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To Franck, for the coup de foudre of a lifetime.

Also, for our daughters Charlotte, Camille, and Clémentine. Believe in fairy tales, because you are proof they exist.


“Non, rien de rien. Non, je ne regrette rien.”


—EDITH PIAF “Non, Je Ne Regrette Rien”


chapter one



RULES FOR 1990–91

OUTBOUND EXCHANGE STUDENTS—THE FOUR “D”s

1.   No Drinking

2.   No Drugs

3.   No Driving

4.   No Dating

By signing this contract, I hereby accept my role as Ursus Youth Ambassador for the 1990–91 exchange year abroad and agree to abide by all four of the “Rules for Exchange Students.”

The other outbound exchange students around me were scribbling their signatures on the forms.

No Drinking. I knew I was heading to Europe, Switzerland, if everything went according to plan, and even though I was drawn by the history and beauty and exoticism, I was also hoping to be able to enjoy a nice glass of beer or wine from time to time. I was seventeen and would be graduating from high school in three short months, so I hoped they wouldn’t take this rule too seriously in what my grandmother always referred to as “the old country.”

No Drugs. I seriously doubted that marijuana was as ubiquitous in Europe as it was on Vancouver Island, Canada, where it self-seeded in many people’s back gardens. And since I had no intention of ever trying any other type of drug, this rule wasn’t an issue.

No Driving. It would be weird to no longer be able to drive nor enjoy the independence that came with that. Still, like many Canadians, I knew how to drive only an automatic and didn’t like traffic very much, so I could live with this rule.

No Dating. This rule bothered me the most. It had just been explained to us that as Ursus Youth Ambassadors we would have to be available and open to all people we encountered during our year abroad. Having an exclusive romantic relationship would interfere with that goal. Also, the Ursus Club hosting us would be responsible for our welfare during our year in its country, and that would be far simpler to ensure when we students remained single. I could see the logic of it all, but my romantic life during my high school years had been seriously disappointing, if not to say practically nonexistent. My heart longed for romance and love.

Still, I felt as if the whole world was out there waiting for me, and I needed to take the step to meet it. If that meant signing this contract, then I would do whatever it took.

I picked up my pen and signed my name.

[image: * * *]

The men’s polyester pants were off-gassing in the stuffy hotel room. The scorched smell of synthetic fabric tickled my nostrils. March was generally a cool month in Victoria, so the hotel staff hosting the annual Ursus District Convention hadn’t anticipated the heat wave. The Rotary and Lions Clubs, similar community service organizations, had recently begun to welcome female members, which I was sure had lessened the polyester quotient. Ursus, though, stubbornly remained a men-only group, aside from their female International Youth Exchange Ambassadors like me.

A makeshift fan had been unearthed and stuck in the corner of the room, but sweat trickled inside my navy wool blazer, which had already been festooned with at least forty pins. Pins were the currency of the incoming and outgoing exchange students and were traded with the fervor of stocks on Wall Street.

The interview was almost over, thank God. If they liked me, I would get the final confirmation that I would be spending the 1990–1991 academic year as an exchange student in what I hoped would be my first choice of host country, Switzerland. There was only one available spot in Switzerland, and it was contested hotly every year. Belgium, my second choice, was better than nothing. Germany was my third choice, but I knew I definitely didn’t want to end up in Germany. I’d never found blond men attractive, and I vastly preferred wine to beer. It was a crime that Italy, France, and Spain weren’t options. I could completely envision myself at some Spanish or Italian bar, dancing on the tables after a night fueled by sangria or Prosecco—though I’d apparently signed away my rights to drink either of these.

“I see Switzerland was your first choice, Laura,” the head of the committee observed.

Was? Not is?

Every one of the ten or so men around the table had a copy of my application in front of him. “Can you explain your reasons for that?”

I had answered this question so many times in previous interviews that I could do it in my sleep. “One of my main motivations for going on a year abroad is to learn a foreign language,” I said. “Switzerland has not one but three official languages—French, German, and Italian. I would love to be exposed to more than one language during my year as an Ursus Youth Ambassador.” Actually, I was hell-bent on a year abroad because I sensed this huge, marvelous world waiting for me beyond the mossy shores of my island home, and I vibrated with the need to meet it.

The Ursunian who was chairing the interview cleared his throat. “That is an excellent answer, Miss Bradbury. However, we just received the news that the Switzerland spot was nabbed by another district.” The men exchanged shocked looks at this breach of fair play.

What? What about my fantasies of racing up and down the Swiss hills like Maria from The Sound of Music and warming myself up with some lovely cheese fondue and wine in a wooden chalet afterward, preferably with an entourage of handsome Swiss men? I knew I would have to deal with my disappointment later; right then wasn’t the time. I dug my nails into my palms and smiled brightly. “I’ll go to Belgium, then.”

“We do have several spots there. I just feel we should let you know, though, that more than half of them are in the Flemish-speaking part of Belgium.”

Flemish? I had been so sure I was going to Switzerland that I hadn’t even considered the possibility of being sent to Flemish-speaking purgatory.

I flashed another smile. “Of course, I would make the most out of any placement,” I said. “However, French is Canada’s second official language, and growing up here on the West Coast, I have always regretted the fact that I have never learned to speak it fluently. I hope to go to McGill University in Montreal, so obviously French would be a huge advantage for me.”

There was no need to mention that French had actually been my worst subject all through high school, and that I’d had to drop it after Grade 11 because it was torpedoing my GPA. Or that I ran out to the quad after my Grade 11 provincial exam for French and yelled, “Thank God! I will never have to speak French again in my life!”

A slighter, bald man piped up. “You may not be aware of this, Miss Bradbury, but there is no way for us to guarantee where you will be placed. We send over the files for the incoming students, and it’s up to our Belgian brothers to allocate them as they see fit.”

I struggled to maintain my bright-eyed demeanor.

“There’s always France, I suppose,” mused the head man, as though thinking aloud.

My head snapped in his direction. “I understood there were no exchange spots available in France.”

He cleared his throat. “That was the case, but there has been a…ah…development.”

My heart began to somersault. France?

A tall man at the opposite end of the table, who had been picking something fascinating out from under his thumbnail, jerked his head up. “With good reason!” he said, paying attention now. “Every exchange we arranged in France has ended in disaster. The families didn’t even bother to come and pick up our students from the airport, or they suddenly decided that they were sick of hosting and locked the child out of the house or left on vacation without them. We couldn’t possibly jettison another student into—”

The chair cleared his throat meaningfully. “I have a letter here from the Ursus Club in Beaune, France.” He waved the letter, which from what I could see was written in elaborate cursive with a fountain pen. I longed to get a closer look—it possessed a tantalizing whiff of the exotic. “They say that one of their students is being hosted this year by our district, so they would welcome one of our students. Just one student you see. It would be on a trial basis. They sound sincere.”

