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1.


Why?





Maybe my father had a French mistress. Maybe there’s something my mother has yet to tell me. Because the answer doesn’t simply trip off the tongue when people ask: ‘why France?’


What is it about this particular country that draws people in their droves, makes them dream of living in a way that seems impossible anywhere else? Long the traditional Mecca of those in search of a discreetly civilised ‘quality of life’, today it has competition. Spain is sunnier, is it not, and the golf great? Italy is livelier, South Africa is cheaper, Dubai is ritzier, Florida is fantastic, Poland is revving-up like a Harley Davidson and Australia has it all, if only it could be moved nearer.


But France … ah. Offering a hint of romance with a tint of magic, France continues to charm, to seduce, to enchant. Contrary to popular belief, the French are not strutting peacocks: au contraire, they suffer from twittering insecurity, spectacularly low self-esteem and the firm belief that their country is going to hell in a handcart. Eh oui, it was once a great nation, but today – bof! No confidence, no sense of direction at all. And yet it beckons, it draws, it lures people from more supposedly prosperous and dynamic nations.


Today, foreigners put far more faith in France than do the French themselves. Their reasons for moving to Brittany, Provence, Burgundy, Alsace or the over-subscribed Dordogne are myriad, but they all share one common pursuit: le bien être. Well-being, or feeling good in one’s skin. There’s even a popular cologne of that name, a long-running best-seller still on the shelves today.


I wanted to feel good in my skin. Like so many others, I woke up one morning suddenly sick – almost literally – of commuting twelve hours a week to work. The joke about renaming Ireland ‘the car park’ was wearing thin, and I was en route to an office woefully demoralised by budget cuts and Machiavellian intrigue, by rows, rivalry, sexism and psychological warfare. As in companies worldwide, ‘rationalisation’ had reduced facilities to a pitiful level, and going to work each morning felt like embarking on the Titanic. My job, once a joy, had degenerated into a farce. Arriving in the office one day to find myself hot-desking with a complete stranger, I suddenly experienced that Reggie Perrin moment: No! Enough! Stop the wheel, I want to get off! Just one more midlife crisis, amongst millions – but I was lucky. I could do something about it. For some, life begins at forty with a Porsche or an affair or an assault on the Himalayas; for me, it would entail quitting my job, selling my house, ditching my comfortable lifestyle and abandoning some very good friends. But as the saying goes, you can’t make omelettes without breaking eggs.


The early twenty-first century was, for many, Ireland’s finest hour. The economy was booming, transforming the former famine country from pauper to prince. But ironically, wealth was proving to come expensive, on a wave of drugs, crime, political corruption, material greed and spiritual erosion. Southfork-style mansions were mushrooming in every hamlet, huge jeeps were congesting every tiny crossroads, small children were riding to their rites of religious passage in stretch limos, many of them bedecked in designer garb and sporting sunbed tans. As it hurtled along the fast track to prosperity, Ireland seemed to be losing touch with its once easy-going nature, the atmosphere mutating from mellow to manic, propelled by consumer pressures that were thrusting mobile phones into the fists of infants, whirling everyone off on endless exotic holidays which did not appear to be generating any sense of relaxation whatsoever. Gradually, inexorably, the country seemed to be turning into a triumph of show over substance, and the stress of intense social competition was showing. Alcoholism, always a problem, was reaching new heights, stag parties were spewing out onto city streets and teenagers were spending entire weekends in cocktail-induced stupors, victims of a new syndrome: TMM. Too Much Money. Traditionally a cheery, chatty country, Ireland was still fun in many ways, but its soul no longer seemed to be singing.


Mine wasn’t singing either, sitting in traffic jams or waiting for non-existent buses (the boom had yet to produce a decent bus service), battling a macho culture at work, banging its head against the glass ceiling of office politics and watching its back with increasing unease. Dear old Dublin had become dangerous; as a woman I felt unsafe even at home unless the burglar alarm was on, and distinctly unsafe on the streets. One day, an aggressive backpacker bumped into me in Henry Street, slamming me up against a wall with such a violent volley of oaths that bypassers turned to stare (but not intervene) as he screamed and spat a tirade of abuse. A few days later, an enraged biker, ranting and bellowing, flung his helmet at the windscreen of my car. Road rage was rampant, the cost of living was rocketing and litigation had become the new career option. Tribunals clogged the courts, half the clergy seemed to be up on paedophilia charges and no amount of money could maintain a decent health service.


The entire nation seemed obsessed with flash goodies, fake tans and (con)fusion food, and it was speaking in an increasingly American accent: ‘Mum’ had become ‘Mom’. The airwaves were squawking endless advertising of pension plans, financial ‘products’ and bulletproof insurance against the terrifying prospect of one unplanned, unprotected moment anywhere between cradle and grave. Musing during the twenty-kilometre commute that now took seventy-five minutes each way, I realised with a jolt that my job was costing five thousand euro a year in petrol and parking. Like many people, I’d been mugged and burgled more than once over the years, my car had been vandalised and sometimes it all felt like one long battle for survival.


Enough of this, I thought. Ireland may not be the worst place in the world – we’re hardly talking Iraq or Afghanistan – but it’s just not me any more. Not at the moment, anyway. Maybe later, when it simmers down. Meanwhile, I am going to jump off this crazy carousel.


And all the signposts were pointing to France. I’d adored that beautiful country all my life and suddenly here was the chance to experience it close up and personal. This wasn’t about putting a Band-Aid on a blister, it was about elective surgery. Selling up, jumping ship and trying on a whole new way of life for size. I didn’t have any children to worry about, nobody would have to study Pythagoras in French or eat tripes. At worst, I might end up on the wrong end of a few smouldering bridges, with my job, house and pension up in smoke … so, let’s do it. Let’s cut loose.


