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I dedicate this book to my incredible liver donor, Nyssa Temmel. Without your courage and selflessness I would be—not to put too fine a point on it—dead. Every single one of the “bonus” days you gave me is a gift.


But Paris was a very old city and we were young and nothing was simple there, not even poverty, nor sudden money, nor the moonlight, nor right and wrong, nor the breathing of someone who lay beside you in the moonlight.


—ERNEST HEMINGWAY, A Moveable Feast


chapter one



The only proof I had that I was supposed to be there in Paris was my temporary student visa and a badly photocopied letter from some unidentifiable administrative office of the Sorbonne.

I scanned the letter I clutched in my sweaty hand. It was the last week in August, but the oppressive humidity made it feel as though we were in the tropics—the perfect weather to be sunning ourselves in Biarritz or Brittany, not tramping around the dog poop-festooned streets of the 5th arrondissement of Paris.

What I could decipher from the letter stated that, after my arrival in France, I should contact my exchange year advisor, Professor Alix Renier-Bernadotte, at the address provided. Just an address. No telephone number or any other contact information. She better be at home.

We found Professor Renier-Bernadotte’s apartment a few streets away from the building where I would be taking at least half of my classes. She lived on a narrow, cobblestoned street, just off a much larger street.

The building rose from the sidewalk in the stately style that was synonymous with Haussmann, the designer of modern Paris—gray stone and large symmetrical windows, fronted by ornate ironwork so Parisians wouldn’t tumble out onto the street when opening their massive wooden shutters in the morning.

I was already intimidated by this Parisian professor who was supposed to help me register at the Sorbonne, and I hadn’t even met her yet.

Franck and I had arrived that morning after more than fifteen hours of travel from Vancouver. This Inter-University Exchange gig—I was being swapped with a French student who would study for a year at my school, McGill University in Montreal, while I studied at the Sorbonne—was already turning out to be more challenging than it looked on paper.

I studied the name tags stuck in the brass buzzer plate mounted on the wall of the apartment building. They were blurred by age and rain. “Does that look like Renier-Bernadotte to you?” I asked Franck, who was lighting a Gitanes. I didn’t know how he could smoke in that heat, let alone Gitanes—the cigarette equivalent of pungent Munster cheese.

He took a deep drag and leaned forward to peer at the name I was pointing at. “It looks to me like it says Rognon-Betterave.” Kidney-Beets. He rubbed his stomach thoughtfully. “That gives me an idea. If we find a brasserie, they might have veal kidneys in Madeira on the menu. They’re a classic dish at Parisian brasseries, tu sais.”

I made a gagging noise.

“You think you don’t like them because you’ve never tried them.”

“I know I don’t like Gitanes, and I haven’t tried them either. I can’t get past the smell. Same thing with kidneys.”

“Completely different. Kidneys are extremely good for you as well as delicious. Smoking is a filthy habit I need to stop.”

“At least we agree on that,” I said, then nodded at the buzzers. “So, should I buzz Professor Kidney-Beets here?”

Franck shrugged. “You know my opinion. You should wait until your first day of school. All of Paris goes on vacation in August. Haven’t you noticed how empty the streets are?”

“Still—”

“I doubt she’s here, and even if she is, she won’t answer her buzzer. I warned you not to expect the same welcome that McGill provides to the incoming French students.”

That was a shame, because at McGill, the incoming French exchange students were treated like royalty. They were appointed a student chaperone as soon as they arrived in Montreal to help them with everything from finding accommodation to registering for courses to meeting other students.

A whole week of special events were put on for the exchange students freshly arrived at McGill. There were scavenger hunts so they could familiarize themselves with the campus and mingle with others, live concerts, and drinks events so their livers could adapt to Canadian beer and the cheap Czechoslovakian wine from the dépanneur. And meetings were set up with various academic advisors so they would have all their questions answered and their timetable completely in order before the beginning of term.

So far, there had been no welcoming committee for me at the Charles de Gaulle airport on our arrival, and the only contact name I had been given was Professor Kidney-Beets, supposedly at this address. As a result, I was pulsing with desperation to connect with her. She was my only shot at feeling less disoriented.

“I have to try,” I said. I buzzed on the buzzer.

Nothing.

I buzzed again. Then again.

Franck raised one eyebrow at me. “Does the state of that name tag beside her buzzer look like that of a person who wants students to find them?”

Dignified silence was the only possible response to my boyfriend.

I peered up to the two windows on the fourth floor, where Professor Kidney-Beets’s apartment was supposed to be if we had indeed chosen the right buzzer. A curtain twitched and a face dominated by a large pair of glasses glanced down, then the curtain drew shut again.

“She’s up there!” I shouted in English, even though Franck and I spoke French together most of the time. “I saw her!” I pointed, just in case Franck misunderstood.

I went back and buzzed the buzzer five more times so there could be no doubt I wanted to see her. I was going to buzz it a sixth time, when Franck reached out and stilled my hand. “Ever heard of getting off on the wrong foot? I don’t know who this woman is, but I would bet that it’s not a prudent idea to piss her off before the school year even begins.”

I stamped my foot and buzzed again three times. The curtain above didn’t even twitch.

Franck took me by the shoulders and pulled me back from the buzzer. “I’m not sure how it is in Canada, but being so persistent when somebody clearly does not want to answer their buzzer is considered rude in Paris,” he said gently.

“I’m not the one who is supposed to be advising students and then hiding away in my apartment, leaving them completely abandoned on the street, not knowing what to do or how to choose their courses or—”

Tears began to roll down my cheeks. Tears borne of too much travel and too little sleep, and overheating and frustration, and the fact that the reality of this whole year-in-Paris thing was already at loggerheads with my fantasies.

“Come on.” Franck took my arm. “Let’s go find a brasserie.”

“I’m not eating kidneys! I won’t!” I heard myself shout like a spoiled, overtired toddler.

“You don’t have to,” Franck said, stroking the back of my hand. “You’re to rest your feet for a while, and there might even be chocolate mousse on the menu for dessert.”

“We don’t have any money,” I wailed. “You’re always telling me how everything is so expensive in Paris.”

“Not the prix fixe menu at Paris brasseries. They’re a bargain. Besides, a good meal raises one’s spirits. That’s priceless.”

I let myself be led up the street, the hope of meeting Professor Renier-Bernadotte abandoned—for that day anyway.

“Just so you know,” I said, “I’ll be ordering a carafe of chilled rosé.”

“So young, yet so wise.” Franck patted my shoulder.


chapter two



The brasserie Franck steered me into was just across from a square called la place Monge, where, Franck informed me, a market was held three times a week. It was named, rather unimaginatively, Brasserie Le Monge.

A not unpleasant odor of wine and espresso, strengthened by cigarette smoke, hit me as soon as Franck ushered me through the door.

Inside, just to the left of the entrance, we passed a glassed-in tabac, where patrons could replenish their stock of cigarettes and rolling papers and bags of tobacco and such. The television suspended from the ceiling in the corner of the room broadcasted a horse race.

Underneath the TV, there was a cash register with a large and peeling PMU sticker affixed to its front and a stack of betting forms and a Duralex glass full of stubby pencils to its side. So, patrons came to Brasserie Le Monge to buy cigarettes and bet on horses. Where exactly had Franck brought me?

He breathed a sigh of delight. “Bien, dans son jus.”

