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The worst life a child has ever had


‘All landscapes ask the same question in the same whisper:


I am watching you – are you watching yourself in me?’


Lawrence Durrell


It’s lunchtime in the south of France and my family and I are enjoying some wholesome and educational together-time, making fun of pigeon sex. It’s become something of a ritual. Terracotta-tint rooftops sprawl down the hill below our sunroom and most days we sit at the table and watch a bird we call Larry hop across them as he clumsily attempts and fails to mount his uninterested partners.


‘Go, Larry!’ cries my six-year-old daughter, Mabel, as the poor bastard hops about awkwardly, trying to get purchase. After a time his partner shakes him off and flies away to sit, unmolested, on another rooftop. Larry looks sad, we agree. Sweet little avian incel. But is Larry sad? I don’t know. More likely pigeon sex is often this awkward and unsuccessful, and we’re just wrongly ascribing character traits and motivations for Larry, like we do for every aspect of our strange and confusing new life.


When we planned this family adventure in France I didn’t imagine us sitting around cracking gags about the saddo sex lives of animals, but then again, nothing so far has unfolded exactly as expected. Go to France, they said! Life will be sophisticated, they said!


Sophisticated? Non. But it is splendid. The bright sunroom from which we poke fun at Larry sits at the very top of our narrow terrace house in Sommières, a small village in southern France halfway between the large cities of Nîmes and Montpellier. Just over the border from Provence, it’s a town marinated in history. Settlement dates back to Roman times, and behind our house on Rue Canard, or ‘Duck Street’, soars a twelfth-century tower. Long ago, unruly women were denounced as prostitutes and locked up in its damp stone rooms.


The River Vidourle is visible in glimpses between the plane trees, which now, as autumn begins, are starting to shed golden leaves, and somewhere on it is the pair of swans we call Charles and Camilla. Between the buildings, a higgledy-piggledy tapestry of narrow lanes weave in and out of tunnels and archways and overhangs. They are paved with uneven cobbles that get slippery with pigeon shit in the rain.


The five of us sit in mismatched chairs around the battered old wooden dining table. It’s littered with lunchtime debris, and we’re all a bit shattered. The midday break is here – two hours off school for the children and a welcome pause for my husband, Keith, who’s been working since 5am, catching the end of the Australian business day. For me, it’s a break from my full-time occupation: making a tit of myself in public as I scramble my way through the cultural and social norms of small-town France.


Flaky crumbs are everywhere. On our walk home from school we picked up baguettes at the boulangerie called Farine. With these I made our standard lunch: long open sandwiches of fresh mozzarella, tomatoes, baby spinach, mustard and mayonnaise. These are always followed by lunch dessert, where almond croissants, pain au chocolat or custardy Paris–Brest are fished out of their warm paper bags and shared. We drink gallons of lemon sirop (cordial) and fizzy water.


Mabel is in kindergarten here at École Albert Camus, her nine-year-old brother Alex (we call him ‘Biggles’) in CM-un or Year 4, and ten-year old Tabitha in CM-deux or Year 5, the final class of the primary-school system. They’ll spend the European school year there, and then we’ll all return to real life back on the south coast of New South Wales in Australia.


Larry flies away, having failed, again, to get lucky at lunchtime. I look at my phone to check the time. The school run requires me to set several daily alarms. Many children stay at school for the midday meal at the cantine, but our kids are far from being able to cope with a three-course sit-down lunch. We need that two-hour break to put them together emotionally for their afternoon shift in class, so we must trek back and forth to school four times a day.


The only English spoken by their classmates comes at break time in the lively schoolyard, when they sing ‘Allo dakness my ol’ frenn …’ to any child who cries, drawing an imaginary tear down their cheek with a finger. Folk sarcasm, it burns. Home in Rue Canard at lunch is the only part of the day in which the children can talk.


It’s one way that this year-long French adventure is proving more difficult than we had anticipated. Like Larry, we’re just giving things an awkward, hopeful go, and it’s quite possible that strangers are laughing behind their hands at us, the very same way we mock Larry. That optimistic, horny little loser.


The screen-time debate commences. Usually we allow the children little access to soul-sucking blue lights, but here in these early weeks of our France life we are all about trying to ease the transition. After a morning at school the children need to decompress. Distribution of screens between the three, however, is a finely tuned negotiation. One child scores my laptop, another the slow and glitchy ‘kids computer’ and the last gets the TV with the French cartoon channel. Mabel is not happy with today’s outcome.