“Don’t believe them,” snarled the tall man. “I was president of our club the year our poor student was abandoned at the airport in Paris. He had to take a plane back to Seattle the next day. Try explaining that to his parents!”

“We must believe them,” the chair insisted. “Ursus spirit demands we have good faith in our French brothers. Besides, Miss Bradbury here strikes me as a competent sort of person who can deal with extreme situations. I wouldn’t even mention the possibility of France to most of our outgoing students.”

“I…I…,” I stuttered, wondering how I was going to disabuse him of this notion. I couldn’t imagine any horror worse than leaving for a year abroad only to have to return to Canada the next day with my tail between my legs. Yet…France! I had always wanted to see Paris and the Eiffel Tower and learn how to drape scarves properly.

“George”—the tall man’s voice was stiff with displeasure—“throwing this nice young lady here to the French would be like throwing a lamb to the wolves, and I for one—”

“Neil,” the head man said in a quelling tone, “there is an open space for France and it needs to be filled. Miss Bradbury has explained how urgently she wants to learn French. She is mature and full of positive energy. I have complete confidence in her.”

What is the word for “shit” in French? Merde? My mind whirred as I tried to find a way to extract myself from this fix.

But then I thought about red wine. Little cafés. Baguettes. French men were supposed to be very charming, weren’t they? In any case, they had to be an improvement on Canadian boys. It could be a disaster, or it could be even better than Switzerland. In any case, I decided, it was definitely better than spending a year learning Flemish.

“I’d be delighted to take that spot in France.” I straightened my shoulders.

All the men except Neil nodded approvingly at me as though I had just performed a selfless and heroic act. Darn. Had I?

The chair erased Switzerland and Belgium from my application and wrote “FRANCE” on it in large capital letters. He scrawled something in his notes.

“That settles it, then! You’ll be heading to France in August, Miss Bradbury. I hope you have an excellent year, or shall I say a bon voyage?” He chuckled at his own joke.

“Thank you,” I said, “or shall I say merci?” This got a laugh out of all the men, and they stood up and stretched their polyester-clad legs to indicate that I was dismissed.

I must have missed the sound over the whir of the fan and the muffled scrape of chairs against the carpet, but when I think back to it now, I am convinced there must have been a mighty creak. There had to have been, because at that precise moment my entire life shifted on its axis.


chapter two



The Air Canada 747 jumbo jet was nearing Charles de Gaulle airport. I remained plastered to my oval window, admiring the patchwork of fields below the airplane’s wing. They were dotted with what looked like little villages.

France. I had done it. I had left my little mossy island in the Pacific to explore the world. The farthest I had ever travelled was to Hawaii for our yearly spring vacation. I had never been to a place where English was not the native tongue. I sensed that I possessed an adventurer’s soul but had never been able to test my theory.

The pilot had already lowered the landing gear. My palms were sweaty, but my chest felt as though it was not big enough to fit my heart. The fields grew so close that I could see the cows on them, munching away. Not just any cows! French cows! I caught a glimpse of the runway.

Just as I was anticipating the wheels touching down, the whine of descent was replaced by the roar of engines, and the nose of the airplane tilted vertiginously back up toward the sky. I put a hand to my chest. My heart was ready to explode. I began to shake and look around for answers. The terror in the faces of my fellow passengers made me want to vomit. Was I going to die before getting to France after all? The airplane roared away from the airport and then carved a steep, curving circle in the clouds.

“Sorry about that,” the pilot said over the speaker. He sounded calm, but then again pilots always remained calm…didn’t they…even when their plane was seconds from crashing into a field full of French cows? “Turns out there was another plane on our designated runway. We’re going to wait here for clearance to land from air traffic control.” There was a click and the pilot’s voice once again filled the cabin. “Goddamn Frogs. Will they ever get their act together? They’re probably all on a goddamn coffee break.” There was a louder click. Nervous laughter spread through the cabin.

What had I gotten myself into? What if France was total anarchy just as the man in the Ursus interview had argued? What if there was no one to meet me at the airport because my host family had changed their mind and decided they didn’t want to be bothered with some strange Canadian teenager? Such a thing would be unthinkable to a Canadian, but then Canadians would never just leave a plane sitting in the path of an incoming 747 while they took a coffee break, either.

I smoothed a hand over the collection of pins on my navy blue Ursus blazer. I was not used to anarchy. Everything in Canada is governed by certain unspoken rules, which are understood and adhered to by almost everyone…such as my family at the airport when they sent me on my way that morning…or was it the morning before? With all the various time zones, I had lost track of what day it was. We’d all known that we had to hold back our tears and act stoic about my departure. Emotions didn’t follow rules, so they were scary and therefore suppressed.

The pilot came back on again. “Sorry about earlier,” he mumbled. “Anyhow, we just received clearance, so we’ll get you on the ground in ten minutes or so. Welcome to Paris folks.”

[image: * * *]

Once off the plane, I followed the pack of passengers into a clear plastic tube that had something inside it akin to a flat escalator that was headed downwards. I wondered if I had landed in an episode of The Jetsons by mistake. The tube was scorching hot and airless, and I was sweating profusely. Hadn’t they heard of air conditioners? Or maybe, I reflected, the person responsible for allocating the runways was also responsible for the temperature control inside the terminal.

As much as I wanted to, I couldn’t take off my blazer. It was how my French family, if they decided to come pick me up after all, would recognize me.

At the end of the tube, I followed the crowd to an area dotted with luggage carrousels. In the background, muffled announcements were being made almost constantly, along with the musical series of dings from an unseen loudspeaker. Nobody seemed to be paying attention. I coughed. Everyone around me had lit up a cigarette and was smoking industriously.

A wave of exhaustion caught me by surprise. I had been awake for… I began to count and lost track. The terminal was redolent of urinals and unwashed bodies. I sniffed at myself and crinkled my nose. I was undoubtedly contributing to the latter.

The luggage carrousel remained sullen and motionless. I checked the flight number on the screen above it—AC Vol #805 Toronto. I was in the right place, yet I seemed to be the only one who was staring at the metal oval, willing it to move. The other passengers acted as though they weren’t expecting it to do anything any time soon. A lot of the women were wearing linen clothing and strappy sandals in earth tones, and they’d somehow clipped up the most amazing hairstyles that looked both elegant and nonchalant. The men wore crisp, open-neck shirts, and some wore purse-like things over one shoulder. They all smoked in an unhurried manner, as though they were settling in for a long wait.