And besides, there was Serge. I could almost hear him singing already. Many years earlier, on my very first visit to France at the age of eighteen, I’d been hopelessly, irrevocably seduced by a man called Serge Reggiani.


He was Italian, he lived in Paris and he was nearly twenty-five years older than me. We met in a friend’s apartment in Ivry and it was love from the first moment his recorded voice caressed my spine like fingers on a piano, wistfully singing a song called Le Déserteur, of which I understood scarcely a syllable. But – whoooh! – at a stroke I was felled like a sapling, dizzily, hopelessly in love. Once you’d heard Serge sing, there was no going back. Overnight, the Stones, the Beatles, the entire British-based culture of my youth faded from my mind. ‘He luvs ya, yeah yeah yeah’ just didn’t cut it as a lyric any more. Whereas Serge Reggiani sang the haunting, poetic lyrics of Boris Vian in a way that made me wish he would come galloping into my parents’ Dublin semi-dee, scoop me up over the saddle of his prancing steed and whisk me off, permanently, to Paris. Serge notoriously considered himself an ugly chap, but I’d happily have set up camp with him on top of an Alp, at the bottom of Lac Léman, anywhere, just so long as he kept on singing in that black-velvet voice about anarchy, and sedition, and that poor dead soldier with the bloody wounds, and the river eternally rolling under the Pont Mirabeau … I’d have done jail for Serge, had he asked me. It was unrequited love, but it was to last a lifetime. Sometimes, crossing O’Connell Bridge, my mind would duck under le pont Mirabeau, floating away to France where Serge was now rising to the status of national treasure, beloved of the entire French nation.


Over the years, the French bug bit repeatedly, burrowing deeper under my skin like one of those inexplicable infections that makes doctors reach, frowning, for their Gray’s Anatomy. I tuned in to French radio stations like a patient wired up to a drip, and Serge began to amass rivals for my affection: Jean Ferrat’s voice could crumble cathedrals, shoot stars from the sky. When he sang the poetry of Louis Aragon, I prayed to God to take me now, since life thereafter could hardly have much point. One sunny day in Skerries, as I sat propped against a friend’s wall overlooking the sea, I heard Charles Trenet sing La Mer and was all but washed away on the rippling romance of it. And then Serge and Jean and Charles were joined by Piaf, Barbara, Gainsbourg, Leo Ferré, George Moustaki, Marc Ogeret; later, Julien Clerc, Pascal Opisbo, Isabelle Boulay, and – no, no apologies – Johnny Hallyday. (Anyone in the throes of divorce should listen to Ne Reviens Pas, in which Johnny invites his ex never to darken his door again.) I really had it very bad. The only schmoozers I wouldn’t let into my sound system were Sacha Distel and Charles Aznavour, since they sang in English, missing the point entirely. Let Charles and Sacha be snapped up by the ladies of Limerick or Leeds or Louisiana: me, I took my Frenchmen neat.


However, one does not move to France merely for sexy warblers who, by the time I finally arrived, were either pensioners or dead. There have to be valid reasons too. A million immigrants can’t all simply be seduced by Serge.


Today, many of those who move to France are economic migrants: people on the run, not only from Third World countries, but from collapsing economies in places as near as Britain, Holland, Ireland, Belgium, Spain, busily buying maisons de maître on a couple of acres in the Languedoc or Limousin for half the price of their bungalows back home. But money is not the only motivating factor. For many, France offers another, unspoken incentive, a dark and shady secret: it is intelligent. Candidly, unrepentantly intelligent. Articulate and erudite, a refuge of sense and sensibility. Almost alone in a Europe culturally dominated by the likes of Lady Gaga, it is not ashamed of its education, its literacy or its nakedly philosophical turn of mind. It doesn’t rate beer over books, go tribal about football or dumb down its social communications to kindergarten level. Even if its self-styled intellos rarely read Sartre any more – or indeed anything more complex than the film reviews in Télérama – it remains literate, cultured and eloquent. To a Frenchman, the term ‘intellectual’ is a compliment, not an accusation, and the France I’d come to know and love over so many years would never ‘go oik’, never turn into a braying yob.


Would it?


Oh yes it would, some people muttered darkly. It’s got Desperate Housewives on television now, Who Wants To Be A Millionaire, all those cheap imports and amateur contests! Okay, maybe the teenagers don’t behave like gangsters, raves and discos are still relatively rare, but McDonald’s is everywhere, as are Pepsi, popcorn, all the hallmarks of Americanisation. As for that lovely language … they do ‘business’ now, they have a ‘manager’! A rendezvous is a ‘meeting’ these days, people say ‘top’ and ‘cool’ and ‘bad boy’ and ‘stress’ … you might as well move to Manhattan or Merseyside. Ten years from now, it’ll be exactly like Ireland, just one more united state of America.


Oh no. Not my France. Even if globalisation was rampant, I couldn’t envisage the French wearing baseball caps backwards, slurping Red Bulls or digging gangsta rap in their puffa jackets. Not the country that produced Voltaire, George Sand, Escoffier, Debussy, Victor Hugo, Marie Curie, Monet and Rousseau … good grief, Flaubert would spin in his grave. Monsieur Eiffel would throw himself off his tower.


If France went oik, it would simply be the end. Civilisation would have no hiding place left.
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Changing countries is not a popular thing to do. Many see it as changing allegiance, denying one’s flag, questioning one’s entire history and culture. Even if it’s quicker to fly to Paris from Dublin than to drive to Cork, for many people, ‘foreign’ is still synonymous with ‘France’ in the worst possible sense. The EU stands for European unity primarily in business terms, and moving voluntarily abroad is viewed almost on a par with divorce, a last resort implying you are finally washing your hands of a marriage that just wasn’t working. Your motives and loyalty will be questioned, and people will make well-intentioned attempts to talk you out of going.