‘But I want to watch the gymnastics girl!’ she says. Mabel loves talent-show clips on YouTube. Biggles and Tabitha are unwavering. Biggles is playing the world-building game Civilization with Dad, and it’s Tabitha’s turn for Netflix sitcoms. It’s Mr. Bean in French for Mabel today, and no arguments. This latest indignity lands on top of her stresses of the morning. It’s all just too much.


‘This is the worst life a child has ever had!’ wails Mabel. I look at her. She has half a chocolate croissant in one grubby little fist and the remnants of the other half smeared across her face. Above, swallows dive and soar in the cloudless sky, while scraps of music and French conversation float up to us from the streets beneath the window.


Parenting. You can’t win. ‘Sorry, Mabel,’ I tell her. ‘It’s just for a year. You’ll have to find a way to endure.’









The bath in the bedroom


Six months earlier, it is a bath in a tiny attic bedroom that first sells me on Sommières. Searching online for a rental in France, Keith and I ponder listings featuring images of mountains and farmhouses and cities. We discuss our selection criteria: small local school, cheap price, warm weather and that elusive X factor. It’s hard to find listings in English but one day Rue Canard appears, like a perfect little jewel. I peer at the thumbnail photos of the small stone terrace and the iron bed with a claw-foot tub squatting at its end.


The picture of the bath grabs me by the goolies. I’m a bath aficionado. I spend an hour in my watery chapel every day – the tub is my happiest of happy places, second only to my bed. To have one within three steps of the other? Dream come true. On the couch, I nudge Keith and pass him the laptop.


He sets his work aside to inspect my discovery. Quickly, he realises that my bathtub is in the medieval stone village where he and his sister lived for a few months when they were very young travellers. The romance of it seizes him immediately, and I’m even more sold when I find that English writer Lawrence Durrell lived in Sommières for thirty years. It feels like kismet. Like it’s meant for us. Heading to France for a year of adventure is perhaps not the most original of ideas, but we’ll wash away the shame of being bougie clichés with buttery pastries as big as our heads, I decide. And I’ll eat mine in the bath.


This is our plan: Keith will work from home, I will write and run the house, and the children will go to the village school for a year. Although they don’t speak French, we decide to drop them in headfirst, ‘immersion learning’ style. It’s romantic in theory, but there is a tight knot in my chest in anticipation of how tricky and painful their adjustment might be. It can take up to four months, I’m told, for the babble surrounding the kids to coalesce into recognisable sentences, at which point they will have ‘functional’ French. After this, I think, it will be only a short period until they can share Australian fart jokes, the champagne comedy of their culture.


At the start, though, we know the children will face an unfamiliar world, a situation that will take all their courage and intestinal fortitude. They will surely feel stupid and misunderstood, like outsiders and weirdos, and they will undoubtedly grapple with difficult schoolyard politics and complex communication issues. The payoff is that at the end of the year the children will, to some degree, speak a new language, which will be a great treasure to their adult selves. We also comfort ourselves with the notion that even the thorniest and most distressing aspects of adjustment will hold hidden gifts. Strength of character through adversity and all that crap. Keith himself spent a year in Paris as a child, a year that was, although difficult, a monumental and formative part of his childhood.


At times I find myself wrestling with these kinds of worries and must pause to deliver a metaphorical spanking to my brain, as a reminder that our whole plan is outrageously, fabulously luxurious. Check (spank!) your (spank!) privilege! (Spank, spank!)


The ability to embark on this epic adventure makes Keith and I incredibly wealthy by any reasonable standard, free to indulge in worries about our kids’ emotional adjustment to their year abroad. (Won’t somebody think of the children?!) But although we are rich in wild dreams, fart jokes and portability, we are not flush with cash. We live a frugal life on a tight budget, dreaming of updates to our ramshackle house, avoiding credit and keeping our luxuries edible (cheese and chocolate, mainly). It’s not going to be a flashy vacay. We think of this year as more of an opportunity to sink roots into fresh soil and see what sprouts.


Still, I feel sick at the thought that we are taking the trusting little hands of our babies, dropping them into a surging ocean and shouting, ‘Save yourselves!’ Can we withdraw routine, comfort and stability from the lives of these very small people in the hope of a future deposit of memories and skills? Is it a fair transaction? Time will tell.


Ours is a type of baby-raising you might call Best-Guess Parenting, if we were required to give it a BuzzFeedy title. We try not to Helicopter, where parents anxiously hover, or Snowplough, where they remove all difficulties from a child’s path. At times we do both, of course. Mostly, Keith and I figure out how to raise these children one mistake at a time, and we really love being parents, even when we get it wrong. School will be challenging, Keith and I tell each other, but home life will run as usual (lost hats, Harry Potter, little arms and legs in strong warm cuddles). We will endeavour to keep things as safe and familiar as we possibly can.