The Brasserie Le Monge was indeed—as the French expression goes—“steeped in its juices.” It was no bourgeois haunt; that much was certain.

The scuffed wooden floors told the story of decades of regulars passing through the door, taking time to indulge in anything from a quick espresso to a risky racing bet to a glass of house red.

The prix fixe menu was scribbled on a chalkboard propped up on the zinc bar: salade frisée with lardons and a poached egg; then cutlets of turkey in a cream mustard sauce, accompanied by gratin dauphinois; then the cheese platter; then a slice of tropézienne cake for dessert. It also included a café and a half liter of house wine. I planned to drink most of that myself.

We settled at a table by the front window looking out across the street. Franck simply ordered two prix fixe menus with rosé.

With some skepticism, I inspected the rusty bracket holding the TV dangling from the ceiling in the corner and the dusty, loud workmen trading bawdy jokes with the heavy-set bartender who stood behind the bar. He seemed to anchor down the entire joint.

Even if we were in Paris, the epicenter of gastronomic wonders, this was the sort of dive where the food would be terrible. Would it even be safe to eat?

“I’m not so sure about this place,” I said to Franck.

“Are you kidding? It’s fantastic. The food is going to be incredible.”

I glanced over at the wizened woman perched on a stool behind the tabac glass. She looked as though she suffered from an intestinal worm. “What makes you so sure?”

“Two things,” Franck said, leaning back in his wooden chair and admiring our surroundings. “First, the tradesmen eat and drink here. They are a more discerning judge of good food than any Michelin Guide restaurant critic.” This maxim had proved true for Franck and me in the past.

“Second thing?” I asked.

“Look at the décor—”

“Or lack thereof.”

“Exactly. This place is probably almost exactly as it was fifty years ago. No hoity-toity new owner has come to interfere with a winning formula.”

I wasn’t entirely convinced, but I did try to push aside my apprehensions that my lunch at Brasserie Le Monge came with a side serving of botulism.

The rosé came first, and Franck poured both himself and me a generous glass. It was the surest method of galvanizing myself for the dubious meal ahead.

The waiter came and poured us each a second glass and left an entire baguette on our table. Franck grinned.

“See?” He was so sure of himself. More sure of himself, in fact, than I had seen him during our past two years together in Montreal.

I felt disoriented in Paris, but Franck had never acted more at ease. It unsettled me to feel as though, all of a sudden, I was the vulnerable one in our relationship.

Also, we were only supposed to be spending one year in Paris. What if Franck liked it so much he wanted to stay instead of returning to Montreal with me?

I took a few more sips of my rosé to drown my doubts. For a house wine, it was lovely. Chilled and crisp, with a dryness many rosés lacked.

The waiter brought our salads over. With the first forkful, I concluded that Franck’s hunch concerning the quality of the food was correct. The egg was poached to perfection and boasted a deep orange yolk. I had eaten the traditional frisée salad with warm goat’s cheese on many occasions, but this was the first time I had eaten it paired with a poached egg. The homemade vinaigrette was heavy on the vinegar—just how I preferred it. Its bite was the perfect foil to the unctuousness of the egg. The lardons—rectangular cubes of bacon—tied the flavors together to perfection. By the time I finished the salad and two glasses of wine, I was far more sanguine about the rocky start of our Parisian adventure.

When I was devouring my turkey cutlet in Dijon mustard sauce, it dawned on me that there weren’t many women in the restaurant, with the exception of the wiry specimen who manned the tabac booth. I watched in fascination as she prepared people’s orders—a certain number of boxes of a specific brand of cigarettes or so many pouches of loose tobacco and rolling papers—most of the time without them even asking for anything. She seemed to know ahead of time what most of her clients needed and had a private joke or ribald set aside to share with everyone who bought her wares.

Franck and I were attracting our fair share of curious looks.

“Everyone here seems to know each other,” I whispered to Franck.

Just then, the waiter, or “garçon” in the language of French brasseries, put a large slice of tropézienne cake in front of each of us. I picked up my spoon and savored the brioche pastry filled with thick buttercream and studded on the top with irregular chunks of sugar. It was clearly made in-house, as every spoonful melted in my mouth.

“Feeling better?” Franck asked.

I nodded. “Better.”

“It’s normal that everyone in here knows each other,” Franck explained. “That’s what it’s like in Paris. Each little pocket of streets is its own little village. People go to the same boulangerie every day. The same poissonnerie. The same—”

“Brasserie,” I supplied.

“Exactly.”

The well-padded bald man behind the bar spent his time serving drinks and lambasting the two garçons, who were dressed in the traditional black with long white aprons tied around their waists. They remained unruffled in the face of his haranguing.

I leaned back in my chair, sipping my café and reflecting on the notion that Paris is essentially made up of small neighborhoods. That certainly made the city less overwhelming.

“Before we can settle in a neighborhood,” I said, “we need to find an apartment to rent.”

The garçon brought our espressos accompanied by a small individually wrapped chocolate.

“Don’t expect it to be anywhere as easy as it was in Montreal,” Franck warned, not for the first time.

“I know,” I said, but that didn’t stop me from dreaming about finding the perfect nest for ourselves among the Parisian rooftops sooner rather than later.

Franck had organized for us to stay with his cousin Florent and his cousin’s girlfriend, Pauline, while we searched for a place of our own. It was generous of them, and it helped us not to have to stay in a cheap hotel or hostel.

Still, when we had dropped off our luggage there that morning after Florent picked us up at the Charles de Gaulle airport, I discovered their apartment was located in a gray, soulless commuter neighborhood. It was far enough out of central Paris to qualify as the banlieue—a word that specifically means “the distant suburbs.”

There was nothing remotely charming or Parisian about our temporary home, I had noted during our quick pit stop. Florent kept gushing to Franck about how they loved it, though—how they could get more space for their rent money in the banlieue and how they easily drove out of Paris without having to contend with the notorious Parisian traffic jams.

He dropped Franck and me off at the nearest RER station. Maybe it was because I was exhausted, but I found the hour-long commute from the banlieue to Madame Renier-Bernadotte’s apartment unpleasant in the extreme. Even though the train wasn’t overly crowded in the late morning, it was festooned with dried vomit, graffiti, and other mysterious substances adhered to the seats.

A whiff of gloom fought with guilt in my head. My brain and heart were acting like spoiled brats. I should have been feeling immense gratitude instead of an overwhelming sense of disillusion at our temporary accommodations. Everything just felt so unsettled.

Despite downing my thick espresso in one gulp, my eyelids began to droop. I wondered whether it was rude to lay my head down on the brasserie table and enjoy a little après-lunch nap.

“About an apartment”—I tapped my fingertips on our table, more to wake myself up than to get Franck’s attention—“I don’t care if it’s the size of a postage stamp. Let’s look only in the center of Paris.”

“Trust me,” Franck said, signaling with a cocked finger to the nearest garçon for the bill. “I don’t want to be stuck in some godforsaken banlieue.”

I breathed a sigh of relief at that. Still, I just didn’t get the impression that Franck shared my sense of urgency. He, in fact, rarely shared my sense of urgency about anything unless it had to do with a perfect croissant or any of life’s other pleasures.

“Where should we start?” I said. “Are there any real estate agencies we could visit while we’re in this neighborhood?”

“That’s not how it works.”

“How do you know?”