For the first time in my life, I was completely alone in a foreign country. I wasn’t so much scared as intrigued by the idea. Somehow, the sensation wasn’t completely unfamiliar. In a way, I’d often felt alone. In a society of logical, rational people, I hid my over-sensitivity, my sentimentality, and my longing for romance. At school, I’d quickly learned how to construct a gregarious front, but underneath that was profound solitude. I didn’t show anyone the real me, but I lived in the hope that one day I would meet somebody who would see through all the layers of not-real-me. Not just see the real me, but love the real me. A pipe dream, I told myself. I wanted nothing less than a man who had x-ray vision specially adapted to my soul. Such a person surely didn’t exist. In any case, I was certain they didn’t exist in my hometown.

After a few minutes of waiting, I noticed that some people were leaning on luggage carts. I located a line of them a few luggage carrousels over. I tugged one out of the line, but it didn’t budge. On closer inspection, I saw that it was connected by a chain. It required a coin of some indeterminate value. Shit. I had some French bills in my wallet but no change. Why wouldn’t the luggage carts be free anyway? I spotted one by an empty customer service desk. As I wheeled it back to the immobile carrousel, I realized why it had been abandoned. One of the front wheels was coming off, and no matter which direction I pushed it, the cart went the opposite way. I commiserated belatedly with the pilot: Goddamn Frogs.

The baggage carrousel came to life with the sound of screeching metal. Even though they had been waiting a good forty minutes, everyone around me looked surprised, as though they hadn’t expected it to happen so soon.

Still, no suitcases came off. People momentarily looked perplexed then lit up more cigarettes.

In the distance, I could hear another carrousel begin to grind. A few minutes later, somebody shouted something in French, and the crowd turned and took off toward the other moving carrousel. I hesitated and examined the screen again. It still showed our flight number. This was where our bags were supposed to come out, not somewhere else. Still, I saw that people from my flight had begun to pluck bags off the other one, so I gave up logic and ran over there too, using every muscle in my upper body to wrestle with my wonky cart. Those French could run fast, even with cigarettes dangling from their lips.

Suitcases tumbled down the baggage chute. I looked up at the screen—LAN Vol #115 Buenos Aires, it said. That was completely the wrong flight, but contrary to logic, people from my flight continued to grab their bags.

The crowd was thinning out. Soon there were only five of us watching three Adidas bags circle around and around.

After a few minutes of this, the machine clicked off and froze again. An elderly gentleman wearing a silk neck scarf—which I felt was a bit overkill on a stifling summer’s day—just shrugged. “Eh merde,” he sighed.

My French left much to be desired, but I knew what “merde” meant. The question was, what did it mean for my suitcases? I remembered checking them in at the Victoria airport. There had been a layover in Calgary, and another in Toronto… My bags could be in the North Pole now for all I knew. Merde indeed.

The elderly man with the silk scarf walked toward a sign that read Sortie, and because I didn’t know what to do, I followed him.

A pair of sliding doors opened and then closed behind me, disgorging me into some sort of arrivals hall, which held what looked like people from every corner of the globe—beautiful African women dressed in brightly colored dresses and head-wraps, a bunch of kids from an American high school wearing matching jackets and chattering in Southern accents…

“Laura!” I heard my name, though pronounced completely differently than I was used to hearing it, with the “r” rolled and the second “a” drawn out at the end.

I scanned the crowd but couldn’t place who was calling me. Then I heard it again, coming from a beautiful woman in a knee-length skirt and matching jacket. She had blond hair and turquoise eyes. Beside her stood a man with an irrepressible smile and a girl about my age, whose messily twisted chignon and scarf around her neck marked her as undeniably French, hence light-years more stylish than I could have ever hoped to be. Could this be my host family—the Beaupres? My heart leapt with hope. They didn’t look like the type of people who would abandon a freshly arrived exchange student at the airport, even one without her luggage.

They rushed to me with outspread arms, and all gave me two warm kisses, one on each cheek. I enjoyed being enveloped in a cloud of perfume and cologne and soft fabric, hoping that it overpowered my own stink from travelling for so long.

“Where are your bags?” Sophie, the daughter, asked in stilted English, although it was far more than I could manage in French. “Are they…I cannot remember the word…perdus?”

I took out my pocket dictionary and looked up the word. Lost.

“Oui, perdus,” I agreed. Look at that! I was almost fluent in French already!

[image: * * *]

My French prowess dried up the minute we arrived at the baggage return office, a place that closely resembled Dante’s version of Hell. Luggage was teetering in precarious piles all around the desk, and a sweaty young man appeared completely overwhelmed by the task at hand.

I thanked the heavens that my beautifully attired host parents seemed intent on finding my missing suitcases. Before leaving Canada, I had been informed by my local Ursus Club that I was going to stay with four different Ursus host families during my year in Burgundy. That was quite a few, even by Ursus standards. Two host families generally was the norm. I was daunted by the idea of adapting to four different families and wondered if I could blame their enthusiasm to host me on the multi-year ban on Ursus exchanges to France. In any case, if all the families were as lovely as the Beaupres, maybe it wouldn’t be so terrible after all.

Madame Beaupre somehow glided up in front of the crowd to the man at the desk and spoke to him in the most melodious French I’d ever heard. He paused and actually leaned over the desk to take in her statuesque figure, which was highlighted by her beige outfit that revealed tanned legs and feet shod in perfect, dark red pumps. A smile illuminated his face, and he listened to her with rapt attention.

She paused eventually and turned to me, asking me a question in French. I had no idea what she was saying. Pretending to understand occurred to me, but I quickly concluded that I wouldn’t be able to play that game for long. I shook my head instead and shot her a look of apology.

Sophie stepped forward and asked, “Your sacs…what did they look like?”

My suitcases were standard black Samsonite, but I thanked my father, who’d never let any of us leave the house without a suitcase unless it was all trussed up with at least ten flapping ribbons of neon yellow flagging tape, which he used when moose hunting. I would tell them that there were neon yellow ribbons bedecking both my suitcases.

“They are black, but they have yellow ribbons all over them,” I said.

“I’m sorry?” Sophie shook her head. “I do not understand what you say.”

They all waited for my answer in French—except for the man behind the desk, who was still staring at my host mother with worshiping eyes.

I opened my mouth. I couldn’t remember the French word for “ribbon.” I couldn’t remember the French word for “yellow.” I couldn’t remember the French word for “suitcase,” even though I was certain Sophie had just said it. I certainly couldn’t remember the French word for “neon.”

