaggerated. Mais non! Here they are Oh-la-la-ing, pouting to show doubt or disagreement, shrugging in resignation or indifference. They are natural ham actors, embellishing their own stereotypes to such effect that a simple dinner conversation looks like performance.

On our second last day we go to buy cheese from a nearby farm. The owners don’t look very different from some of the people I met in rural Romania. He has a mouth of gold and black gaps; she wears an old-fashioned, floral smock, her abbreviated legs plugged into gum boots. Our request for cheese sparks a hum of excitement. What looks very much like an argument breaks out but in fact it’s only a lively discussion—emphatic hand gestures and raised voices are standard features of conversation in la France profonde, apparently. Eventually, we’re led into a barn, where through the dimness I can just make out bird cages containing small, pale discs. We gather around the goats’ cheese, heads shaking at the mauvais temps which has produced a lot of vers. There is a lot of heavy sighing happening and it seems appropriate to join in, although I have absolutely no idea what they’re talking about.

Later, the source of their concern becomes all too apparent. Poised to slice into a chèvre on my plate, I notice the rind is wriggling with maggots. Unphased, Jean-Michel is shaving off his crawling crust. Revulsion rises in my throat and I try to overcome it, not wanting to offend. No-one else appears shocked. And so I copy Jean-Michel, telling myself that I’ve eaten worse. Once, in northern New South Wales where I’d gone to do a television report, a group of Aboriginal kids presented me with a six-centimetre long, raw witchetty grub. Bush tukka, they’d giggled, bright eyes daring me. My weak, white, urban sensibilities were on trial and it would have looked bad to refuse, I’d thought. The liquid explosion in my mouth had almost made me retch.

I wipe some cheese onto my bread and bite.

The table erupts in peals of delighted laughter. It had been a test, and quite unwittingly I’d passed with flying colours. In fact, except for Jean-Michel, the others had been feeling squeamish just contemplating the plate. But used to foreigners wrinkling their noses at pungent, unpasteurised French cheeses, my new friends are immensely flattered by this gullible show of gameness. It’s as though I have just leapt on the table and delivered a rousing rendition of La Marseillaise. Anyone willing to eat wormy chèvre must be okay, read their expressions. Even Jean-Michel is impressed. ‘An American would never had done that,’ he remarks admiringly.
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By the time we return to Paris, the gloriously long days are getting noticeably shorter. There is a sense of something reaching an inevitable end—and not just summer. Everything seems to herald change, the new crispness in the evening air, the shrinking queues, the city streets. The tourists with their shorts and cameras have been replaced by purposeful people with caramel tans and bright highlights in their hair. Parisians. Back from their holidays for the September start of the school and working year, known as la rentrée.

These changes seem to be a sign. Having already stayed far longer than I’d intended, my holiday in France is over too. I can’t keep prolonging my departure. Besides, Frédéric is about to go back to work. It’s time to hoist my backpack and pick up my travel plans: back to London, then Greece, then on to Turkey where Sue will fly over and meet me and from there perhaps an overnight bus back to Bucharest.

Everything seems to have happened so quickly. In one month, my relationship with Frédéric has shifted from holiday romance to something more serious. In retrospect, right from that second night in Bucharest I think I sensed that given half a chance it would. But now this seismic shift has occurred I feel the need to slow down the pace. To take some distance. A few weeks ago I’d felt carefree and unconcerned. Everything had seemed crystal clear—I was in Paris and in love! But our wonderful holiday together has raised the possibility of a commitment—and with it confusing questions about my future. Do I want to live in France? What if I take the plunge and stay and then everything with Frédéric falls apart? All clarity is clouded by a sudden premonition of the complications involved in letting this relationship run its course. As my departure day looms I become increasingly impatient to go.

Frédéric takes me to Gare du Nord station. My train will stop at Calais, connecting with a ferry to Dover, where I’ll catch a bus to London. His face is long. At least I have my travels to look forward to, whereas he has only work. We talk about meeting up in the near future for a long weekend in London or maybe Istanbul. This is not really a goodbye, we reassure each other. But there is a poignancy to the moment, reflected in the clamour of comings and goings, the hurried movement all round us, the huge, hangar-like space which makes us feel tiny and uncertain.

As the train glides smoothly forward, I turn over my shoulder for one last wave. Frédéric stands on the platform, arm stretched high in the air. He stays like that for about thirty seconds, perfectly still, until the track curls away from the station and he disappears from view.
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Several weeks later I’m a world away from Paris, stretched across four seats on an overnight ferry which is cruising towards the far-eastern edge of Europe. The boat docks at the Greek island of Samos, which nudges—rather tensely—the Turkish coast. After a couple of hot days in Vathi, the main port, I take a bus to the pine- and oak-forested hills skirting Mount Ampelos. The sun beats on my back as I wind through orchards and vineyards, trying to follow a walking trail marked by contradictory arrows and the occasional mad map. Eventually, I arrive at the gleaming white, mountain village of Vourliotes, tired and sweaty.

The scene is surreal. Thousands of kilometres from home, plunged in the middle of nowhere, I suddenly step into what looks like a giant Australian souvenir shop dropped into a Greek setting. Children run playfully past, with koalas, kangaroos and ‘I love Australia’ splashed on their T-shirts. The local taverna is waving an Australian flag. In the shade, elderly men play a card game at the sort of pace which suggests they might take the rest of their lives to finish it. One of them has ‘I’ve surfed Bondi Beach’ emblazoned across his chest.

A charming, chatty villager solves the mystery. After the Second World War, much of the community emigrated to Australia. Over the years, some family members have returned. Most of them no longer know where to call home, the inhabitant explains. His own Australian-born children are studying to be lawyers and teachers. To them, Sydney is home. But for him, the choice is not so simple. Now in his fifties, with every passing year the pull of his village among the vines grows stronger. His life is a constant dilemma: in Australia he feels Greek; in Greece he feels Australian.

‘It’s a bitter–sweet thing, knowing two cultures,’ he sighs. ‘Once you leave your birthplace nothing is ever the same.’ The man stares at the glittering turquoise cradling the coast, thinking of his kids at the opposite end of the earth.

‘It’s a curse to love two countries.’ He smiles wryly at his own melodramatic words. But there is sadness in his eyes.

Unable to relate to his experience, I can only sympathise in a limited sort of way. Besides, I’m in no mood for dark thoughts. A few days from now, I’ll be meeting Sue in Istanbul. In the bursting sunlight, sucking in the island’s jasmine-scented air, the future seems full of promise.

I had no idea then how radically my life was about to change and how well I would come to understand what the Greek had said.




End of sample
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