This family adventure marks an end to a certain chapter of family life, as our biggest girl is soon to turn eleven – sometimes called the ‘old age of childhood’. Right now, we are a solid team, Mum and Dad still the suns around which our small planets circle, but life will not be this way forever. Adolescence, with all its charms and challenges, is just around the corner. But it is not here yet. This year the children still need us to be their soft place to fall.


I am sold, gone, drunk in love with that bath in the bedroom. By the time we learn that the house with the tub is no longer available, I have fallen for Sommières itself – watching, over and over, a shaky drone video of its alleyways on YouTube. When we are offered the house next door we leap at the chance and take it. Maybe I can make friends with the neighbours and pop in to eat a croissant in their bathtub occasionally? Pas de problème!


I show the kids my Sommières drone footage, but our day-to-day routine for the next year is impossible to imagine. At home, we live in a small town tucked between the escarpment and the sea on the south coast of Australia, on the land of the Wodi Wodi people, who are a part of the Dharawal nation.


Our house features a composting dunny and a rope swing (located on different parts of the property, I hasten to add). There are wallabies, deer, possums and innumerable birds: from tiny finches to the kookaburra we call Kevin Rudd (he’s been popping up for years) to huge tropical parrots. Miniature donkeys gallop about comedically in the paddocks along our unpaved street, and at the bottom of the hill we swim in powerful, thundering Pacific surf. In Sommières, our new home will be a tall, narrow stone house built in the 1700s, I tell the children, positioned underneath a castle and overlooking a Roman bridge. They blink at me.


The place isn’t renovated yet, so we can’t send you photos, the English owners say. We just bought it, and actually it’s … well … a derelict wreck. But we can have it ready for August when you get here. Probably. We’re pretty sure.


For us, it’s a no-brainer. Renting a ruin, sight unseen, on the other side of the world? What could possibly go wrong? We sign on the dotted line. Our lease on Rue Canard will begin on 1 September 2017, and the French school year starts just two days later. Right now, it’s March. Deep breath. Stomach in. Tits out. Time to get organised!









Nitty-gritty details


Over the next six months, we must pack up, repair and rent out our house in Australia, negotiate our ruin in France, find a school and enrol the children, gather a metric ton of paperwork and navigate the bureaucratic portal to hell that is the French consulate. The first thing I do is tack up five huge posters in my hallway and turn them into to-do lists, separated into sections: Visa, Houses (France/Australia), School, Packing, Medical/Health, To Sell, To Buy, To Fix, To Take (a couple of Panadol, for a start, along with a good lie-down).


Early on, we rule out shipping, which is massively expensive, so we decide to only pack what we can carry, filling our suitcases with a year’s worth of clothes, books, toys and electronics. All our other possessions are crated up and packed in the shed or donated to the Salvation Army. It’s a little emotional. This house has been, for ten years, a place of babies and breastfeeding and pregnancy, of 1-2-3 Magic and don’t-make-me-come-in-there and Play School and pureed pumpkin found in places pumpkin should never go. But when we come home again, our youngest will be seven. It’s the end of an era.


Our dealings with the French consulate are epically, comedically difficult. There is no chance of arriving without accommodation for our full length of stay, a school registration, a hefty bank deposit and the blood of a unicorn slaughtered at midnight, decanted into three different vials and signed in triplicate. The bureaucracy is hidden-camera-level outrageous, but I have made a vow to myself to focus on the funny side of all the preparation. I need to remind myself of this vow often as I grapple with what I come to think of as Frogtape.


Making contact is our first hurdle. An appointment is near-impossible to make. The consulate website, which functions spasmodically, gives no phone number, but eventually – through a seizure-inducing process of administrative acrobatics – we manage to secure an appointment at a desperately inconvenient time at an office two hours’ travel time from home. At this meeting, in which we ask questions about the process of a bored public servant from the ‘computer says no’ school of corporate robots, we are advised of the paperwork we will need for our next appointment, which is set at a time even less convenient than the first. It’s … progress? Ha ha! See the lady smile! See the smile not reach the lady’s eyes! See the lady cry and smile! See the French man laugh! See him throw his baguette in the air!


All our visa, school and rental arrangements require a sea of documents. Keith manages most of the paperwork, gathering and sorting complex piles of material into various manila folders. When the type of visa we need changes, he must generate a whole new set. I constantly run text back and forth through Google Translate, and as I wait in various buildings and government offices, I poke at my phone nonstop, messaging and emailing, writing notes to self and managing the endless off-shoots of my Master List. Keith is overseas for a fortnight on business and his return home marks six weeks before we leave.