‘You’ll be sorry.’


Perhaps you will. Very. Which is why you should think long and hard before doing it. It can be risky, difficult, exhausting, expensive and frustrating. It may cause resentment. Friction. Heartbreak. Confusion. Loneliness. Bankruptcy. Estrangement. Bitter regret. Or the whole lot.


‘You’ll be bored.’


Well, there are those who might argue that you can only be bored if you have no imagination. But bored some people soon become, if they’re not prepared to learn the language, join clubs, get out there and construct a whole new social circle, which can involve the bonfire of a lot of vanities. It’s not easy to regress from Master of the Universe to ‘Mike, who’s going to give us a talk on greenfly this evening’ (if we can understand him).


‘You’ll never get back on the property ladder.’


No, probably not. So don’t sell your house in Dublin or Dundalk until you are absolutely sure you won’t want it ever again. In fact, if the property ladder is of concern to you, you should stay on it.


‘Lovely country, France. Shame about the French.’


Are the French as unfriendly as rumour has it? Or might they miraculously become friendlier once you can understand what they’re saying?


‘Oh, you’ll forget us and all your friends.’


No you won’t. But they may forget you.


‘Well, maybe you can live on baguettes and tomatoes.’


No, you can’t. Do not for one moment delude yourself into thinking otherwise. France is not going to come cheap. There looms the awful possibility that, sooner or later, you may have to work at something. And that, when you do, you may be resented for taking the bread out of natives’ mouths.


‘Well, you can always watch Eastenders on satellite.’


Indeed you can. But why go all the way to France to do something you can do at home?


‘Ooh, the weather will be lovely.’


Yes, it will. When there isn’t a hurricane or an avalanche or a killer heatwave or floods or six feet of snow.


‘Don’t forget the Barry’s tea and Chivers marmalade! Sliced pan and baked beans!’


Actually, you won’t need to remember them, since all these items have spread like measles across the face of France. But ideally, you should forget them immediately. They are a state of mind. Mental handcuffs. Importing your home comforts is a kind of security blanket, maybe reassuring for a little while, but ultimately it puts you in a position of isolation and denial. If you crave your gastronomic ghetto, forget France.


‘Oh God, you’re not going rustic, are you? This isn’t going to be one of those things about vineyards or olive groves or chickens? About Pépé’s log cabin halfway up the Pyrenees, knitting your own pasta, that kind of thing?’


No, it isn’t. Not one grape is going to be crushed anywhere in this story, not a single olive will be pressed into service. No crumbling chateau is going to be restored to its former glory, no clattering 2CV is going to trundle up with a honking goose in the back. Even the plumbers, who traditionally trek through my life, and every book about France too, are out of the picture. (In any case, despite all those fabulous fountains, France’s baffling plumbing problem would need a book to itself.) This story is simply about waking up in the mornings feeling alive and well. Enabling your soul to sing in its shower. Getting to know and love a foreign country, and maybe even some of those chilly, incomprehensible, infuriating people who inhabit it.


Nonetheless, there are those who, even after living in France for years, insist that the French are unfriendly. Getting to know them is, they allege, like trying to thaw an iceberg with a match – feasible, but slow. And it must be conceded that yes, French people are reserved. Polite, but not exactly rushing round with welcoming cakes and invitations to drinks at, oh, let’s say six this evening?


There are also those who accuse them of snobbery. Pride, even vanity, in their language, history and culture. Few seem to notice the insecurity under the polished veneer, the nibbling fear that France might be lagging behind in the headlong rush to globalisation, to a safe, bland world where everything is standardised, pasteurised and homogenised. In fact, they are anxious almost to the point of paranoia, convinced that nobody loves them and that the future is a dark, deeply unsettling place. They need foreigners, if only to cheer them up and add to the gaiety of the nation. Not that there are any pubs (outside the towns) to offer convivial evenings; most villages are comatose by 8 PM, and rural social life is extremely family-centred. If you love your Rover’s Return, you are unlikely to love rural France.


And yet, there is wonderful quality of life to be had, an elusive aura, that mysterious whiff of magic. I couldn’t think of anywhere else I’d rather live, although I did democratically consider the alternatives for at least ten minutes. But memories of Spain involved roaring motorbikes, chaos and criminals, a loud harsh country with too many burger bars, anglophone golf clubs and a dodgy attitude towards animals. America offered no mystique, and anyway you’d want to be desperate to battle through all the bureaucracy involved in emigrating there. Portugal seemed to live exclusively on sardines. As for Italy … ah, bella Italia! But who could handle all that drama on a daily basis? Holland? Belgium? Germany? Austria? Denmark? Each has its own merits of course, only nobody ever seems to articulate them very persuasively. I couldn’t imagine falling passionately in love with Denmark, pining for Austria, yearning piteously for Germany …


No, it had to be France. After Serge, I was ruined for anywhere else. But where, exactly, in France?


This is a major decision. It will dictate your lifestyle and there is a huge difference between, say, a farmhouse in the Ardèche and an apartment in the suburbs of Paris, a townhouse in Bordeaux or a manoir in Montpellier. Inland, or near the coast? City or countryside? Hot climate or cool? France offers a vast choice, and each region has its distinct topography, architecture, atmosphere, food, customs, even language. Fluent French isn’t much use in Perpignan, where you’d be better off with Spanish. Celts bond well with Brittany, while Londoners might find Picardy deathly dull.


My first choice was the Languedoc, a southern area of earthy charm with an unspoilt coastline, near Provence but much cheaper. The poor man’s Provence, you might say. But a recce trip revealed two flaws. The first was the weather: spectacularly violent storms, frequent floods, stifling summers and freezing winters. The other was inaccessibility: at the time, Ryanair wasn’t yet flying direct to Carcassonne, and somehow I couldn’t see my eighty-year-old mother sprinting round Stansted for her connections. If you have elderly relatives – or very young ones – you will want to be close to airports with direct flights to Ireland. (Unless, of course, the idea is to escape your family, as may sometimes be the case.)