“I just know. The only way to find a place in Paris is to know people.”

“Who do we know?”

“Nathanael and Jacinthe,” Franck said. “Did you forget that we’re invited over to their place for dinner tonight?”

“I don’t know if I can make it. You slept on the plane, but I haven’t slept since we left Canada.”

“I’m sure we’ll get our second wind by then,” Franck said.

“I’m on my tenth wind.”

Franck studied my face, with sympathetic eyes. “If I could find you a bed right now, chérie, I would. I would even love to join you. The problem is we don’t have a key to Florent and Pauline’s, and I know they both get back late from work.”

I had found it odd that neither of them had left a key for us, but probably it just wasn’t practical, or maybe they had simply forgotten.

I felt a stab of regret that Franck’s other cousin who used to live in Paris had moved to Bordeaux the previous year. He was extremely easygoing, as well as always traveling for work.

“We’ll stop by some of the real estate places on the rue Monge as we go down to the boulevard Saint-Germain to get our Metro, d’accord?” Franck said, with a twist of his mouth broadcasting his belief that this activity would only be useful in that it might appease me.

“Okay.” I looked out the brasserie window. The midafternoon sun was beating down on the gray pavement.

“If I know you like I think I know you, I suspect that might be the only way to get you to believe me that real estate agencies are not the way to find an apartment in Paris,” Franck added.

“We’ll see.” I clinked my spoon against my espresso cup as if I was daring him.


chapter three



Back out on the rue Monge, waves of hot air still shimmered above the sidewalks.

“I’m starting to understand why everyone escapes Paris until the day school starts,” I said as we headed toward the cool of the Seine, only a block away according to Franck.

“I love Paris in August,” Franck said. “The city is so peaceful.”

I coughed at the exhaust coming from the bumper-to-bumper cars on the rue Monge. “This is your version of peaceful?”

Franck stopped and wrapped me in a tight bear hug. “Ah, ma petite Canadienne, you have some adapting to do. Most countries don’t have twenty square kilometers of tundra for each inhabitant like Canada.”

Franck was joking, of course, but there was a kernel of truth in what he said. I had far more acclimatizing to do than my boyfriend. He was French, after all, and had lived in Paris for several years before we met. Again, I felt at a disadvantage.

“Aren’t there all the tourists in Paris in August?” I said.

“They stay in certain areas and rarely venture beyond their circuit. We won’t be bothered by them. We’ll be spending time at places the tourists don’t know about.”

“I like the sound of that.”

Neither Franck nor I are from Paris, but neither of us considered ourselves tourists. Perhaps that was a kind of subtle snobbery, but my goal for the year was to become as comfortable in Paris as I was in Montreal or Vancouver, and as quickly as possible.

We neared a sign that read Immobilier, denoting a real estate agency. We stopped and I carefully read through the ads posted on the window. I rapidly found myself squinting.

The prices were more than triple our monthly rent back in Montreal. The few blurry and crooked photos looked as though they had been snapped in a Russian gulag, complete with holes in the ground where toilets should have been and bare lightbulbs suspended from crumbling ceilings with fraying electrical wire. Clearly, the notion of “staging” a property had not yet broached French shores.

We stopped in front of another agency that showed more of the same. At the third agency, just near the intersection with the rue des Écoles, I turned to Franck. “Let’s go in and ask them. They must have more to show than what’s taped on the windows.”

Franck reached out and held me back. “Trust me on this, Laura. These rental agencies are a waste of our time.”

“What time are we supposed to be at Jacinthe and Nathanael’s for dinner?”

“Seven. They made it early for us because they knew we would be tired.”

I checked my watch. “Time is one thing we have, then. It’s just past four o’clock.”

Franck raised his eyes skyward. “All right, but I’m going in just to humor you.”

“Duly noted.”

“I guarantee we won’t find anything in there.”

“I need proof.” I pushed the door open.

[image: * * *]

There were two men inside the real estate agency. The one seated behind his desk was daring gravity by teetering back in his desk chair. He wore a royal blue shirt and a daffodil yellow tie under a fitted black suit jacket. Très chic.

He was looking at something on his computer screen and laughing. His colleague was perched on the corner of the same desk, also peering down at the screen through large plastic-framed glasses that were neon green—not a color one would often see on a North American man. He was taking deep drags on a cigarette.

“Bonjour,” I said.

Franck showed no inclination of stepping forward.

At first, both men shared an identical grimace. It was clear that they would have rather continued their fun without being disturbed by pesky clients. Finally, the one with the lime green glasses hopped up and gave us a funny little bow. “Bonjour, Monsieur, Madame. How can I help you?”

“We just arrived in Paris, and we’re looking for an apartment,” I said.

Franck didn’t add anything. He was, however, watching the exchange with a wry smile, as though he had decided to just enjoy the entertainment.

“Oh là,” the man said, walking across the room. He sat behind his desk and waved at us to sit down in two modern plastic chairs positioned in front. “That is going to be difficult. Très, très difficile. Not only is there almost nothing for rent, but, you see, it is August.”

“What happens in August?”

“Justement. You’ve put your finger on it. Nothing happens in August.”

“Why?”

“Nobody’s here.”

“You’re here,” I pointed out. “And him.” I jerked my head toward his colleague.

“But we don’t want to be here,” the colleague replied as though this fact was obvious. “We greatly resent being here, en fait. If we could be on the Côte d’Azur right now, we would be.”

Although this example of Parisian customer service was worthy of comment, I was determined not to be sidetracked. “There must be something.” I turned back to the man helping us. “You can’t tell me that in this large neighborhood of Paris there is nothing available to rent.”

“You’d be much better off if you waited until the end of September to start looking, or better yet, mid-October.”

“How much better off?”

“Not much,” he admitted.

“We need something now,” I insisted, haunted by memories of the gray swaths of concrete in the banlieue.

He clicked his tongue. “Like I said. Difficult. Some would say impossible.”

“Yes,” I said, my voice stony. “I get that.”

I made the mistake of glancing at Franck. His quivering mouth confirmed that he was enjoying a rare diversion indeed. I debated the merits of giving him a kick in the calf.

The agent, with a deep sigh, slid out a plastic binder from a drawer in his desk and began to flip through it. His expression was beleaguered, most likely because of the Herculean effort I was obliging him to make.

“What’s your budget?” he asked.

I told him.

He just stared at me. “You must be joking.”

“No.”

“But that’s impossible! If you are looking in the banlieue perhaps…I’m sorry, but we don’t have any listings for—”

“We’re not interested in the banlieue,” I said. “We’d like to be in this neighborhood. Well, within walking distance to the Sorbonne Paris III and Paris IV, in any case.”

He shot an expression of disbelief over my head at his colleague behind us. Then he folded his hands on his desktop and treated us to a lengthy exegesis on why what we were looking for was introuvable—that what we were looking for did not exist.

“Introuvable,” his colleague echoed. “Completely impossible.”

They spent several minutes relishing the high treat of bemoaning how there was literally not a single apartment for rent in this neighborhood within our budget. I had forgotten how shared commiseration is a honed skill in France. I never had much patience for it.

I stood up. “This is a waste of our time. Au revoir.”

The real estate agent jerked back in his seat and tugged at his yellow tie. His eyes were wide, most likely because I had the audacity to interrupt such an enjoyable flow of lamentations. “Before you leave, let me show you a few apartments at least.”