In these ridiculous final weeks, there are birthdays for Keith, my mum and two of the kids as well as a complex weekend away to plan for my parents’ fiftieth wedding anniversary. Every square on the calendar is booked solid and the to-do lists in the hall are starting to look like the scribbled-over ravings of a lunatic. Whenever I feel my cortisol rising, I remind myself of the comedy vow and deliver the Spanking.


I film a series of Instagram Stories advertising our house for rent, shamelessly exploiting the miniature donkeys in the background, and post an ad in the local cafe window. My flyer joins ads for the group Surfing Mums, the course ‘Honouring the Feminine Womb Journey’ for those who feel ‘disconnected to their menstrual cycle’, and toy poodle puppies for the eye-watering price of four grand each.


Our place, nestled in the bush, is not an easy sell: though it’s on the market for a much cheaper rent than the rest of the neighbourhood (plus), you’ll have to haul your bins along the ungraded road and flip your own faeces into a pit every couple of months (minus). Eventually we find a wonderful tenant. Hattie is excited to move in, although she does drink two large wines in swift succession after her lesson in emptying the composting dunny is over.


The kids need lots of attention. Nervous about what is to come, they are absorbing the elevated air in the house and reacting to it, like finely tuned emotional barometers. I squeeze a big combined birthday/farewell party for all three at the trampoline place into the heaving calendar and in the meantime try to meet their varying parental needs.


I organise extra play dates for Tabitha with her friends Beth and Sandy. The three of them call their gang the Nerd University of Unicornia, and they like to march about the backyard singing their anthem (‘Oh Pizza Pie!’). As a trio, they are sweeter than a hatful of kittens.


Biggles needs a lot of physical affection. Specifically, he needs to cuddle up with me on the couch so I can read to him from his book 1000 Fantastic Facts and help him to regulate his body with my own. Mabel, too, needs a lot of physical mothering, but her comfort comes with a macabre twist: obsessed with all things medical, she is most becalmed when discussing blood, gore and surgery.


For her fifth birthday last year, Mabel asked for a wheelchair, a set of crutches and a medical boot. I found a second-hand chair, bedazzled it a little, tied a bow around it and rested the crutches jauntily beside. When Mabel saw her gift on the morning of her birthday, she screamed like we had presented her with the Hope Diamond.


Before going to sleep at night, especially if Mabel is feeling a little frazzled, we discuss what she calls her Secret Dream.


‘I’m in hospital, Mumma,’ Mabel says, excited. ‘And then what?’


‘You’re going to have surgery tomorrow,’ I say.


‘Ten operations,’ Mabel says. ‘No, twelve. Go on.’


‘Yes, twelve,’ I say in my most soothing tones. I go deep Mullumbimby Hypnotherapist. ‘You have a broken leg, and your liver needs resecting, and your spleen has been lacerated very badly.’


‘And I have diabetes,’ Mabel adds. For some reason, she is very taken with diabetes. Eyes closed, Mabel drops happily into sleep.


A nasty virus is going around school. It takes down the kids, one by one. In this pre-Covid era, a cold is just a cold, not the complex, emotionally triggering experience it will become in the future. Still, it messes with my system: for our last few weeks I have, every day, at least one snuffling patient home from school as I empty cupboards, clean a decade’s worth of fly carcasses from windowsills and paint and scrub all the corners of the house that have needed attention for years. Keith’s ‘outdoor’ to-do list is equally epic (deal with a crumbling retaining wall, concrete the drains, empty the grease trap, repair the grey-water system) but he and I occasionally meet on the couch to watch a few minutes of TV together before we pass out, dribbling, in a deeply erotic scene.


Our Sommières landlords helpfully put us in touch with Vanessa, their ‘fixer’. It’s our first encounter with the force of nature who I will come to know as The French Woman. To my eternal gratitude, Vanessa takes over the school enrolment for us and makes arrangements to meet us at the Montpellier train station with our bags after we get the TGV from Paris. She will bring us to Sommières and take us through the admin of the house and the car we’re also renting from our landlords for the year.


Getting Vanessa on board makes things feel real. I am nervous. We are not only from Australia, we are from the coastal suburb of Coledale, in Wollongong. Don’t get me wrong, I love Wollongong: there is a thriving art and music scene here, the living is easy and our beaches are spectacular. Still, it’s also true that a man was recently arrested outside local pub Dicey Riley’s for performing the ‘helicopter’ with his penis. I feel a certain amount of hometown pride for this, but while I’m sure that Sommières will have its own cultural idiosyncrasies, I’m not sure that public dick-swinging is one of them.