My eyes roved around the room—I was desperate for help. An irate man almost prostrated himself on the desk trying to get the baggage man’s attention. He was wearing a bright yellow wristwatch—the kind only a French man could pull off. I jabbed my finger at it and repeated the English word “yellow” several times.

“Your sacs are yellow?” Sophie asked.

“No. No.” I shook my head. “There are yellow ribbons on them. My two suitcases are black.”

I clearly had lost Sophie, as she just stared at me with her brown eyes wide. Again I scanned the room in desperation. I grabbed a luggage tag off a pile on the counter. I flapped it around in front of me. “On suitcase. Yellow.”

“Ah!” Sophie conveyed this crucial tidbit of information to her parents, who were wearing identical frozen smiles as if trying hard to not look too appalled at my French, or rather my lack thereof.

I was equally distressed. I had taken eleven years of French in school, for heaven’s sake. True, it had always been my worst subject and the bane of my existence, but somehow, I thought that after all those years I would have retained at least the word for “yellow.” I remembered my French teacher asking me, “How can you be so terrible at French and so good in your other subjects, Laura?” Maybe Flemish would have been a wiser choice after all. No one would have expected a person to know Flemish.

The baggage man was talking with my host mother again, a regretful hound dog look in his eyes. I divined what he was telling her, even without being able to understand French. He had no suitcases with yellow flappy things to give her, and he was heartbroken about this fact. Madame Beaupre gave him a gracious smile and an eloquent shoulder shrug. She turned on her perfect heel and sashayed out of the tiny room. I glanced back at the last moment. The baggage man was still watching her.


chapter three



We walked for so long in the suffocating building that I could feel another layer of sweat bead through the layers of travel grime encasing my body. There was garbage everywhere—random pieces of paper and food wrappers, and even an abandoned shoe. There didn’t seem to be any garbage cans, but there were several sets of ominous-looking guards patrolling the terminal. They were dressed almost entirely in black and armed to their teeth with automatic weapons—the kind of thing I had never seen outside a Hollywood movie. Was France involved in a war that I knew nothing about?

Finally, we reached a multi-story car park. The concrete was crumbling in several places, and what was there was decorated with every style of graffiti imaginable (though showing a distinct predilection for the hastily rendered, oversized penis). This wasn’t at all how I’d pictured France. I’d imagined that Charles de Gaulle airport basically stood at the junction of the Eiffel Tower and the Champs-Élysées.

We drove at a snail’s pace in bottlenecked traffic on roads that were bordered on each side with huge walls covered with yet more graffiti. I craned my neck to see if I could catch a glimpse of anything, but it was impossible to see beyond the concrete barriers.

Madame Beaupre kept turning around and asking me nice-sounding questions, to which I just kept answering oui, even though I had no idea what she was asking. Sophie smiled, but seemed preoccupied. I knew from the letters we’d exchanged that she was leaving early the next morning for her year in the United States. I remembered how I had felt a day earlier…or was it two? Scared, excited, overwhelmed… I wouldn’t have been up to carrying on a conversation in a foreign language either.

Sleepiness snuck in like a bandit. My head dropped.

I woke up with a jerk at some point en route to Sophie’s grandmother’s house that, they had written me, was in a village about an hour’s drive from Paris. Monsieur Beaupre was navigating the car at breakneck speed through impossibly narrow streets. The concrete walls had been replaced with houses made from pale cream stones and decorated with bright red geraniums.

“Oh my God,” I murmured to myself. The village outside my window looked just like the villages depicted in Snow White and Cinderella and all the other Disney movies I had grown up watching. Somehow it had never occurred to me that the images in those films had actually been inspired by a real place—Europe—and that the real place still existed. “It’s beautiful.”

Sophie and Madame Beaupre looked over at me and smiled.

I must have dozed off again, because I woke up just as the car was pulling past a worn, blue gate into the courtyard of a rambling stone farmhouse. A snowy-haired, round-faced lady was on the front steps, waving at us with lovely plump arms.

Sophie leapt out of the car and threw herself into the woman’s arms. “Mamy!” she said, and promptly burst into tears.

Monsieur Beaupre went over and kissed his mother’s cheeks and started crying as well. Madame Beaupre joined them, perfectly formed teardrops running down her exquisite cheekbones.

She beckoned me out of the car. “Voici Laura, notre petite Canadienne,” she said. Mamy grasped me by both cheeks and gave me a juicy kiss on each.

“Bonjour,” I said.

She wrapped me in a hug that smelled of lavender and butter. Tears pricked at my eyes. She was so huggable, just like my own grandmother who lived by the beach on a tiny island and swam in the ocean every night.

She hurried us all inside, laughing and crying at the same time. Something was bubbling on the stove. Four scrumptious-looking baguettes were in the center of the table, which was already set with flower-sprigged napkins and mismatched plates.

“Tu veux te doucher, Laura?” Madame Beaupre asked me, and I turned to her wide-eyed and quite uncertain of what to answer. Then I remembered the boys snickering in French class back home whenever the teacher mentioned the verb “to shower”—“te doucher.”

I nodded. So, I couldn’t remember the words for “ribbon” or “yellow,” but it appeared that I could remember every French word that had made the rude boys laugh in high school French.

Sophie led me upstairs to a tiny room off the top of the stairs. She showed me an old, white bathtub, which had a shower nozzle attached to the tap with a long metal cord. She opened the cupboard and took out two towels for me.

“Do you need…clothes?” she asked.

I eyed Sophie. She was several sizes smaller than I was, not to mention many inches taller.

“I have a few in my carry-on.” I gestured at my backpack slung across one of my shoulders.

“À bientôt!” She shut the door behind her.

I dropped my backpack to the floor and surveyed the room. My head felt wonky, as though I was still on the airplane when it was banking steeply. Thank God I had packed a clean pair of underwear, a pair of shorts, and a T-shirt in my carry-on.

I shucked off my clothes and turned one of the knobs on the bathtub. It squealed, and hot water began gushing out of the tap. After a few minutes of consternation, I found a lever under the tap, which I pulled up, and the hot water began running out of the shower attachment in my hand. I turned on the other tap to cool it a bit, then focused on my most immediate problem. How, exactly, was I supposed to wash myself with this set-up? Should I stand up or sit down? How was I supposed to hold the spray handle and shampoo my hair at the same time? There was a bottle of what looked like shampoo and the biggest square of cream-colored soap that I’d ever seen on the ledge of the bath. Well, there was water and there was shampoo and there was soap… I would just have to figure out the rest.