“Ah!” I turned to Franck, triumphant. “So, there are apartments! See?”

The man slid the binder in front of me and flipped to a page of photos. Just like the window photos, these were blurry and crooked. The apartment, from what I could see, had a toilet right in the middle of the only room. He flipped to another page, and then another. My mood descended rapidly from triumphant to despondent.

“These places aren’t even fit for human habitation,” I grumbled, when on the fifth apartment fichier, I noticed a gaping one-foot-by-one-foot ragged hole in the plaster of the apartment beside the cracked window. I could make out the sky and some clouds through the hole.

“Many of them are not,” the agent agreed, regaining some of his former jubilation.

“Thanks for your time.” I stood and left before anybody could stop me.

Franck joined me on the street after a minute or two, during which, I saw through the window, he’d been bidding a more civil goodbye to the two men.

Franck reached over and took my hand in his. “It’s not their fault.”

“His yellow tie was unforgiveable.” I began stalking toward the Seine once again. This day was not going at all as anticipated. Besides the delicious lunch, we had accomplished nothing of what we had set out to do.

[image: * * *]

Franck led us down a street called the rue des Fossés Saint-Bernard, which was, I thought pettishly, an unnecessarily long name for a street.

“I know where to take you to cool off,” Franck said. “You and your temper.”

My feet ached. I could feel a blister forming on the back of my left heel. I dashed away a tear that had begun to form in my eye. “Whatever.”

We walked past a strange modern development on one side of the street, and then about halfway down, I caught a glimpse of the Seine. The air didn’t get any cooler near the water. It felt as though we were trudging through a steam oven.

“This is where Jacinthe and Nathanael live, so we’ll be right near their apartment for dinner tonight.”

At the end of the street, there was a shiny modern building that was made up of square glass and metal panels with intricate designs in each panel.

“What is this place?” I asked Franck.

“It’s the Arab World Institute. Do you see those metal designs within the squares?” He pointed to the exterior of the building.

“Yeah.”

“They are oculi that shift during the day depending on the amount of sunlight. Isn’t that cool?”

“That is kind of cool.”

“Come on.” Franck took my arm and led me inside.

“We’re allowed to go in?” I asked.

“Of course. It’s a museum and a cultural center. It’s open to everybody.”

The space inside was just as beautiful as the outside, but Franck ushered me into the glass elevator and pushed the button for the top floor.

“Where are we—?”

“Shh.” Franck patted my shoulder. “You’ll see.”

At the roof level, he led me out onto a huge whitewashed terrace filled with tables shaded by large, white sun umbrellas. Wooden benches topped with a multitude of brightly colored pillows were scattered around. An oasis in the middle of Paris… A breeze ruffled the bedraggled strands of hair on my forehead.

“Wow,” I said.

“Before we sit down, come here.” Franck drew me close to the wall at the edge of the patio, which went up to my midtorso. I looked out to the vista of Paris spread out before me. The Seine sparkled in between all the quais and the bridges. The massive buttresses and spires of Notre-Dame on the Île de la Cité were the glorious centerpiece of our vista.

“This is one of my secret spots. See? No tourists.” Franck stood behind me and encircled my waist with his hands. “When Paris becomes overwhelming down there”—his hand swept to encompass the streets clogged with cars below and the honks that now sounded far away—“just go up.”

I hated being such a newbie in Paris, but I was suddenly tired of fighting that reality. “You’re an excellent guide,” I said to Franck, then leaned back into his chest and just enjoyed the beauty and the solid sensation of his arms around me.


chapter four



Between sipping our mint tea on the rooftop of the Arab World Institute and arriving at Nathanael and Jacinthe’s for dinner, we didn’t do anything strenuous. Franck could tell that I was near my breaking point.

After a good couple of hours lounging and cooling off above Paris, we walked over one of the nearest bridges across the Seine to Notre-Dame cathedral. It was blessedly cool and quiet inside, with the exception of clusters of tourists on guided tours. The space was so cavernous, however, that it never felt crowded.

As for me, as much as I loved admiring the stained-glass windows and the myriad of Virgin Mary statues, the thing I really wanted to do was curl up on a pew and sleep.

By the time we retraced our steps and arrived at the door of Nathanael and Jacinthe’s apartment building just across the street from the Arab World Institute, I felt as though my body had collided with an unforgiving brick wall of exhaustion.

I never had been able to sleep on airplanes, whereas Franck always slept on them. How was I going to make it through dinner?

I knew Nathanael from my time in Burgundy just after Franck and I had met, but I hadn’t met Jacinthe yet. I wanted to make a good impression—I had no friends in Paris and I wanted to remedy that. It wouldn’t be good for my relationship with Franck to content myself with being dependent on him for a social life.

We were buzzed into the building, and like a sleepwalker, I followed Franck into one courtyard and then another. I was beyond noticing much about the surroundings.

We walked up what seemed like an endless spiral of stairs until we arrived at an open door. Nathanael emerged, unchanged from the last time I had seen him.

“Laura! Franck!” He kissed us both warmly on the cheeks. Franck and Nathanael were good enough friends to greet each other that way, instead of with a handshake. Their friendship was yet another reason why I wanted to make a good first impression on Jacinthe.

“Our place isn’t big,” he warned us as he ushered us into a narrow hallway. “But we’ll go into the main room.”

As the hallways turned into the main room, I staggered and bumped against the wall. Two hanging salt sculptures that looked Alsatian or German fell to the wooden floor and shattered.

A slim blonde woman came out of the bedroom, still in the process of twisting up her hair.

“I’m so sorry.” I covered my mouth. I dropped to my knees and began picking up the pieces of the hardened salt dough. Maybe I could glue them together? But the pieces were shattered, crumbling, and plentiful. There was little hope of resurrecting them…or my future friendship with Jacinthe.

Jacinthe stood staring down at me for a second, her blue eyes a few shades paler than before.

I broke out in a cold sweat. Nice first impression, Laura.

“Don’t worry about that.” Jacinthe came beside me and motioned at me to get up off her floor. “It’s fine. Vraiment.”

“Just tell me where you bought them, and I can buy you new ones.” I stood up, my hands filled with the pieces.

“My mother made them.”

Franck had told me that Jacinthe’s mother had passed away after a sudden illness just five or six months previously. I couldn’t seem to find the words for how bad I felt, but I had to try. “I feel terrible—”

“Don’t. I shouldn’t have hung them there. It wasn’t a good spot.”

Especially when you have a foreigner lurching around your apartment. Mortification robbed me of my French, reducing my words to an incoherent babble of apologies and self-recrimination.

Franck gently transferred the crumbling chunks out of my hands and pushed me down in one of the four red chairs at the round wooden table.

He disappeared and returned shortly after with his hands empty. “Laura didn’t sleep much during the trip.” Franck gave les bises to Jacinthe. “She hasn’t slept much since we left Canada, actually.”

“Ma pauvre.” Jacinthe gave me les bises with surprising warmth. She disappeared into the kitchen and returned with a bottle of Champagne. “This should help. Champagne helps everything.” She smiled at me and I smiled back. She was exceedingly kind, but that didn’t change the fact that I felt like a complete ass.

“Franck told me that you work for Moët & Chandon, the Champagne company?” I said, trying to muster up my company manners.