I know how to handle an unexpected helicopter (‘Call that a penis?’ ‘Does your mother know that’s out?’ etc.) but I have no idea what the French equivalent might be, or how one might deal with it. I practise the phrase ‘Sorry! We are Australian!’ I fear we’ll need it. Je suis désolée! Nous sommes australiens!


I may have to raise my standards. French women are famous for their sartorial flair, while at the school drop-off I often look as though I have been shagged through a hedge backwards. Modern grooming is the worst. It’s like painting the Harbour Bridge: once you get through the waxing, plucking, colouring and moisturising involved, it’s time to start all over again. I try to get myself a full service before we leave. I have a haircut and a leg wax and even book in a spray tan for just before departure, reminding myself with glee that even though I am currently spending eighteen hours a day scrubbing floors, texting the French consulate and rocking in corners, moaning, I will, in mere moments, be kicking back in the Parisian high summer.


One day, it’s Biggles’s turn to be home from school sick so, rugged up with a hot water bottle and a hanky, he keeps me company on my endless errands.


‘What are we doing now, Mum?’ he asks.


‘Well, yesterday this lady ripped all the hair out of my legs. And today she’s going to paint me brown with a little spray gun.’


‘Why?’ he asks. My very logical child is confused, and I have no reasonable answer.


‘Think of Paris,’ I remind myself while I stand in the small bathroom of a local beauty salon. Wearing nothing but a paper G-string while a young woman with a spray gun tries to draw contours on one’s exposed flesh is humiliating at the best of times. There’s always the possibility ahead of leaving the store in a shameful shade of Trump-pumpkin (Trumpkin?) no matter how much you yelp, ‘Not too dark! Not too dark!’


‘Turn around,’ the young, flawless beautician instructs me, ‘and I’ll do your back.’ She speaks with the even tones students are surely taught in beauty school to avoid expressing even a hint of the horror felt at seeing middle-aged women in all our glory: caesarean scars, overgrown winter bushes and beards that grow more lustrous year on year. We must be like a terrifying ‘ghost of Christmas future’ type scenario.


At least in France they celebrate the older woman, I remind myself. I mean, everybody says that. I hope it’s true. Perhaps I might even develop some of that famous ‘French Girl Poise’, a quality that has always eluded me.


How will my style – perhaps kindly called derelicte – fly in small-town France? I used to be a fashionable creature, once. Ten years of being a stay-at-home mum and writer have turned me into a sort of relaxed mole-person, all about the elasticated waist and the ‘good’ tracksuit pants for special occasions. But in a galaxy far, far away (that hazy past before children) I was a city gal, a night owl, a butterfly in search of a party, and always had a great outfit to make an entrance in.


Somehow, this year in France feels like a step into another incarnation. The intense work of shepherding little ones through early childhood is waning and I can, perhaps, strike out on my own a little again. But who will this new me be? And what the hell will she wear?


In the last week, I begin the task of trying to actually transfer all the piles I have gathered in the lounge room into our suitcases. I’m facing more stuff than there is case, so I must edit and adjust endlessly. There are so many variables to consider.


For instance, the children are all obsessed with their stuffed animals The Friendys. Great gangs of them spill over every bed, and they have complex kinship systems and backstories. Our rule: the kids are allowed to bring just four Friendys each to France, and they must choose who to leave at home. This is a wrenching task for them, but it still leaves me with twelve stuffed animals to pack. When I put the Friendys into a space-saving bag and suck all the air out with a vacuum cleaner, Mabel bursts into tears. That’s her nightmares sorted for the next little while, I realise, as we both gaze upon the Friendys contorted into unearthly positions and squeezed against the plastic, eyes bulging out and staring into space.


The winter gear – puffy coats for everybody! – is squeezed into another space-saving bag. I am besotted with these vacuum-shrinking bags and thrilled at how much I can fit into each case, once all the oxygen is removed. But when I try to lift a bag, I just about pop a vertebra. My dodgy back is not going to let me carry these bags far. Apologies, but that’s a problem for Future Keith, I decide, heaving the cases off the table and stacking them by the door.


Even my beloved space-saving bags can’t help with the book issue. We are all voracious readers, and even though I’ve bought a Kindle, there remains a huge pile of books to pack. The Harry Potters alone practically fill a carry-on. Friends are horrified by the books we plan to take and cannot understand why we wouldn’t buy them anew when we arrive, but – the budget! Every dollar counts. The idea of being without books fills me with nervous anxiety. We’ll find room.