Paris? No sea, no beach unless you count Paris-Plage in August, and they’re even talking about dropping that. Nice? Too expensive, and it might get exhausting trying to swim while wearing all one’s diamonds. Toulouse? Great, if you work in aviation and enjoy discussing it 24/7. Bordeaux? Very pretty, only the Atlantic can get rough and all that wine might prove addictive.


Wherever I might end up, I wanted it to be somewhere healthy. An area with lots of walking, cycling, swimming, tennis and so forth, to make up for the gym I would no longer be able to afford and never had time to use anyway. I’d spent a year teaching in Cambrai many moons before, but northern France is neither the most scenic nor the most exciting of regions. The Sologne, perhaps? This little-known area, heavily forested, lies just south of Orléans and has undeniable allure. As a student, I spent a summer there playing au pair to two little girls, one of whom I nearly killed.


That trip got off to a thrilling start. Arriving at Le Bourget airport, I was met by Lionel, the Parisien businessman whose daughters were to be my charges. I was eighteen and I was dazzled, drop-dead delighted by the beauty of Paris as he drove me to the family apartment in the fourteenth arrondissement where – voilà! – there turned out to be no wife or children whatsoever. With growing horror, I realised that mother had been right: this Frenchman was a serial killer or worse, intent on doing terminal damage to the young innocent he’d lured into his clutches.


When he invited me to a drink from the fridge, I guessed what the fridge was about to reveal: the severed heads of his previous victims, neatly lined up in Ziplock bags, labelled and dated like frozen steaks. Perhaps the French actually ate their victims, as they apparently ate just about everything else?


‘And now,’ Lionel murmured, handing me a glass of a dark and presumably lethal substance (grape juice, as it turned out), ‘perhaps you would care to follow me through to the bedroom?’


Waah! No mobile phones then, no way to call daddy or anyone else to inform them that I’d fallen prey to the fate worse than death. ‘Er,’ I gulped, ‘why would I want to do that?’


‘Because,’ he said, smiling reassuringly, ‘there is a little balcony, and evening is falling, and Paris is at her most beautiful at dusk. You must see the Eiffel Tower lighting up. As the sun sets, it will start to glow.’


Reluctantly I followed him – unmolested, but surely any moment now – through his bedroom and out to the balcony, and there below me lay Paris. Shimmering in the silken summer dusk, the Eiffel Tower was slowly blushing gold as the sky turned mauve, the dome of Sacré Coeur glowing ghostly white on its hill far across the Seine.


And that was that. Dhunk! At one irrevocable stroke, I was in love, locked in for life. I no longer cared what this view might cost, what horrors Lionel might be lining up for me when the grape juice took effect. Paris had stunned me, seized me, and I knew I would adore it for the rest of my life, even if that should turn out to constitute only the next three minutes.


But no. Next day, Lionel drove me down to the family estate in the Sologne, where a wife, children and even grandparents were duly produced, and I was given a sturdy black bicycle. On that bike, over the long hot learning curve of that distant summer, I discovered the French countryside, the poppies and the poplars, the massive white bulls and the eternally chiming church spires – and the French language – all but beaten into me by Mémé after I’d inadvertently fed eggs to her tiny granddaughter, not grasping what she was trying to tell me, which was that the infant was violently allergic to them. After the ambulance sirens died down and we all eventually regained our powers of speech, by way of punishment she made me read Voltaire aloud for an hour every day up in the attic, a slow, exquisite torture to us both. But after I left her chateau and her miraculously intact family, a surprising thing happened.


I found that I hadn’t left at all. Somehow my heart had stayed behind, hiding out in that dusty attic, cycling through the forests, whispering hopefully to itself as it awaited the day when, at last, France would finally be mine.


It would take nearly thirty years, but it would be well worth the wait. I was going to get some of that bien être at last, no matter what it might cost. After all, the old cologne brand of that name was still available, affordable and an enduring bestseller, which I took to be somehow symbolic.






















2.


Buyer Beware





Yes, à la Peter Mayle, of course it all began with lunch.


‘Santé!’ beamed Natalie the estate agent, clinking her glass of Martini to mine. Ruby-red Martini, speared with green olives which, this glittering morning, might have been emeralds. ‘I hope you will be very happy in your new home.’


Yes. I hoped so too. Fervently prayed so, the way you do when you’ve chucked your job, sold your house and burned your bridges with the pyromanic splendour of a routed general. It wasn’t a question of hoping to be happy any more: it was a question of having to be happy, whether I was or not. France, I prayed, don’t let me down. I’ve put my shirt on you.


Natalie was a fresh, lovely girl on that fresh, lovely February day, bouncy in her blue jeans and blonde ponytail. I was someone Old Enough to Know Better, dizzily watching her home, family, friends and pension plan spinning down the drain. ‘Bonkers,’ everyone was muttering, ‘Soon come to her senses.’


The thing was, I had come to them. Smacked into them the way a car smacks into a brick wall, crashing through with debris flying in all directions. My father had died at fifty-six and I remembered people commenting on his having been ‘so young’ and ‘missing out on so much’. But I also remembered thinking that ‘missing out’ depended on the pace at which, and the intensity with which, you lived. In Ireland, I’d increasingly felt that there had been no going forward; now, in Normandy, there would be no going back.


‘Santé!’ I replied serenely, and we settled into our window seats to wait for our pizzas, gazing out over a flurry of English Channel which, that enchanted day, was as azure as the Greek Aegean. Bouncing off the white-frilled water, two multicoloured windsurfers soared like butterflies, swirling, twirling, swooping high into the wave-splashed sky.