“I do,” she said. “The work is interesting, but the best thing is it seems that I have a limitless supply of Champagne left over from events at my disposal. Everyone who works there enjoys that perk.”

“I’ll bet.”

Franck sat down beside me. “Nathanael told me that your office is on the Champs-Élysées?” he said.

“Oui. It’s quite beautiful. I’ll have to take you and Laura there and give you the tour sometime.”

Unbelievable. She is actually contemplating seeing me again? Didn’t I just completely torpedo my chance to make a new friend?

“We’d love that,” Franck said.

Jacinthe put her flute down on the edge of the table. “Go ahead and open the Champagne, Nathanael. Before I sit down with you, I just need to check on the roast and grab something from the kitchen.”

Nathanael settled in across from me. “So, the prodigal Canadian intellectual returns.”

“I’m not an intellectual.”

“What are you studying at the Sorbonne this year?”

“Medieval French, mostly.”

Nathanael popped the cork out of the Champagne bottle. “I rest my case.”

“Shut up,” I said but with a grin.

He filled the four flutes and then handed one to me. “I wasn’t sure when Franck left to be with you in Montreal that I was ever going to see him again.”

“I’m learning you can’t ever truly take the France out of a Frenchman,” I said and embellished this remark with a dramatic sweep of my arm that knocked the flute Nathanael was in the process of filling for Jacinthe off the table.

Franck’s hand flashed out. A bit of the Champagne sloshed on the floor, but Franck set the flute upright again and leaned down and mopped up the puddle with his napkin.

Franck let out the breath he’d obviously been holding. “Décidément.” This meant, in one concise French word, that I was more than unusually klutzy. I was still speechless over my boyfriend’s breathtaking reflexes, but Franck gave me a knowing wink. I smiled to myself, with the secret elation I had found someone who found most of my failings endearing rather than irritating.

“Ni vu, ni connu.” Nathanael put a finger against his lips. I didn’t see anything, so I can’t know anything.

I dropped my head into my hands. “I’m a disaster. I’m not fit to be in anything but a rubber room with nothing breakable inside.”

Nathanael peered into my face. “You do look exhausted. I can’t remember when I’ve ever seen such tired eyes. Do you want to lie down on our bed?”

“More than anything,” I said. “But then you’ll never be able to wake me again.” Besides, Jacinthe had obviously gone to the trouble of preparing a nice dinner for us. It would insult every notion of French hospitality to miss it completely. I drank my Champagne, and even through my fatigue, its deliciousness registered. Maybe the little bubbles would perk me up.

They did, for a while.

I enjoyed my second wind through the first course of homemade zucchini-and-basil soup, and through the red wine, and most of the way through a beautiful rôti de boeuf with an ancient grain mustard sauce soaked up by fingerling potatoes.

I was halfway through my second glass of red wine and my fifth forkful of potatoes when I hit the wall for the final time.

My eyelids and head dropped. I couldn’t stay awake a moment longer. I felt immense relief when my head hit the table. The prongs of my fork were digging into my cheek, but that didn’t mar the utter bliss of falling into a deep, dreamless sleep.

I was awoken by Franck’s hand shaking my shoulder, hard. I heard a strange grunting sound that might have come out of my mouth. My head jerked up from the table, followed by a thread of drool. Where am I?

Franck’s hand wiped my mouth. “You’ve been drooling,” he said. “We’ve been trying to wake you up for the last five minutes. We thought we’d lost you to oblivion.”

“Quoi?”

I looked down at my place setting and noticed a large wet splotch on the tablecloth and little rolled up balls of the yellow paper napkins Jacinthe had set her table with.

“We may have been trying to wake you with napkin balls,” Nathanael admitted.

“I tried to stop them,” Jacinthe said.

Had I just fallen asleep in the middle of the nice dinner she had prepared? “Did I snore?”

Jacinthe and Nathanael merely exchanged glances, but Franck said, “Loudly.”

“Oh God.”

Franck put my denim jacket around my shoulders. “Nathanael is going to drive us back to Pauline and Florent’s.”

“Thank you,” I said. “I know it’s far and—”

“Don’t mention it.” Nathanael waved my words away. “There’s no way we could let you take the RER in such a state. You’d be robbed blind.”

Franck shuffled me out. “I’m so sorry,” I called back to Jacinthe over my shoulder. “For…you know, for me this evening.”

“Don’t worry about it.” Jacinthe came and gave me the bises by the doorway. “You need to sleep. I’ll see you the day after tomorrow.”

I had no idea what she was talking about, but I would find out…after I slept.


chapter five



The next day was a Saturday. After waking up on the click-clack, the fold-down couch in the middle of Florent and Pauline’s living room, we decided we would spend the day seeing if we could help Florent and Pauline around their apartment.

Pauline sent us for groceries with a long list, and we bought exactly what she wanted, even though it took us a while. We paid for it all ourselves. Even though we were shocked at the price of food in Paris compared to Montreal, we wanted to contribute to expenses. After all, we were sleeping in their living room.

Florent and Pauline’s place was small, like most Parisian accommodation. It consisted of their bedroom, a tiny bathroom, a tiny kitchen that could fit only two people, and a living room with the couch-slash-bed we were sleeping on.

The day passed quickly. We vacuumed the floors, did some laundry, and organized ourselves for the week to come. As we were folding laundry, mostly Florent and Pauline’s, Franck told me that he had arranged for us to go into Paris the next day to help Jacinthe paint their new apartment. She and Nathanael were leaving their little pied-à-terre on the rue des Fossés Saint-Bernard and had just signed a lease for a more spacious apartment on the bourgeois Right Bank, he explained. The entire conversation about that must have occurred over my sleeping, snoring self the night before.

“It was rude last night to fall asleep, wasn’t it?” I said, folding up a pair of Pauline’s tiny lace underwear.

“It was…let’s say…unconventional.”

“I don’t know how I’m ever going to look Jacinthe in the face again.”

Franck put the T-shirt he had just folded on the bed and wrapped me in a hug. Being in his arms and surrounded by his familiar scent made me feel at home, even in this new, bewildering place.

“You were powerless against it,” he murmured into my hair. “What could you have done? Besides, you were highly entertaining.”

“Why? Because I was sleeping?”

“Yes, well…you fell asleep in the middle of your plate. I had to move your head to the tablecloth, and we cleaned off the sauce and squished potatoes out of your hair. There was the snoring. Also, the napkin ball game we devised was très amusant.”

I rolled my eyes. “So, I was, in fact, the life of the party.”

“Yes.”

“Fabulous.”

Franck squeezed me tighter. “Don’t worry about it. They’re our friends. They won’t hold it against us.” He kissed my neck just below my earlobe.

“Jacinthe isn’t my friend yet. After last night, I highly doubt she’ll ever want to be.”

“I’m not so sure. In any case, if you do become friends, you will know for sure it’s sincere. Look at it this way: your presence is extremely refreshing to all the Parisians. You’re different.”

“That’s for sure,” I agreed, not at all convinced, unlike Franck, that this was a good thing.

Pauline came into the room and squealed. “Look at you two! So in love! So adorable! Franck, you just can’t keep your hands off her, n’est-ce pas?” Pauline was small and, I was ashamed to say, too perky for my taste.

“No,” Franck said, then proceeded to demonstrate by squeezing me tighter and giving me a kiss.