Leaving Mum and Dad is very sad. They moved to Coledale when Mabel was a baby and are very close to their grandchildren. Mum has a degenerative lung condition called bronchiectasis and she won’t be able to fly, so there will be no European visit for them. Saying goodbye to my parents feels heavy. This farewell, even though just for a year, has a shadow about it of something more permanent – just a smudge, a mist that will later harden into a sinister shape. My mother-in-law, along with Keith’s older brother, plans to farewell us at the airport, a lovely moment to share but another bittersweet reminder of the family we are leaving behind.


Our visas arrive mere days before we leave (see the French man wink!) and the final desperate last-minute house cleaning and packing is performed on just a few hours of sleep and with shaky, queasy hangovers thanks to a big farewell party the night before departure.


As a parting gift, my girlfriends present me with a huge pair of granny knickers.


‘For you, Rach,’ says my friend Sarah. ‘All the hard work is over. Now you can get on that plane, put on an adult nappy, take a Valium and piss yourself all the way to Paris.’


I give Sarah a big hug.


‘Living the dream, Sarzy,’ I say.


‘Do it for all of us,’ she replies.









Head lice in Paris


The phrase ‘Wherever you go, there you are’ floats through my mind. We are in Paris trying to ask a pharmacist for head-lice treatment. Biggles is both sniffling and scratching his head like a rhesus monkey and an email from school entitled ‘The bugs are back!’ (why so jovial, office? why?) tells me that not only did we transport the vestiges of the Wollongong Plague to the other side of the globe, but also, it seems, a scattering of good old Aussie nits. I dread to think that we might bring some heinous combination flu/lice epidemic to Europe. Would my passport photo (in which I look like a halfwit criminal) be the image used to identify patient zero of the outbreak?


It’s at times like this that I am no longer frustrated by the length of time it took the French consulate to issue us a visa. I’m relieved they allowed us in at all.


‘Excusez-moi,’ I say to the pharmacist. ‘Mon fisse, il est … il est … le poux avec le tête. Avez-vous le médicine pour le … situay-shon?’


He narrows his eyes at me. I am mortified. Tabitha and I have just spent five minutes outside the pharmacy in the bustling Gare du Nord train station while I composed my inquiry: ‘My son has nits on his head. Do you have medicine for the problem?’


French-language practice did not go well in the lead-up to our trip. I have an internal stockpile of French words and phrases, but barely any of the French grammar that would allow me to string them into a coherent sentence. I can’t understand a word anybody says to me, and the children have no French at all, so we are all relying heavily on Keith.


My intentions are noble but my internal dial is set to low comedy and so, despite myself, the only things that stick are stupid. For instance, when I come across a French lesson book full of ridiculous sample sentences, I find them so delightful that I am compelled to commit them to memory. ‘He has retained his vigour throughout the years.’ ‘I buy only beige stockings.’ ‘Poor little thing. She is cross-eyed.’ Also, I come across a wonderful French tongue twister that we all learn, and even set to music: ‘Didon dîna, dit-on, du dos dodu d’un dodu dindon,’ or ‘Dido dined, they say, on the enormous back of an enormous turkey.’ It’s hard to see where any of this will be helpful. In the end, I find that ‘Frenching’ up English words has a moderate success rate, so I lean into the accent harder than an episode of ’Allo ’Allo!


‘What’s the French for “nits”, do you think?’ I ask Tabitha, in the pharmacy.


‘It’s “poux”,’ she says. ‘Dad told me.’


I look at her carefully for signs of trickery, but she nods enthusiastically.


‘So I’m saying, “Help me, my son has poo on his head”? Are you pranking me, miss?’ I peer intently into Tabitha’s eyes. 


She holds her ground.


‘I’m going for it, either way.’


Tabitha is right. Nits is ‘poux’ – a French word I’ll become terribly familiar with over the coming months. In the Gare du Nord, I shell out a squillion euros for chemical shampoo and resign myself to the fact that our first night in the new house will involve holding squealing children between my thighs as I drag a fine-toothed comb through their ratty locks. Wherever you go, there you are.


School starts in just a few days, but we’re not in Sommières yet. We’ve been tramping the summer streets of Paris for a week, poleaxed by jetlag, eating crêpes and trailing through museums and parks, all three kids sleeping on a fold-out couch in an apartment belonging to the friend of a friend in the sixteenth arrondissement.


We struggle through the surging crowds of the train station, headcounting at intervals – fifteen bags, three children; fifteen bags, three children – before we find our train and settle in for the four-hour journey south. I’m absolutely rooted, as we say in the old country. I don’t know if I am Arthur or Martha, or Claudette, or Jean-Pierre, or Lady Fanny of Omaha. But I’m delighted to be on this train, and I cannot believe that this is the final leg. At Montpellier, we meet up with Vanessa the fixer, who manages to fit fifteen bags, three children and two exhausted parents into and on top of her small car, the first of many acts of practical magic she will perform over the coming months.