Only a month earlier, I had been trundling in monoxide-choked traffic and dirty rain to my grubby desk to exchange disgruntled mumbles with my equally disgruntled colleagues in a scruffy office in the middle of a scruffy city.


‘I will,’ I suddenly heard a voice informing Natalie, ‘be as happy as a pig in proverbial. I will be blissed out. I plan, actually, to wallow in ecstasy.’


Natalie suppressed a tiny frown. ‘That’s good. You must be resolute. Because, you know, not every foreigner is happy in France. I do not know why’ – her frown deepened, as if she had been abruptly confronted with a page of Euclid – ‘but the drop-out rate is somewhere around 60 percent.’


Yes. So rumour had it. Language problems. Misunderstandings with builders. Avalanches of paperwork. Frosty neighbours. Unexpected storms that ripped roofs off houses and washed cars down to Spain. Mysterious multiple taxes. And more language problems.


‘Natalie,’ I said as a shaft of sunlight lit her face, ‘this isn’t a whim. Moving to France isn’t just for Christmas; it’s for life. I can survive, I promise you. And’ (cue Gloria Gaynor) ‘I will survive.’


Our pizzas arrived and Natalie gazed speculatively into hers. Of course, that must be what all the foreigners said, grinning like demented kids waving from the top of a water chute. ‘Hey, watch me, here I come, I can swim!’ Not a clue about getting in over their heads, or having to be rescued, or sinking without trace.


‘Eh bien,’ she replied, raising her knife over the angel’s-wing pizza, ‘in that case, bon appétit! And congratulations on finding your lovely new house!’


Guilt settled in my throat like a clove of raw garlic. It wasn’t a lovely house and it wasn’t even in the Languedoc, in fact it was in Normandy, at precisely the other end of the country. But yes, by French standards it was new. A mere twenty years old, centuries removed from the thatched, beamed cottage of my dreams. Granted, Normandy had plenty of thatched, beamed cottages and I’d visited several of them – only to discover that every last one of them needed at least six months in intensive care, by which time I might be in it myself. So, biting the bullet, I was contemplating buying this mundane modern house in a tiny hamlet which had a church, a primary school, a cemetery next door to the salle des fêtes, and precious little else. Up on a windy plateau, it was half an hour’s walk to the nearest town, down a corkscrew hill – no, no public transport, unless you were prepared to don knee-socks and prevail upon the school bus driver. No, no pâtisserie for those hot croissants. No bar, no tabac, no butcher, baker or candlestick maker. No swimming pool, no cobbled square, no anything whatsoever actually, bar a gritty tennis court and a bulging blackbird atop the church weathervane, warbling his Pavarotti repertoire from six sharp to eight every evening. Surrounded by miles of flat fields (through which I fondly envisioned Thomas Hardy characters trudging, trailing their shawls in the mud – Roman Polanski filmed Tess here), the hamlet was as obscure as they came. ‘Just perfect,’ purred Natalie, ‘for someone like you, seeking la France profonde.’


Well, it certainly was profonde. Nonetheless, Normandy had several critical advantages: a coastline, a good train service to Paris, pretty scenery, a ferry to England, and Beauvais airport only two hours away. It couldn’t be further from the Languedoc, but somehow I felt it was right for me. But … oh, God. How, after she’d spent days driving me all over Normandy and treated me to this lovely lunch, was I going to tell Natalie that I could not buy the house from her?


French law decrees that buyers must purchase their house from the first estate agent who shows it to them. You have to sign a bond swearing allegiance. Sadly, Natalie was not the first agent who had shown this house to me. And, for all my confidence, I was not prepared to start my new life in a French courtroom, jauntily sticking it to the judge.


‘Uh,’ I gurgled, ‘I hope you’ll come to the house-warming party.’


She nodded that she would. But it was not to be. The next time I went looking for Natalie, her boss sourly snarled that she had left his employment. A French estate agent, beaten to the draw, bears startling similarity to a cuckolded husband. For the first time, I glimpsed a furious Frenchman. It was not a pretty sight.


But nothing could mar the memory of that first crystalline day, the day we sat looking out over the sea caressed by a breeze vibrant with hope, optimism and potential. This obscure little pizzeria, I silently promised myself, would be my haven; this was where I would hole up on rainy days, reading Flaubert in my window corner, making a Martini last four hours, scribbling notes as I played at being Colette. Hell, I might even buy a fountain pen.
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French buyers don’t get surveyors. Irish ones do. Eyebrows shot up when I produced mine. A little bumble-bee of a man, he danced up and down on all the bedroom floors before racing out to the front lawn, where he stood buzzing furiously.


‘Ah, non. I am desolate, madame, but it is completely out of the question. You cannot buy this house.’


What? But why not? What’s wrong with it? Okay, I know it’s not high-spec like an Irish house, it doesn’t have a jacuzzi or a brushed-steel Aga or any of this month’s other accessories, and whoever floored the hall seems to have had very short arms. But it’s safe, surely?


‘Ah’ – despairing sigh – ‘it is the attic floor, madame. You hear how it creaks. It will not hold. All will collapse.’


Will it? But the vendors say they only put it in two years ago. It looks okay to me.


Stroking his chin, he inspected me speculatively. ‘Tell me, madame, have you considered building a new house?’


No. I wanted to buy, not build, and I wanted to do it now. A buyer was ready to move into my house in Ireland and neither she nor I had decades to spare while builders started brewing pots of tea. I knew people who’d gone that route – ‘Ooh, lovely, let’s restore this old wreck and put in a pool’ – and most of them were now sucking their thumbs, gently crooning to themselves in some secure institution.


Furthermore, this surveyor happened to work for a building firm. Seeds of doubt were starting to blossom in my mind – not about the house, but about him.


‘Well, thank you for your verdict. I’ll think about it.’