I slid away to continue the folding. There was something about Pauline that made me squirm—a saccharine sweetness that struck me as insincere. This realization gave me a surge of guilt for being such an inwardly ungracious guest. She is letting us sleep in her living room, I reminded myself. She might be part of Franck’s family one day.

At around six thirty, Pauline disappeared into the kitchen.

I followed her. “What can I do to help?”

She was taking bowls of things out of the fridge. “The kitchen isn’t big enough for both of us.” She shooed me out with a flap of her hand, without looking at me, her voice completely different from when she had found Franck and me entwined. “I’m the lady of the house.”

I laughed. “Trust me, I have no interest in being the lady of any house but my own.” Even then, I was hardly what you would call the domestic type. When Franck arrived in Montreal, he had been disconcerted to discover the only thing I knew how to cook was tuna melts.

“Good,” Pauline answered, shooting me a combative look.

I walked back into the living room, confused. She had been odd that afternoon, whispering things to Florent and pulling him into closed rooms. I kept feeling that we weren’t exactly welcome. Perhaps she had been strong-armed into having us by Florent’s mother, who was a leader of the extended family and a forceful woman.

Florent, I knew from my dealing with him in the past, was not the type of person who would go out of his way to make anyone feel at ease. I could never decide whether Florent was socially awkward or just couldn’t be bothered to put himself out for others. He began to play a video game, while Franck and I sat on the couch and cracked open a book each. Maybe Florent didn’t even notice other people.

Franck went outside to have a smoke, and I grabbed my book and followed. We sat on a beaten-up wooden bench on the far side of the pea gravel courtyard. Franck had found a rusted Orangina can to use as an ashtray.

“Is Florent always like that?” I asked.

“Like what?”

“Like he just does what he feels like doing and doesn’t feel any social obligation to make small talk or interest himself in others?”

Franck ruminated on this for a minute or two. “I guess. That’s just Florent. Does it bother you?”

“It makes me feel like we’re in the way.”

“I wouldn’t think of it like that. If he had to pay attention to us, then we would be in the way for Florent. Seeing as he can just treat us like we’re invisible when he wants to…I think for Florent that means that we’re not inconveniencing him.”

I tried to work that out. I had been brought up with the idea that no matter how unsocial I was feeling, it behooved me to act pleasant. However, I had learned a valuable lesson during my first year in France when I was an exchange student hosted by the Ursus Club of Beaune. There is such a thing as being too compliant, and sometimes it is impossible to make myself and others happy. Sometimes, I have to choose. I had chosen Franck, our possible future together, and my happiness, even though it left many of my Ursus hosts angry and disappointed with me.

Pauline appeared in the doorway to the courtyard. “Yoo-hoo! What do you think?”

I blinked. What in the name of all that was Holy was she wearing?

When I had last seen her in the kitchen, she had been wearing jeans and a tight T-shirt. Now she was kitted out in a sheer, red net teddy trimmed with black lace, complete with scanty, red net underwear, red garters, and red fishnet stockings.

She executed a turn for us so that we could take in the full glory of her outfit. “À table!” she said. “Dinner is ready.” She disappeared back inside.

Franck and I remained speechless for a few seconds.

“Did I imagine that?” I finally asked Franck.

“No. I wish you had, but non.”

“What the—?”

“No idea…none whatsoever.”

I couldn’t seem to get up from the bench. “I’m scared to go inside.”

“Me too.”

After several minutes, Franck got up and pulled me to standing.

“We really need to get our own place,” I said.

“Agreed.”

We reluctantly went back inside. Florent was sitting at the table, looking more interested in the food his wife was bringing in from the kitchen than her lingerie.

I recognized the platter full of Mémé Germaine’s quiches immediately by their beautiful crusts and heavenly scent. Franck’s grandmother rarely let her grandchildren leave after a visit without several bags of her frozen individual quiches to take home with them.

Pauline had whipped up a salade frisée to go with it, which was, of course, the perfect accompaniment. She was a good cook. I wondered if wearing lingerie was the secret ingredient to her vinaigrette.

Once she had put the salad bowl on the table and handed Florent the serving tongs, she executed another little spin in front of me. “What do you think?” she asked.

I didn’t know where to look. “Um…well…I honestly don’t know what to think.”

“But you must recognize where it’s from!”

My best guess would have been Adult Film Stars R Us, but I didn’t really want to say that out loud.

“You must know,” she urged, her voice tinged with impatience.

Why on earth would she think that? I looked at my denim cut-offs and linen tunic top. Is she blind?

“I have no idea,” I said. “I don’t own anything remotely like…that.”

“I was sure you would know, being American.”

“I’m Canadian, remember?”

She gave a pettish shrug. “Poor Franck. Men love this kind of lingerie, you know. You have to make an effort, Laura.”

I glanced at Franck, whose face displayed the same horror I felt. Florent was intent on serving himself salad. Neither of the men present appeared captivated by her outfit.

“It’s from Frederick’s of Hollywood!” she said, doing an odd sort of curtsy. “Isn’t it amazing? So American. Don’t you have anything from Frederick’s of Hollywood?”

“No.”

“Are you sure?” she prodded.

“Absolutely.”

“How is that possible?” She pouted.

“A gross oversight on my part, I suppose.”

The only vague association I could make with Frederick’s of Hollywood was to do with porn. With all the beautiful lingerie available in France—you could buy La Perla bras in the grocery store, for heaven’s sakes—why would anyone want to send to America for such vulgar stuff?

“The package just arrived yesterday.”

Her outfit looked highly flammable—I considered warning her to watch herself near the gas stove in the tiny kitchen.

“My sister sent it to me.”

It started to make sense. Pauline and her entire family idolized her younger sister, who had left France to live out her version of the American dream. She was a trained hairdresser and was now working as a hairstylist and drove a Harley-Davidson. Apparently, she also favored lingerie from Frederick’s of Hollywood, which was far more information than I ever wanted to know about anyone.

I studied Florent. He was intent on cutting up his quiche. Maybe he was the reason why Pauline felt she needed to serve dinner in her underwear to get attention.

Franck was casting furtive glances between Florent and me while studiously avoiding looking at Pauline. His lips were twitching now. Please don’t let him laugh. I had no idea how Pauline would react if he did, but I had a feeling it wouldn’t be good.

Luckily, Mémé’s quiches were delicious. Trust her to save the day from afar.

I asked a lot of polite questions about Pauline’s sister and about how she was doing, and about Pauline’s own job in tourism, promoting the Vosges region of France to Parisians.

Florent finished his first quiche, then reached over and took another and polished that off too. He got up and disappeared into the kitchen, emerging with a plastic container of French pudding called Danette—beloved by elementary school children all over France. He literally had not said a single word before or during dinner.

He scooped his pudding with his spoon directly from the container, devouring it, without asking anyone if they wanted any. He left his dishes on the table, then went back to playing his video game. I felt sorry for Pauline, sitting there, ignored, all trussed up in her negligee.

“We’ll take care of the dishes.” I reached over and patted Pauline’s hand. “Thank you for dinner. It was delicious. You go relax.”

“Really?” she said, her eyes wide with genuine surprise. She acted as though she was used to getting zero help from Florent. I felt even more sorry for her.