The scenery passes in a blur as Vanessa takes us to Rue Canard, and just like that, we end the mode of perpetual motion that we have been in for the last six months. No more moving, packing and planning. No more Master List. Just a home.


That night, we order pizza in a little Sommières restaurant and balance it on a rickety plastic table by the river. Keith and I are introduced to the pichet, a little carafe of wine, and the children are thrilled to be allowed Coke and iced tea. They don’t get the gravity of this meal. But Keith and I can’t wipe the smiles off our faces. This simple supper is the manifestation of a years-long dream.


Street lanterns glow yellow on the unassuming, astonishing Roman bridge behind us, ordered by the emperor Tiberius in the first century CE and still taking Sommièrois from one side of town to the other two thousand years on. Time folds here, under these trees, where the late-summer air is thick and spicy, the brackish tang of the mud-slow river ringing a note below the damp, mouldy comfort of old stone and red wine. Here we are. Here we are.


I exhale a long, heavy breath as an old man cycles past in a flat cap and a couple nearby argue vociferously, waving cigarettes to punctuate their points, and then I reach across the table to hold my beloved Keith’s hand, for the touchstone of its reliable steadiness.


‘Chops,’ he says. This is his pet name for me. Embarrassing but true. ‘Chops. We made it.’


‘Cakes,’ I reply. (My name for Keith is just as odd.) ‘Let the games begin.’









New home, who dis


Waking up on our first morning in Rue Canard, I stretch like a cat, luxuriating in the fact that this will be my room for the next twelve months. From our bed I can see our cases on the cement floor, unspooling their contents with relief. Lie there for a year, you bastards, I think with a thrill. The pressure is off! Shifting on the hard mattress, I inspect the bedroom.


This self-contained little space is right at the base of the house. Below us lies only the cave – the sprawling underground cellar and storage space. Our bedroom features a startlingly uncomfortable double bed, complete with solid, square European pillows. The wardrobe consists of open shelving and rails strung across the far wall, and the open-plan ensuite contains a shower cannily positioned so as to leave the toilet consistently wet. I rarely use it after a few late-night bottom-soaking incidents. This bathroom will become Keith’s territory.


The buttery stone walls are thick, roughly plastered and cool to the touch. They feel as though they hold the ghosts of a hundred inhabitants. The house was built in 1791, just two years after the French Revolution began, and later, when I ponder this, it makes me smile; here in this southern village, we are far from the action in Paris, immersed in our small-town dramas and crises, and I feel sure that it must have felt much the same two hundred years ago: Marie Antoinn-who? Let them eat what?


The house has been through unknowable iterations since those days and a year ago it was a derelict shell. Our landlords made it habitable before we moved in – just barely before, from the looks of some of the fittings and fixtures. The house is full of odd quirks. I leave Keith sleeping peacefully and head out to check on the children.


From our basement bedroom doorway I pass the tucked-away hatch that opens up to the cave and walk into the lounge room, which gives onto the street. This compact room has three couches, a tall desk and a TV squeezed into its corners, and a large square coffee table fills the centre of the room. The colour palette features gentle Provençal pastels of blue and cream, but it’s crammed like a Victorian parlour, and I immediately realise that I’m going to have to cover the couches – twelve months, small children and three pale couches is a bad combination. It’s a lovely space, though. As soon as we walked in yesterday afternoon, I breathed a sigh of relief that the decorator has an aesthetic that I like, even if there’s a tiny bit too much of a good thing.


A narrow spiral staircase winds like a mobius strip up the next two floors and feels like the most medieval part of the house. The stairs are wooden, washed in gunmetal blue paint, and carting Friendys and laundry up and down them multiple times every day will become my exercise program. French buns! French buns! I will remind myself when feeling defeated by the stairs. One flight up, the stairs open onto the main bathroom, narrow and tall, with a beautiful chandelier strung high above the bathtub and a tiny window, inexplicably placed near the ceiling, that opens with a chain. I will spend many hours in this bath musing on what the room could have been used for two centuries ago.


I stop to do a quick wee and am disconcerted when the seat slides beneath me. What is this madness? A detachable plastic seat? I grip the sides and hold on. The experience is unpleasant.


To the right of the bathroom is a bedroom that will become Keith’s office. He’ll perch his laptop and papers on a small dressing table squeezed between two single beds, while billowing curtains at the window let in snatches of blaring television from the terrace next door, where a rotund old lady sits in her armchair, hour after hour, an immobile silhouette. ‘Is the TV lady dead?’ the children will sometimes check. It’s not a great office, but Keith can concentrate anywhere.