‘Certainly, madame. That will be €400, s’il vous plait.’ Pursing his lips, he gave me a paper-thin smile.


Handing over payment with the cordite whiff of rip-off in the air, I got back in my rented car and drove to the nearby lake, where the thinking process was speeded by the prospect of the departing plane which, four hours hence, was to whisk me back to Ireland. A hitch had arisen in Ireland: at work, the union was objecting to my redundancy application. If the application fell through, so would my plan of making a new life in France. I had to get back to do battle.


So, let’s decide about this house then, fast! It seemed to make sense. Four bedrooms, a tiny kitchen (curiously, for a nation that cooks so much but is allegedly allergic to hygiene, French kitchens are minuscule whereas bathrooms are vast), a living room, TV room, study, laundry and garage. Plus some kind of kids’ playroom in the basement, two bathrooms for the impending hordes, and a wine cellar. And – an important consideration, this – a small, manageable garden. (In Normandy, you’re lucky not to get a couple of dozen acres thrown in – many foreigners end up mowing lawns the size of Lichtenstein.) When I first arrived to view ‘the product’, as estate agents so callously call prospective homes, other viewers were already leaving, and by the time I was leaving more were arriving. Clearly, this house was going to sell fast. Plain as a pikestaff, it was nothing to write home about, but its price was affordable, barely half what I would get for my Irish house. At a stroke, I could be free of the mortgage that strangles so many lives like a noose.


But what about that attic? Would it really collapse? Might some visiting child crash down into the simmering coq au vin on the kitchen stove below? And … it didn’t have termites, did it? I’d heard how they were marching up from the Midi, invading Normandy as the Nazis had done before, destroying all in their path.


Or moles? Evidence of moles was everywhere: they were busily rotovating Normandy as if nostalgic for Passchendaele. Rumour had it that one day all their tunnels would merge and France would collapse into a crater somewhere in the core of planet earth.


Or dry rot? Oh, please, not that. I’d heard about the the havoc dry rot could wreak with people’s heads … but no. The house wasn’t old enough to even contemplate that … or surely the surveyor would have said if it was?


As for that community centre nearby … it wasn’t that near, was it? The Saturday-night parties wouldn’t be audible, would they? Of course not! The French are so quiet, their idea of a party would be the Irish idea of a nap.


Then, of course, there was that nuclear power station. Ten kilometres away, but, still, not exactly a selling point. I reminded myself firmly of a friend’s comment: ‘But if it blows, you won’t know anything about it! You’ll be gone. Normandy will be gone. Most of Kent, Sussex, Brittany, Picardy and probably all of Belgium will be gone – so, don’t worry about it!’


All right, then. I wouldn’t worry about it. Especially as I had yet to learn that Normandy does worry about it, issuing iodine pastilles to all the local residents so that they don’t choke on their tongues when – er, if – it does finally implode.


Which only left the gas tank, buried in the back garden. This was definitely ringing alarm bells. Over the years, the news from France had been frequently punctuated by gas explosions. Boum! A Lille apartment block! Boum! A Burgundy bank! Boum! A Biarritz hospital! Whatever official was in charge of explosions seemed to rotate them democratically around the country, albeit sadly failing to achieve the one everyone actually longed for … boum! A Paris tax office!


Would the next one have my name on it? Boum! A tiny Normandy hamlet? Foolhardy Irish optimist meets maker? Oh well, whatever would be, would be. After all, 9/11 demonstrated the folly of thinking oneself safe anywhere, even in steel-and-chrome, state-of-the-art Manhattan.


Nibbling my knuckles, I thought and thought, staring over the lovely tranquil lake. The lovely deserted lake. Where was everybody? Did they know something I didn’t? For a nation credited with such a high sex drive, the French are not exactly thick on the ground. Maybe they were all crouching down in their basements, glued to the sudden news about the nuclear station? Serenely, a flotilla of ducks glided by as I pondered the dilemma and I gazed at them, wondering if maybe they could, uh, quack it?


Eventually, through the silence, the sound of engines began to throb in my inner ear. I could all but hear the engines of that plane, revving for take-off, departing for Dublin without me. If I wasn’t on it, I might never get my redundancy, my ‘parole’. Buying a house is not normally something to be rushed, but it was crunch time. Taking a breath, taking the plunge, I dug out my mobile phone and punched the digits.


‘Pierre Yves? It’s me. Oh, you can tell? My accent? Well, I’ve reached a decision. I’m buying that house. Yes, now. I’ll be round to your office with the deposit in ten minutes.’


Pierre Yves was the estate agent who’d shown me the house just before Natalie did. A stocky chap with fluent English and a rugby-player’s build, he was friendly, candid and locally respected by all accounts. Sheer luck had led me to him, and I liked him.


He sounded puzzled. ‘But what about the surveyor? The attic floor?’


‘Pierre Yves, that surveyor was trying to do what so many men try to do to so many women – bamboozle me. He wanted me to build a house with the building company he works for. If there was really any problem with that attic, you’d know, wouldn’t you? The current owners would know. You would tell me, wouldn’t you, so that there would be no subsequent little legal problems?’


That’ll flush him out, I thought, if he’s withholding any vital information. (This was in the days before disclosure legislation.) But he laughed.


‘Yes, I would! My good reputation is essential to my business. But I assure you, there is no need to worry. The attic conversion was done by a reputable local builder who guarantees it for ten years.’


‘Right. Then we have a deal. See you toot sweet.’
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At last, the search was over. I wafted into Pierre Yves’s office expecting to find him singing Douce France, maybe even waving a congratulatory bouquet of roses and a chilled bottle of champagne. Instead, a stack of papers sat on his desk. Not excessive, by French standards, not more than a couple of hundred. Let’s whizz through them then, before I miss that plane!