The dishes didn’t take long, and after they were done, I suggested a walk to Franck to escape the bizarro world we had unwittingly entered. Maybe Pauline and Florent needed some time on their own. Maybe Pauline’s plan was to seduce Florent? I wasn’t sure, but if it was, the poor girl had an uphill climb ahead of her.

I considered floating the idea of searching for a hotel in Paris to Franck, but then remembered we didn’t have the money.

Once we had exhausted the topic of Pauline’s behavior, we traced the deserted streets for a long time, encountering the odd stray cat but not much else. Unlike Paris itself, this neighborhood seemed to have no cafés or restaurants, and no kebab shops, even.

“So…painting at Jacinthe’s tomorrow?” I said.

“Yep,” Franck said.

“Can’t wait. Normal people.”

“Yes,” Franck agreed. “Normal people would be a refreshing change of pace.”

But then I wondered—after the way I had acted at their place the night before, would Jacinthe consider me a normal person?


chapter six



The next day, we took the long RER ride from the banlieue to the place du Trocadéro, a large tiled plaza that commanded a majestic view of the Eiffel Tower. Unbelievably, Jacinthe and Nathanael’s apartment was only a stone’s throw from this spectacular Parisian view.

It was still early. We had fled the apartment before Pauline and Florent emerged from their bedroom. My mind was still trying to make sense of their behavior, but all I could conclude was, whatever their reasons, the atmosphere of their apartment made me squirm.

All the buildings in the quartier we were now in were significantly more majestic than the neighborhood where we had been trying to buzz down Professor Renier-Bernadotte.

There, the people were different too. There was a profusion of chicly dressed women with dyed blond hair, carrying small dogs in Louis Vuitton or Prada bags. They all wore heels (the women, not the dogs). Dog poop festooned the sidewalks.

“Nathanael is sick at the idea of living on the Right Bank,” Franck said as we walked along their street, hand in hand, searching for their apartment building.

“Really? How do you know that?”

“He told me two nights ago when he was driving us home from dinner at their place. You were fast asleep beside me, deaf to the world.”

“What could Nathanael possibly have against this neighborhood? It’s gorgeous.”

“He would far rather live in seedy squalor on the Left Bank. This move will seriously dent his image as a bohemian anarchist intellectual.”

Franck’s friend Nathanael—who he had met when they attended the Sorbonne together—had always been ambitious, and that ambition had quickly fixed on TV. He had moved quickly up the ranks and was now what they called un grand reporter in France—a roving journalist who was flown in to various war-torn countries and countries in crisis to report. Nathanael thrived on the element of danger and the implied heroism of his job.

“In Paris, whether you live on the Right Bank or the Left Bank is important,” Franck said.

True, the privileged and staid feel of the Rive droite did not exactly scream “rebel journalist.”

As for Jacinthe, however, it made complete sense on the surface that she would live on the Rive droite. She worked as an attachée de presse for a luxury Champagne company. Her job consisted of organizing and attending events, such as the introduction of the new Champagne vintage on a boat in the Seine and the Louis Vuitton show during Paris fashion week. All of that fit in perfectly with the Right Bank. It also made me feel more than a little intimidated to see her again.

Franck found their building, which boasted an ornate metal doorway that must have been ten feet tall. It was painted with a fresh coat of shiny black.

He found their name on the buzzer panel and rang.

A few seconds later, Jacinthe’s voice crackled through the intercom. “Allô?”

“It’s us,” Franck said. “I hope you have paintbrushes for us.”

“Génial! Montez!” She buzzed us in.

We walked through the passageway where the caretaker, or “gardienne,” had her apartment, then came out into a sunny courtyard.

“Coucou! Up here!” I shaded my eyes to look up and saw Jacinthe waving down at us from a window on the fourth floor. “I’ll wait for you at the top of the elevator!”

“Quiet down!” an old voice emanated from another one of the windows—it was a muggy day, and they were all open.

I thought I could see Jacinthe rolling her eyes even from that distance. “As you can see, there are far too many vieilles peaux who live here!” she exclaimed down to us, obviously making no effort to quiet her voice.

I stifled a laugh. “Vieille peau” is a highly derogatory insult to crotchety elderly people, translating directly as “old skin.” I was starting to revise my previous conclusion…maybe Jacinthe didn’t entirely fit the profile of the Right Bank either.

“That’s a singular method of making friends with her new neighbors,” I said to Franck.

He laughed. “That’s one of the reasons I missed France so much,” he said. “You don’t have to be polite if you don’t feel so inclined.”

This was only one of many such “why I love being back in France” comments Franck had made since landing in Paris. We had both wanted to come back to France for a year, but Franck’s motivations were different from mine. After struggling for two years to find his place in Montreal, he missed his homeland. Once again, I pushed away my fear that after another taste of French life, Franck might not want to make the trek back to Montreal when the school year was over.

We made our way into the second lobby, which was tiled with blue and yellow tiles in an intricate pattern. It was lovely and cool in there compared to outdoors—it was shaping up to be a hot day for painting.

A winding staircase to our right, covered with a plush red carpet down the middle, beckoned us upstairs. In the circular heart of the staircase, there was an old-fashioned, open cage-type elevator that looked as though it dated to the same era as the Eiffel Tower.

“Do you think it’s safe?” I wondered out loud as Franck pushed back the accordion metal door. Getting stuck in an elevator was just one in my stable of irrational fears.

“They do get stuck sometimes,” he admitted. “They’re old, but it’s an open cage. If you scream loud enough and long enough someone will hear you eventually.”

I supposed his words were meant to be reassuring.

He clanged the door shut and pressed number four on the old-fashioned keypad. With a series of unnerving clicks and squeaks, the elevator slowly carried us upward.

Jacinthe, as promised, was waiting for us on the palier, or “landing,” of the fourth floor. She gave us les bises. “Did you finally get a decent sleep?” she asked me, sounding sympathetic.

“Yes. I don’t think I’d ever been that exhausted in my whole life. Again, my apologies for my trail of carnage.”

“Franck explained that you had spent the whole day apartment hunting and trying to track down your contact at school as soon as you got off your flight. You shouldn’t have allowed that,” she said to Franck, a challenging look in her eye. “What were you thinking?”

“But Laura insisted,” Franck said.

“That’s no excuse,” she said. She looped her arm through mine and ignored his protest. “I can’t believe we get you for a whole year,” she said to me as she led us along the carpeted hallway toward their new apartment. “How is it working out staying with Florent and Pauline?”

I thought of the Frederick’s of Hollywood dinner ensemble. “Educational,” I said.

I so badly wanted to regale Jacinthe with the epic weirdness of the night before. I could just tell she would enjoy the absurdity of the whole situation. Still, I hesitated. I didn’t know Jacinthe that well yet. Besides, Pauline and Florent were allowing us sleep on their couch. I also didn’t want to embarrass Franck by gleefully gossiping about his family, as tempting as it was. Still, the need to share a good laugh with Jacinthe over the Pauline escapade almost won out.

“Fine, I guess,” I said. “It’s just a long way back and forth to their place.” I felt a spark of pride at my restraint.

“Ugh,” Jacinthe said, opening up an ornate white door with her key. “I can’t imagine living out there in the banlieue. Quelle horreur.”

We stepped into a large, bright apartment. Half the wallpaper was scraped off the walls. A good thing, as what remained was an orange-and-chartreuse floral that had accumulated years of tobacco stains and other substances that I decided I would rather not know about.