[image: * * *]

Twenty minutes later, I emerged from the bathroom smelling like coconut shampoo and savon de Marseille (I noticed this was what was stamped on the big block of soap). Although I had soaked both towels Sophie had left for me, trying to clean up all the water on the bathroom floor, the room still looked as though a tsunami had swept through it. How did French people wash themselves like that every day and end up looking so pristine?

I was embarrassed. I couldn’t find any more towels and was almost dead on my feet from fatigue. How was I going to explain the deluge that happened in there? No English words came to mind, let alone French ones.

I walked gingerly down the worn wooden staircase in my shorts and T-shirt—which I had also managed to get rather damp—wracking my brain for the French word for “towels.” Halfway down, my nostrils began to twitch from the delicious smells coming from the kitchen. My stomach rumbled, demanding food.

“La voilà!” Mamy exclaimed as she caught sight of me in the hallway. She beckoned me to come and sit down at the table.

“Salle de bain…,” I began, remembering the word for “bathroom,” but she waved away my attempts at trying to speak and, with a surprisingly strong grip on my shoulder, maneuvered me into one of the wooden chairs. She slid a large piece of quiche onto my plate, along with a healthy portion of bright green salad.

I examined my quiche. Back home in Canada, like most girls my age, I’d developed atrocious eating habits. I’d experimented with vegetarianism, restrictive diets, binge eating, and living off meal supplements. The only food I actually enjoyed eating was food that was “bad” for me. Anything “good” for me—broccoli, poached salmon, or one of my mom’s moose roasts, for example—invariably tasted like something that had been left rotting on the compost pile.

The quiche was dotted with green things, but nothing that looked too suspicious. Anyway, I was starving. I put a forkful in my mouth and chewed. The quiche, even the green things—which I suspected were leeks, though I had only ever tried them a handful of times—was creamy and delectable. The salad made me entirely rethink my prejudices against salads. It was fresh and satisfying and covered with tangy vinaigrette.

Mamy poured red wine into my tumbler.

“Pour moi?” I asked. I sat up straighter and tried to look nineteen, until I realized I was no longer in Canada but in a country where there was no minimum legal drinking age.

She nodded and said something very quickly in French, and then laughed.

“Merci!” I said.

Having forgotten my sleepiness momentarily, I gobbled up my lunch. The meal was one of the best things I’d ever tasted. Luckily, eating meant that I wasn’t really expected to talk.

Mamy took the empty plate from in front of me and busied herself with all the pots and pans at the stove. I was really hoping for some dessert, thanks to my intractable sweet tooth.

I took a few sips of wine and then a few of water. Wow. Wine at lunch. This was fantastic.

Mamy returned a few seconds later and placed a full plate in front of me. I stared down. On my plate lay two beautiful slices of pork roast that were rolled with bacon and some sort of herb butter mixture. To the side were five perfect, little boiled potatoes, and beside them were creamy-looking white beans swimming in a sauce redolent of garlic and fresh rosemary. Sophie passed me the breadbasket, and I took a hunk of roughly sliced baguette, which felt airy soft under my fingers. So…this is the second course of lunch? I checked in with my stomach. Yes, it could handle the challenge.

“Merci,” I said, then sniffed my plate again. “Merci. Très bien.”

“You are hungry?” Sophie asked me.

I nodded.

“And you are tired?”

I nodded again and picked up my fork. A ceramic jar that appeared to contain some sort of mustard was passed around. I took some, cautiously, but found that its spiciness went perfectly with the sliced pork roast. I had never realized potatoes could be so delectable. They were the texture of silk and soaked up just the right amount of sauce.

The conversation around me lilted along musically in French, but I couldn’t make out more than the occasional word. Everyone was speaking so fast. I stopped trying to follow and instead used my little bubble of incomprehension to better enjoy the incredible flavors that gave me the odd impression that I was tasting food for the first time.

It was the sound of crying that snapped me out of my reverie. I looked down the table and saw Sophie and her mother and grandmother holding each others’ hands across the table and sobbing openly. Monsieur Beaupre dabbed his eyes with the corner of his cloth napkin.

I held my breath. Everyone was crying—that had to mean something terrible was going to happen. Then Sophie said something and started laughing through her tears, and everyone else did the same, and they all leaned back in their chairs, guffawing. Eventually, I observed covertly, everyone dug back into their plates again and carried on chatting and eating as though nothing unusual had occurred. None of them seemed embarrassed or traumatized in the slightest. I finished off my plate, turning this over in my mind like a pebble, considering that maybe, for French people, tears weren’t something to be kept inside.

Next, Mamy brought a huge, worn wooden cutting board to the table. On top sat the most gorgeous selection of cheeses I had ever feasted my eyes on. She placed it squarely in front of me, then filled my tumbler with wine again.

There was nothing on the platter that resembled the rubbery blocks of cheddar or mozzarella we found at our local grocery store. There was a large Camembert or Brie, and a crumbly wedge of pale yellow cheese with a thick brown crust, and one that had little pockets of what looked like mold—I’d be avoiding that one. There was also an orange cheese with a pungent smell, which bulged out softly without being runny exactly, and four more that looked equally intriguing. I’d always nurtured a deep love affair with cheese. The sight of this cheese platter was enough to make me suspect that France was in fact my spiritual home.

“Laura?” Mamy plopped down a clean, smaller plate in front of me. “Tu aimes le fromage?”

I actually understood that. “Oui!” I laughed. “Oui. Oui. Oui.”

“Serve yourself,” said Sophie. Everyone watched. I sensed that cheese was a decisive matter in France.

I took a large slice of every type of cheese on the platter, except the one with pockets of mold. I looked up as I passed the cutting board along. My tablemates were staring at me with round-eyed amazement.

“You like cheese,” Sophie said. It wasn’t phrased as a question this time.

“I love cheese.”

My host mother helped herself to three delicate slices—roughly a quarter the size of mine—off the platter, and Sophie and Monsieur Beaupre took only two each.

Oh no. A faux pas already. A second one, actually, once they discover the state of the bathroom upstairs. My cheeks burned, but it wasn’t exactly like I could put the cheese back. I scraped a hunk of the creamiest looking cheese with the pungency of unwashed socks onto my slice of baguette and took a bite. I sipped the red wine and marveled at how the two tastes went so well together. I should have felt embarrassed about having the table manners of a bumpkin, but the cheese was so delicious that I didn’t really have it in me to be repentant.

The family continued to slide covert glances of amazement at me as I polished off my plate of cheese and a second glass of wine, as well as two more slices of baguette.

“You were much hungry,” Sophie observed.