‘Alors, juste une petite signature.’ Beaming, he produced a pen and I got to work, swiftly grasping the situation. ‘Une petite signature’ is French for ‘This will take hours. This is designed to defeat foreigners, to send off all but the most resolutely masochistic, swearing never to darken French soil again’. Doggedly, I signed, and signed, and signed.


‘And now, about the transfer.’


Transfer? As in a Wayne Rooney, Manchester United sort of thing?


‘The money. The price of the house.’


Oh. Yes, well, here’s a deposit. I’ll zap the rest over from Ireland as soon as I sort my redundancy deal and make arrangements with the bank.


‘Zap? Madame, are you sure you have entirely grasped the nature of this transaction?’


He gazed at me imploringly, and for a terrible moment I faltered. Actually, Donald Duck might have a firmer grasp than I had on this transaction. This transition, which would turn me from a solvent, salaried worker bee into … what? If all went well with my redundancy deal, I would have a small financial cushion; if it didn’t, I would have a large problem. House sold in Ireland, house bought in France, no job, no money … uh, quite a problem, actually.


Airily, I capped his pen. ‘Here we are. All signed, sealed and delivered. I’ll be back in May to sign the other couple of thousand documents. With truckloads of money, of course.’


With a nonchalant grin, I was out the door and scorching away to the airport. Behind me, there followed some remark about how it was time to call in the notaire. I am ashamed to say that I had only the haziest idea of what a notaire might be. All I knew, with a rush of adrenalin, was that France was going to happen, and it was going to be terrific.


Or as the French say, terrible.
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‘The middle of French nowhere? Not Paris or Cannes or Biarritz? Just some godforsaken little hamlet? Are you mad?’


Apparently. But then, who is to define madness? Some people spend thousands on a suit or a home cinema and consider themselves perfectly sane. Some people blow themselves up for the sake of their god. Some people drape their dogs in diamonds (true story, Paris, March 2008) without attracting the attention of the chaps in white coats. Some little lad with a big ego decides to invade Russia or attack New York, and millions of his compatriots think, hey, yeah, great idea! Some parents punish their children for telling the truth. People do all sorts of crazy things, or things which appear crazy to onlookers. They have their reasons, and who has a map of their minds or hearts? Moving to France barely scores at all on the scale of insanity, and for me, it was simply the right move at the right time. Reminding myself of the many reasons why I was doing this, I calmed down back in demented Dublin.


No more office politics. No more budget cuts. No more gridlock. No more bikers’ helmets through windscreens. No more senseless shopping for toys I already had. No more endless discussions of property prices. No more getting up on wet, dark mornings to do somebody else’s often incomprehensible bidding. No more radio headlines announcing that a man was kneecapped in Belfast last night. No more tribunals trawling through the murky dealings of disgraced politicians, at vast expense to the taxpayer. No more priests up on paedophilia charges. No more women missing, presumed murdered. No more shuddering on icy beaches in July. No more tacky ‘reality’ TV. Or a lot less of all these things, at any rate.


Hurray! In Ireland, for me if not for everyone, there was an increasing feeling of being in the wrong place at the wrong time. The pace of life was hurtling forward way too fast: children as young as ten were being expelled from school for sexually harassing their teachers, while children even younger were being bullied into nervous breakdowns if their clothes or mobile phone bore a brand name not approved by their peers. Yet the motto seemed to be ‘Don’t rock the boat’, as if Ireland were a raft cresting a tidal wave. Sometimes it felt almost like a conspiracy of silence, a tacit pact that ‘Ireland is a great little country and we won’t hear a word to the contrary, whether it’s true or not’.


But the truth was that Ireland was becoming a suburb of Hollywood, shrieking for attention, cutting some very dodgy deals, living on a knife-edge and suffering, collectively, from massive sleep deficit. None of it bore any resemblance to the Ireland I’d grown up in, and the country’s strident new incarnation left me feeling like a fish out of water. The pressure to admire the emperor’s new clothes was enormous, but I just couldn’t do it.


Would France be better? Calmer, saner? It, too, was in flux at the beginning of the century, its pretty face showing some slight signs of strain. But I’d always felt that it was more than just a pretty face. I wasn’t naive: naturally, France had its problems, but they seemed less acute, its attitude more adult, than that of brash, born-again Ireland. Per capita, the crime rate was much lower. Moving there wasn’t a whim: I spoke the language reasonably well, loved the culture, the climate, the strong sense of identity, the still-slow pace of life. In France, you could park on the street, leaving the car unlocked while you popped into the pâtisserie for your croissant – no meter, no ticket, no hassle.


No income, either. No friends, bar my old college friend Sheila, long married to a French dentist. No pension, no security, no shoulder to cry on if things went wrong. No public transport, should I break a leg and be unable to drive out in the sticks. No laughs or craic, none of the irreverence that still sometimes made Ireland fun to live in. If the French have a fault, it is that they are mostly polite, earnest and quiet, with a slightly anxious streak. (Apart from Parisiens, who, as any French farmer will tell you, are the spawn of Satan.)


Nations do not adapt to newcomers. Newcomers, if they wish to join in, must adapt to them. With something of a clang, it struck me that I was about to join an ethnic minority. Without even the support of the Irish community, because I didn’t intend to live in a ghetto, harking back to ‘the old country’, referring to Ireland as ‘home’, pining for a place that no longer existed. What, moi? Ha! I would become more French than the French, slugging black coffee and red wine, humming Brel under my garlic-scented breath. After all, I wasn’t being deported. I was choosing France, an oasis of civilisation, the favourite refuge of painters and philosophers and anyone else weary of the madding crowd.


Long before Ireland started becoming rich, getting into debt and into trouble, Yeats wrote that ‘romantic Ireland’s dead and gone/ It’s with O’Leary in the grave’. Now, it was time to find out how France was holding up. Would it still be romantic? Would Serge still sing for me? I wasn’t wearing rose-tinted glasses, wasn’t chasing rainbows or any other chimera; all I wanted was peace and quiet, and some kind of authenticity. It was time to get a life – a real one, stripped of varnish.