“As you can see, on a du pain sur la planche,” Jacinthe said. She opened sliding doors to an equally big room. She was right about having the work of a Trojan ahead of them. This room had ugly wallpaper too—wide yellow and purple stripes—but only one strip of wallpaper had been removed so far.

“This was the room Nathanael was working on.” Jacinthe sounded exasperated. “He was sent to cover some stories in Bosnia yesterday. Although he tried hard not to act relieved, he was fooling no one. Turns out he’d much rather be shot at by snipers than scrape off old wallpaper.”

I laughed appreciatively at that.

“Don’t worry,” Franck said. “We’ll help you. Laura and I have done this before.” We’d already renovated two student ghetto-style apartments in Montreal.

“You two are saving my life.” She squeezed my arm.

I clapped my hands together. “Okay then. Show us where we can start.”

She led me into the bathroom, where a large pail of paint, a roller, a painting dish, and a few paintbrushes sat, untouched. The walls in there weren’t so bad. They were just painted a white that had turned grungy over time.

Jacinthe used a wooden stir stick to open the can of paint. A beautiful pale mauve color was inside. I let out an involuntary sigh. “That’s one of my favorite colors. So calm.”

“I’m glad to hear you say that. The person in the paint store made some comments about it, and I started to have my doubts. Can you start painting in here?”

“Sure,” I said. “But first, do you want me to do the ceiling?” I had learned the hard way that ceilings always had to be painted before the walls. This ceiling was high—about ten feet tall. It would require a ladder and a large pole that I could stick the roller onto—it would be awkward and messy.

“The ceiling looks fine to me.” Jacinthe shrugged. “No need to paint it.”

I was happy to hear that. The ceiling looked quite clean, at least from my distance.

“It’s fine,” Jacinthe said once more, as if trying to convince herself.

“Yes. Besides, who spends their time looking up at ceilings anyway?”

“Exactement.” Jacinthe nodded.

“Leave me to it.”

Jacinthe went out to Franck, and I could hear them confer about the best way of tackling the main two rooms. I checked that the paint was oil based so that it didn’t need an undercoat, then dipped the finest tipped brush in and began painting a straight edge above the high floorboards.


chapter seven



My mind wandered in that aimless, pleasant way it did when I was absorbed in painting. It was a wonderful antidote to the chaos of the previous few days.

I wondered idly how much Nathanael and Jacinthe had to pay in rent for this place per month. It was not only in a wonderful neighborhood but was also spacious as far as Parisian apartments went. I couldn’t ask Jacinthe, though. People in France generally find discussing the topic of money ill-bred as well as boring.

I felt another stab of longing for a place for us to settle in Paris so we could truly start living there.

Would Paris be a city where I might want to make a permanent home? Of course, there was the problem of having to go back to Montreal to finish off my fourth and final year of my undergraduate degree at McGill. But if Franck decides he wants to stay here after this year is up…

That year was not only a crossroads for me but also a critical juncture for my relationship with Franck. That scared me.

Fully absorbed by the myriad of directions my life could take, I lost track of time until Jacinthe came into the bathroom, followed by another woman with pursed lips and hair pinned back in a chignon so tight it made her eyes slant.

“Laura!” Jacinthe surveyed my progress. “I can’t believe you’ve painted so much already!”

I gazed around me. I had painted three walls during my ruminations. “I must be on a roll,” I said as I stood up and stretched. My jean shorts, T-shirt, and hands were festooned with mauve paint. I smiled at Jacinthe’s friend, but she glared back at me with what looked like suspicion.

“This is Alexandrine Montdidier.” Jacinthe introduced me. Alexandrine raised an expectant brow. Expectant of what?

I leaned forward to give her les bises at the same time as she stuck out her hand. I’d passed the point of no return with les bises, and besides, my hand was covered with wet paint. Alexandrine accepted mes bises like a fourteenth-century martyr. What could she and Jacinthe possibly have in common?

“Franck just told me you guys are looking for an apartment,” Jacinthe said. “Do you think you might be interested in the place we’re moving out of?”

I had been so exhausted that night that I couldn’t conjure up many memories of their current place. Still, the location would be perfect. It was walking distance to school and Notre-Dame and the Seine…

My imagination took off, and I envisioned Franck and me waking up in the apartment to rain splattering on the windows and the bells of Notre-Dame ringing.

“It could be exactly what we need.”

Alexandrine rolled her eyes. “Your tiny place on the rue des Fossé Saint-Bernard?” she said to Jacinthe. “Who in their right mind would want to live there?”

“We would,” I said.

“The Marais or Montmartre are the only decent places to live in Paris.” Alexandrine sniffed. The address of Nathanael and Jacinthe’s new apartment didn’t fall within these parameters. Alexandrine was not, I imagined, known for her diplomacy.

“Luckily not everyone’s looking for the same thing,” I said. “I want to walk to school, and your place would be perfect.”

“You’re still in school?” Alexandrine stared at me as if I had just said I dine on small children for breakfast.

“Yes.”

“Laura’s quite the intellectual.” Jacinthe smiled at me. “She’s in her third year of university, and this year she’ll be studying medieval French. Can you believe that? It puts my two years of business school to shame. You didn’t do any higher studies, either, did you Alexandrine?”

I was overcome with affection for Jacinthe.

“Well…we’ll see how it goes.” I laughed.

“Medieval French? Vraiment?” Alexandrine looked at me with disbelief. She lit a cigarette. “Why on earth would you want to do that? C’est complètement bizarre.”

“We Canadians are strange,” I answered airily. “I don’t know how to explain it to a Parisienne. Anyway, I should get back to painting before I lose my momentum.”

Jacinthe shot me an apologetic look. “Alexandrine has come over to help too.” She took Alexandrine’s arm and steered her out of the bathroom. “Let’s see what we can find you to do in the other rooms. Laura seems to be fending for herself just fine in here.”

I sighed with relief when Jacinthe closed the door behind her. Hopefully, most of the people I would meet in Paris would be like Jacinthe, not Alexandrine, I thought. But Jacinthe wasn’t originally from Paris, I reminded myself. Did that make a difference?

As I applied more of the beautiful mauve paint, my mind circled back to Franck.

The four months we had been separated between the time I left Burgundy after my exchange year and Franck moved to Montreal were torture—the doubt that we would find a way to be together, the longing, the miscommunications on the phone…

There were some great things too—getting letters in the mail and preparing packages to send him, then that wonderful day when I went to pick him up at the Mirabel airport…and the days, weeks, and months after we were reunited.

But could we last a whole year on different continents?

I was still excited about our year in Paris, but now, over top of the excitement shimmered the worry of what would happen with Franck and me at its end.

I jumped in surprise when Franck opened the door to the bathroom.

He surveyed my handiwork. “Looks fantastic. You haven’t lost your touch.”

“Merci. What have you been doing?”

“Stripping wallpaper in the kitchen. I swear to God, they used the blood of sacrificial goats, or maybe superglue, to stick it on.”

“Slow going?”

Franck nodded.

I motioned at him to shut the door. When he did, I whispered, “Is Alexandrine still here?”

“Yes.”

“Did you meet her?”

“Of course,” Franck said.

“Was she a total cow to you too?”

“Not really…wait…you do know who she is, right?”

I put down my paintbrush in the roller dish. “Besides a cow?”

“You mean you don’t recognize her name?”
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