“It’s a long way from the West Coast of Canada.” I smiled. “Not to mention airplane food is revolting.”

Mamy seemed thrilled by my prodigious appetite. She squeezed my cheeks and then gave me a wet, lavender-scented kiss on each one. “Elle est superbe, cette petite Canadienne,” she remarked. I wasn’t certain exactly what that meant, but I knew from the warmth in her kisses that it was a compliment.

She cleared away the plates again and busied herself with an ancient-looking coffee maker that sat on the worn, stone kitchen counter. My host mother reached over and patted my hand. She had such beautiful aqua eyes. I detected sadness in them though. Her only daughter would be leaving for a year the next day. Sophie had two older brothers, but she was the youngest child and the only girl. Words of comfort popped into my head in English. I realized only then just how frustrating my lack of French was going to be.

Mamy whipped a dishtowel off something on the counter to reveal the most stunning strawberry pie I had ever seen in my life. She put it in the center of the table. On closer inspection, I saw it wasn’t exactly a pie—it was a proper French strawberry tart with fat, glossy, whole strawberries nestled against one another atop a layer of custard.

I felt as if I was going to explode after the cheese course, but I couldn’t say no to this creation. Maybe just a petite slice… I suppressed the thought of the number of calories I had just consumed.

Mamy served me a portion as generous as her upper arms and said something quickly to Sophie.

Sophie turned to me. “Mamy wants me to explain that she made this especially for me. Her tarte aux fraises is my favorite.” Sophie teared up again. I was amazed by how the Beaupres could move from tears to smiles and then back to tears again in a matter of seconds, without anybody appearing the least bit unnerved by these shifting sands of emotion.

I applied myself to my tart. The custard was lightly infused with vanilla, and the berries were perfectly ripe and tasted like strawberries that had just been picked after a morning basking in the sunshine.

While I was scooping up the last crumbs, Monsieur Beaupre placed a small espresso-sized cup of coffee in front of me.

“Merci.” There was no more room in my stomach, but I reasoned that the coffee could flow between the cracks.

By the end of the cup, I was nodding off, despite the infusion of caffeine. All of a sudden, I could no longer keep my head upright on my neck. Madame Beaupre came over and took my arm, saying something gently in French that I didn’t understand, but which I reasoned must have had something to do with me going to bed. I nodded, hard-pressed to keep my eyes open. Madame Beaupre led me upstairs to a little room just down the hall from the bathroom, which had two beds, both covered with well-worn floral fabric. A lovely, old porcelain statue of the Virgin Mary with a kindly looking face smiled down at me from the antique wooden dresser.

Madame Beaupre pulled back the sheets to reveal a long, thin cushion shaped like an enormous sausage, instead of a rectangular pillow. Some different-sounding French birds were cooing outside the window. Madame Beaupre stroked my forehead and motioned at me to get into bed. She closed the door softly behind her. I shucked off my shorts and collapsed onto the bed in my underwear and T-shirt. After dreaming of it for so many months, I was finally there, in France—eating French food and sleeping in a French bed and listening to French birds. Maybe I’ll also meet a young Frenchman this year—someone whose soul understands mine. Before I could dream any more about that, sleep, along with the soft duvet, enveloped me.


chapter four



When I opened my eyes, the light was still pale—early morning sun. I could hear the shower, or rather the bath with the strange shower attachment, running. Surely, Sophie was getting ready to leave for the airport.

On the chair beside her bed was a matching underwear and bra set, confectioned of delicate, multicolored flowered fabric and trimmed with pale blue. If I were going to have a love affair with a Frenchman, as per my wildest fantasies, I seriously needed to consider upgrading my underwear.

I rolled over, dozed off again, and dreamed of French lingerie.

When I woke up again, the sun was shining brightly through the linen curtains in the bedroom. I checked my watch. It was just past ten o’clock. I had been sleeping for almost twenty hours. I had never done that before, but then again, I had never traveled to France before either.

I pulled on my clothes from the night before and headed downstairs. The chill of the worn stone steps under my feet, the smell of furniture polish and old wood, and the coo of the birds outside all reminded me I was far from home. Instead of feeling sad, I felt a shiver of excitement run through me.

Sophie’s Mamy was bustling around in the kitchen.

She heard me. “Bonjour, ma belle.” She grasped my shoulders and kissed me soundly on each cheek.

“Tu as bien dormi?” It took me a few seconds, but I recognized the verb “dormir.” Sleep. She was asking how I slept. That’s what one did when guests first got up, whether in Canada or France or Uzbekistan, right?

“Bon,” I said, smiling back.

She pointed to the clock on the wall that said ten fifteen. “Café?”

I nodded. “Merci.”

She sat me down as she had the day before and passed me a wicker basket containing two croissants. I knew lunch was not far away, but I had missed dinner the night before—and besides, I could never say no to a croissant. I took one.

She served me coffee in a big china bowl with pale pink roses painted around the rim and a few chips on the well-loved edges. Why do we drink coffee only from mugs in Canada? Why don’t we drink hot things from bowls? She poured in some warm milk from a beaten-up casserole with a worn wooden handle. The bowl warmed up my hands so nicely as I drank. If there ever was a country that could use warming up, it is Canada.

I buttered my croissant with butter from the fresh block that Mamy had set on the table and topped it with a spoonful of delicious-looking jam that came in a glass jar. I took a bite. The thin layers of the pastry melted on my tongue. The butter was unsalted and tasted like cream, and the jam had the strongest, purest strawberry taste that I had ever experienced in my life. It had to be homemade.

“Bien!” I said to Mamy, gesturing with my croissant, even though that word woefully fell short of describing the nirvana of my first French breakfast. She nodded. Bien. That was a useful word.

“Regarde!” she said and took my croissant and dipped it in the café au lait. She took it out and passed it to me. I’d always been told dipping food into liquid is considered rude, but maybe that wasn’t the case in France. Anyway, the end result was too delicious to argue the point.

Just as I was finishing up the last of my café au lait, my two croissants having been conveyed tidily to my stomach some time beforehand, I heard car tires crunch across the gravel of the courtyard. Seconds later, Monsieur and Madame Beaupre walked into the house. They looked as though they had aged ten years since the day before. Their faces were tear-stained and their eyes were red.

“Bonjour, Laura!” They greeted me with what I could tell, despite the language barrier, was forced cheer. I wished more than anything that they felt comfortable enough around me to know they needn’t bother hide their sorrow for my benefit. I gave them both a kiss on each cheek as Mamy had given me.