Could that be possible, a mere six hundred kilometres away from the country formerly known as ‘home’?
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What do people wish they’d known when buying a house in France? As anywhere, it’s a case of caveat emptor. Make a mistake and it can ruin your life. Employing a surveyor is vital, to the point of flying over a trusted one from home if necessary. My French surveyor never mentioned local soil subsistence, which so far has only cracked a few pavements but is rumoured to be a potentially significant long-term problem. Even after researching the project for a year on the internet, I didn’t know about the two local taxes, foncière and habitation (the equivalent of rates and poll tax), which can add up to a pretty penny. If you’re buying anywhere near water, think floods and mosquitoes. If you’re buying anything that’s more than ten years old, think insulating, rewiring and radical redecorating. When it comes to price, ask your notaire for the cost of the house per square metre: nobody sticks to the exact centime, but it will give you an idea of the going rate. And yes, haggle. All the locals do, and the 10 percent you stand to save could cover legal fees. My estate agent Pierre Yves was horrified to hear that I’d paid my vendors €500 for their ride-on lawnmower: ‘You should have said! I’d have bartered it into the price of the house!’


If you’re brave and are building a new house, bear in mind that you’re not allowed put in windows overlooking anyone else’s property. If you opt for an apartment complex, remember the substantial management charges. In all cases, draw up a list of the ten things you want most in your house and area, aiming to score at least eight of them. After you move in, allow a full year, experiencing all four seasons before making any further major decisions. France isn’t a puppy, to be abandoned the moment it barks or misbehaves; you have to give it a chance, get to know it and learn to handle it.


But if you see a cute hand-carved sign saying route du sucre, run for your life.


There is such a sign near my house. How sweet, I thought, to live on the ‘sugar road’. I had no idea that what it would actually mean was hundreds of sugar-beet lorries trundling to the refinery, bang-thump-clatter, whole convoys of them starting at four in the morning, every day from Hallowe’en to Christmas.


You get used to it, of course. But not overnight. Even for the most committed francophile, living in France is an acquired art. It takes time, determination, and something our instant-gratification society has all but forgotten: patience.


No, indeed. The surveyor never mentioned that.






















3.


Breaking Up is Hard to Do





‘No,’ said the union rep firmly, ‘we can’t let you go. Sorry. Not unless management agrees to replace you, which they are refusing to do. It’s our job to keep staff numbers up. So you’ll have to cancel France and stay here. Shame, but c’est la vie.’


Whaaat!? Stay here in this job, in this city, in this country, against my will? All because a union which had fought so hard to keep me out of my job twenty years before was now locking me into it? With difficulty, I resisted the urge to seize the fire extinguisher and do terminal damage to all concerned. After all, I could still leave. Simply walk away, without a penny.


‘Look. I am halfway through selling my Irish house and buying a French one. Deposits have been paid. If you don’t negotiate this redundancy deal, I … I … will do something irreparable!’


Only at that moment did it sink in how very, very badly I wanted to move to France. How fed up I was of office politics, of wrangling over everything. Morale was miserable, and management was all but counting the paperclips. What had once been a fun, interesting job now felt like a prison sentence – a sentence with nearly twenty years to run.


‘Sorry, but negotiations have hit a wall. Stalemate. No go. Forget it.’


Tottering home, I burst into floods of tears, ripped open a bottle of wine and drank the lot.
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Weeks of despair ensued, thumping of tables, kicking of walls, ranting and raving. And frantic, futile efforts to negotiate. All I wanted was whatever I was entitled to, but my entire future lay in the hands of people who weren’t interested, weren’t listening. It was like being held hostage. For the first time in my life, I found myself sobbing in a doctor’s surgery, begging a prescription for something to help with stress. A good, kind doctor of long experience, he said he had never in his career seen so many people so anxious to leave their jobs. It was an epidemic. ‘Some are having breakdowns. At least you don’t have children to worry about.’


No, at least there was that. It’s much harder to quit your job and move to France on a fiver when little Annabelle is the linchpin of the school dancing team or your husband doesn’t feel he can commute from Normandy to Dublin every Monday.


‘Hang in,’ said the doctor. ‘It’s a long road that has no turning.’
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And then, one night a month later with France still suspended, a miracle happened. A colleague phoned.


‘You’ll never guess.’


‘What? Al-Qaeda has dropped a bomb on union HQ?’


‘Even better. Madame X has won her case.’


Oh, wonderful! Madame X was a colleague who’d sued for constructive dismissal, alleging all kinds of harassment.


‘She’s been awarded a fortune in damages. And word is that management is now keen to get rid of any other mad cows – er, staff – who might start plotting similar legal action.’


‘You mean …?’


‘Yes!’


Next morning, the phone rang again. Abruptly, I was invited to meet with the personnel manager. Brightly, he beamed.


‘So you see, we’ve sorted things with the union. You’re free to go. Sign this paperwork and you can have your redundancy cheque right away.’


Two hours later, the bank was wiring all the money to Pierre Yves in Normandy. At last, the struggle was over.


When you achieve something of this magnitude, the relief is indescribable. And yet, there is a bittersweet thread binding it all up. For me, it marked the end of two decades spent in a busy, dynamic, finally frustrating but frequently fascinating job. Most of those years had been good, some had been wonderful, the last few were wretched. There were friends and there were enemies; so many shared experiences, memories, panics, laughs, scoops, deadlines, midnight oil, ones-that-got-away … and now, finally, it was all over, the ties were cut and I had that falling-off-the-edge-of-a-cliff feeling, plunging into an entirely new life with no salary and no safety net should things go wrong.
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