Half of me felt self-conscious about all the kissing, but another part liked it. In any case, unlike hugging, where it was often unclear whether it was appropriate to hug or not to hug, the protocol with the kissing seemed relatively straightforward so far.

“Elle est partie?” Mamy clasped her hands tightly against her pale green housecoat, and a few tears escaped from her eyes. She and the Beaupres began to talk in such rapid-fire French that I couldn’t make out a single word. They all began to cry.

I realized for the first time how it must have been for my parents after I had disappeared through security at the Victoria airport, what they must have felt as they left the airport, got in the car, drove back home…

I wanted to let the Beaupres know that, even though they felt then as if Sophie had departed into a dangerous and far away world, just like me, she would be fine. That even if she was crying the last time they saw her, by the time she boarded her first flight, she was most likely filled with the thrill of the adventures that lay ahead.

I couldn’t tell them this, of course. Why didn’t I work harder at French in high school?

“Sophie”—I tried—“elle est bien.” My three tablemates stared at me, trying to decipher what I meant.

I pointed at myself. “Moi, je suis bien,” I said. I am good. “Sophie. Elle est bien in the United States.”

Madame Beaupre’s eyes glistened, and she reached out and covered my hand with her own. I think she was touched that I had at least tried.

“Oui,” she whispered. “Sûrement.”

[image: * * *]

It wasn’t until I had gone back to the bedroom—after inundating the bathroom floor yet again in an attempt to wash myself—that I saw my two suitcases festooned with their yellow flagging tape standing like sentinels at the far end of the bed. My stuff! Even though I longed for my clean clothes, seeing my suitcases felt oddly foreign for an instant. They were my Canadian life, and already I was living something new in France.

Still, twenty minutes later, I floated down the stairs, freshly showered and wearing a clean pair of jean shorts and a linen shirt.

Madame Beaupre and her mother-in-law were at the kitchen table.

“Merci.” I gestured upstairs toward my suitcases, and promptly blanked on the French word for those same objects. “For my suitcases.” I made a sweeping gesture over my clean clothes and sighed dramatically in relief. They smiled at me and launched into what I had to assume was an explanation for how my suitcases had arrived, while I nodded and said oui at what I hoped were appropriate intervals. I was just going to have to live with the mystery of never knowing exactly how my suitcases had materialized.

After another scrumptious lunch of roast chicken with herbes de Provence and the potatoes from the day before mashed up with heavy cream, I climbed back into the back seat of Monsieur Beaupre’s car. Mamy cried as she waved us off, and I hoped I would see her again soon.

Quickly, I noticed that the car seemed to be missing a crucial feature, or at least a feature I had been brought up to believe was crucial—seat belts. I tapped Madame Beaupre on the shoulder after we left Mamy’s village and motioned to where a seat belt should be across my lap. Madame Beaupre rattled off a charming explanation, which finished with her smoothing down her impeccable pale blue skirt and matching jacket. Nobody wears them, I understood. Something about them wrinkling clothes. I recognized the word “vêtements.”

Having not quite yet emerged from a three-year-long hippie phase, I didn’t own anything that was in danger of wrinkling, but I did feel naked without a seat belt. I would choose being wrinkled over being catapulted through the windshield any day.

Going south on the autoroute, Monsieur Beaupre cranked the speed to over 150 kilometers per hour. Cars around us zoomed past. Both my parents would have had a heart attack if they’d known I wasn’t wearing a seat belt. Luckily, they didn’t. Or wouldn’t, unless my host father crashed in a high-speed pile-up.

I considered asking Monsieur Beaupre to slow down but couldn’t find the courage to do so. I needed them to like me, and I’d been sent there to adapt to a new way of life, hadn’t I? Maybe that just included driving far too fast.

Madame Beaupre turned on the radio and tuned in to a French radio program that sounded to me as if it involved a lot of shouting. I tried to pick out familiar words, but there weren’t very many. Surely, we don’t speak English that fast at home?

I leaned my head against the window and watched the green fields with the occasional fairy-tale stone village fly by. I wondered what time it was back in Canada? My eyelids drifted southwards.

I was woken by the soft calling of “Laura…Laura…” from the front seat. I wiped the drool from my chin. How charming—I hoped I hadn’t snored too. I sat up and massaged my temples.

“Nous sommes presque arrivés,” Madame Beaupre murmured.

We passed funny-looking fields, which I belatedly realized contained row upon row of vineyards. They were a deep green. Madame waved a perfectly manicured hand. “Les vignes,” she said.

So, “vineyard” is “vigne”? I stored that away. Given the number of well-tended rows we were passing, it looked as if that word could come in handy.

[image: * * *]

Just a few minutes later, we went through a tollbooth, where Monsieur Beaupre flashed a card and the barrier lifted. We took a few turns through windy streets until we arrived at a well-kept, white house. I smiled and nodded as they chattered on to me in French. The front door opened and a beautiful golden Lab leapt out, followed by a handsome, olive-skinned Frenchman. My host brother Julien, I guessed. The other brother lived in Grenoble.

“Bonjour, Laura.” He gave me a kiss on each cheek before moving on to his parents. He had the same high cheekbones and curved smile as his mother but had his father’s brown eyes. He wore an immaculate pair of pressed jeans, a pink-and-blue checked button-down shirt, and what looked like expensive leather loafers. I’d never before realized that people could iron their jeans, much less want to.

He ushered me into the house while the dog leapt around our feet. My new brother patted the dog. “This is Biscotte.”

I patted Biscotte and she licked my hand. It took me a few moments to realize that, for the first time since that morning, I had understood what was being spoken.

“You speak English?” I asked. I knew I had to speak French at some point, but I was feeling jetlagged and confused.

“I do,” he said, “but I won’t speak English with you after today. You’re here to learn French.”

So…he was the didactic as well as the impeccably dressed sort of man. “Understood,” I said.

Julien beckoned me farther into the house, which was decorated elegantly with gold-hued wallpaper and bunches of flowers, as well as antiques that glowed with age and polish. “Your bedroom is upstairs. Would you like to rest for a while?”

“That would be perfect,” I said. Adjusting to a new language and a new culture was surprisingly exhausting. Also, retreating to my bedroom for a while would give the Beaupres a little time to process Sophie’s departure as a family, without them feeling the need to be polite or to include me in a conversation I was light-years away from understanding.

I was shown up to my room on the top floor—Sophie’s room, Julien explained with a thoughtful look. A poster of very French-looking people playing guitars was taped to the wall. The single bed looked inviting. The bed also contained one of the enormous sausage pillows like the one I’d slept with earlier. It was actually extremely comfortable to sleep with, almost like an extra body to hug.

“I’ll leave you to rest now,” he said. “Can I get you anything before I go?”

“No, thank you,” I said. “Merci.”

After he closed the door behind him, I wandered over to the window. I peered out to the tile rooftops beyond. I heard a soft cooing and spied two pigeons perched on the roof outside.

“Hello,” I said to them. “I mean, bonjour.” I was way more used to crows, seagulls, oystercatchers, and the occasional raven. The pigeons seemed well-behaved compared to the West Coast birds with their constant cawing and squawking.

There I was. In my room in Burgundy. Part of me still couldn’t believe it.

My heart ached, an ache I knew well. It had nothing to do with missing my family or my home in Canada, which would have been the most logical explanation. No, it was the same familiar feeling I’d experienced at random intervals since early adolescence.

It was difficult and embarrassing to try to express—my heart ached for someone I hadn’t met yet. It made no sense, and I’d never contemplated attempting to explain it to anybody else. They would have said, surely, that it was just another manifestation of my overactive imagination. Sometimes, I tended to agree. I often tried to conjure up an image of the person I missed so acutely, but he remained elusive. Still, I couldn’t help but be aware of his absence any more than I could help but be aware of a missing limb. Sometimes I wondered if we’d met in a previous life and were trying to find each other in this one.

It was all so fanciful that I often tried to reason myself out of my feelings. It never worked. The need for that missing person remained, as solid and tangible as a mountain.

My body, exhausted as it was, tingled with questions. Could he be someone that I had already met but hadn’t recognized right away? The idea that maybe he and I could miss each other entirely in this life, or worse yet, that we would cross paths but somehow not recognize each other, fanned panic in my throat. It was possible he was in France. Somewhere nearby. My heart started to beat faster at the thought.


chapter five



An hour later, and after some more daydreaming on my new bed and a bit of desultory unpacking, I ventured back downstairs.

At the bottom of the stairs, there was a little den-like room with two puffy chintz couches and a TV positioned on a polished antique table opposite them. Julien was stretched out on one couch, his eyes glued to the screen.

The house had a far more dignified feel than my Canadian home, which was a 1970s creation with drop ceilings and a surfeit of brown shag carpet. I was a bit shocked to find Julien there—my sisters and I were never allowed to watch TV during the day, especially a gloriously sunny summer day.

I glanced at the television briefly, then did a double take, my eyes wide. Across the screen strutted twelve or so bare-breasted and gorgeous ladies dressed in elaborate confections that consisted mainly of feathers and sequins. Was Julien watching porn? I’d heard the French were more liberal about nudity and sex, but… I began to slink away before Julien noticed me.

Just then Madame walked in, and rather than hurriedly turning the TV to another channel, Julien pointed to the screen and said something in an admiring tone of voice to his mother.

“Elles sont magnifiques!” Madame agreed, then turned to me and rattled off a question in French.

“I didn’t catch that,” I said to Julien, hoping he would rescue me, but at the same time wondering how I could escape this awkward situation.

“She wants to know if you have cabaret dancers like the ones at the Crazy Horse and the Lido in Canada too.”

I nodded at the screen. “Is that what those women are doing?”

“Yes. They are a cultural institution in France, the showgirls. Look at their figures! Look how they dance! It is magic. They are magnificent.”

“No, they don’t have that in Canada,” I said, briefly imagining a Canadian version with the women in snowshoes and toques. “Definitely not.”

Julien translated this piece of information to his mother.

She clicked her tongue. “Quel dommage.”

“What a shame,” Julien translated off-handedly. “That’s what she said.” His attention was again riveted on the TV.

It made me feel unnerved to watch these women and their multiple pairs of bare boobs bounce across the screen with my host family, so I gratefully followed Madame into the kitchen. I could only handle so many cultural differences at once, after all.

I had already looked up the translation for “Can I help?” in my pocket dictionary before coming downstairs. “Puis-je vous aider?” I asked, feeling inordinately proud of myself.

“Aider?” she asked. “Non, ma puce.”

Puce…what did that word mean?

She then rattled off another sentence that I didn’t understand. My confusion must have shown on my face, because she took my hand and led me back to Julien, who was still watching the showgirls. She repeated what she had asked me.

“She wants to know if you’d like to go into town with her to pick up a few things for dinner.”

“I’d love that!” I answered then remembered to speak directly in French. “Oui. Merci!” I said.

Five minutes later, I found myself walking briskly into the main cobblestoned street of Nuits-Saint-Georges alongside Madame. We stopped several times along our route, as we kept running into people she knew, and they would all stop and kiss and exchange a few words. Everyone carried one or more baguettes underneath their arms or in baskets. I was introduced and was sometimes kissed, sometimes offered a hand to shake. I understood nothing apart from “bonjour” and “au revoir” from the chattered conversations.

We finally made it to the boucherie, as was announced by big red letters painted on the storefront. Also, an entire pig’s head in the window was somewhat of a giveaway that it was the meat shop.

Madame was greeted warmly by a stout man in an impressively bloodied white apron. I watched the transaction as she took her time selecting a few cuts of meat that looked like some cured sausage cut into slices and several different types of pâté.

After that, we went to the cheese store, the crémerie according to its sign, and bought two gooey specimens. Next, we went to the green grocer and bought a head of butter lettuce and two bunches of leeks.

Finally, we ended up in the boulangerie, where the most delectable-looking pastries filled up the display case. Each one was a work of art. Éclairs of three different colors, delicate squares of flaky puff pastry and cream and chocolate, and intricate miniature fruit tarts with the fruit glowing and the cream underneath flecked with black dots of vanilla.

Madame came up beside me, preceded by the enchanting scent of what smelled like expensive perfume.

“You like?” she asked me.

“Oui.” I nodded. How could anyone answer anything else?

She pointed to one particularly delectable-looking confection of alternating layers of chocolate and meringue. She said, “Something-something Sophie.” I deducted that that type of pastry was Sophie’s favorite.

“Delicious,” I agreed, with what I hoped was sort of a French accent. It worked, because Madame Beaupre nodded and ordered four of them. The shop lady placed the quartet in a beautiful box, which she tied artfully with a piece of pink ribbon. She handed it to me. “Merci,” I said.

A half hour later, after I’d set the table outside, we were sitting down to dinner on the Beaupres’ outdoor patio underneath an old wisteria. Even though it was seven o’clock, the sun still beat down, and the shade was a welcome respite from the dry heat. Biscotte lay at my feet, his tongue hanging out of his mouth. He reminded me of my childhood dog Heidi, who used to station herself under the table and eat all the bits of broccoli and salmon I didn’t want.
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