Back when he first left academia and started the company I like to call Egghead Enterprises, Keith worked out of a derelict caravan on the driveway. We’d bought it from a neighbour for a case of beer, and Keith huddled in it all day, rain, hail and shine. During the searing summer it was an oven, and in the winter he froze. Insects crawled about and spiders shimmied down threaded ropes to slip inside his shirt, but Keith was oblivious, on another plane thinking through the physics of complex problems. In fact, the rougher, more decrepit and ridiculous his punk/monk office got, the more he seemed to like it. He would wander out to start work in the morning wearing a sarong, reluctantly putting on a shirt only to Skype clients and loving every minute of life. Keith can handle the minor inconveniences of this French office.


On the other side of the bathroom is the kids’ bedroom, a huge room with a bunk bed, a single bed facing it from the opposite wall, and a zebra-print chaise longue. The walls are washed white, but a rough scar across one side marks a break in the paint where the stone underneath is allowed to shine through. The children were delighted to find new stuffed animals on all their beds. Friendys! French cousins! These animals – in particular a giant leopard called Muscles and a small panda called Pandora – were immediately incorporated into the complex family history of their beloved Friendy gang. A furry animal-print blanket, soft as a cloud, was pounced upon and named Big Bertha. Sprawled across their beds this morning in their new room, the children are dead to the world. I can hear hooting and hollering, and I open the window and lean out, surveying the street below. To my astonishment, a man hops along the cobblestones beneath my window on pogo-stick shoes as a group of fellow acrobats applauds his progress.


‘Kids, wake up!’ I say. ‘You won’t believe what’s going on out here!’


The acrobats take it in turn to bounce along the narrow street, catapulting metres in the air off the uneven stone. They are dressed in tight leotards, their bodies sculpted. They are clearly gifted athletes. The kids and I have no idea what they are shouting to each other, but we lean out the window and cheer them along in our basic French.


‘Bravo! Superbe!’


They look up and wave. I am thrilled at the absurdity of the whole spectacle. It has the unexpected, ridiculous charm of a French rom-com. This dream scenario is interrupted by real life.


‘I’m hungry, Mum,’ says Biggles, who is always driven by his stomach. He’s wrapped himself in Big Bertha and is curled around Muscles on the chaise longue.


‘Let’s go see what we can find, Bigsy,’ I say. ‘You lead the way.’


Biggles runs ahead of me out the door and up the spiral staircase. The sound of his thundering feet on these wooden stairs will become very familiar over the next months. The girls and I traipse after him.


At the entrance to the top-floor kitchen is a tiny toilet. Having all these toilets is a bit of a treat, actually. At home, we have one bathroom for our family of five, which contains a waterless environmental toilet. Three flush loos! It’s quite the luxury, even if one wets your arse, one is something of a carnival ride and one has a tiny chain lock on the outside, so that using it leaves you open to being locked in by a mischievous child.


The kitchen itself is small and charming, filled to bursting with a large square wooden table and a set of six mismatched wooden chairs. Stacked in a corner are the leaves that allow the table to expand to seat ten or twelve with extra chairs and stools gathered from all corners of the house. This extendable dining table will become our central gathering hub.


The walls are full of sweet vignettes of stacked plates and teacups, still in those Provençal pastels. We are thrilled to discover a bookshelf full of English-language books, and a dishwasher – another appliance we don’t have at home. No food, though. Breakfast will have to wait.


In the corner, a wooden ladder leads to a bricked-in alcove with a tiny mezzanine balcony overlooking the kitchen table. Tabitha scrambles up the ladder like a mountain goat. We all follow. The owners had intended this little space to lead out onto the rooftop terrace, but in renovating they found that it was impossible to build the doorway. Their failed idea has produced a tiny secret chamber, a timber-floored, stone-bricked, windowless hideaway that an adult cannot stand upright in. In short: the perfect bedroom for a privacy-craving ten-year-old Harry Potter fan. Tabitha moves a mattress, a small bedside table and all her books up here. She’s as happy as a clam, my independent soul, even though her parents are sleeping three full floors below in an entirely unfamiliar country.


A wide stone step marks a level up from the kitchen to the sunroom. Here we find more white couches and botanical IKEA posters, but the star of this room is that view across the terracotta rooftops and down to the river. It is breathtaking, a postcard brought to life, and once we move the dining table up there, it becomes the place where we will gather to watch poor Larry the Hapless Sex Pigeon make his unfortunate moves.


Outside the sunroom is a tiny terrace just large enough to hold a laundry rack. There is another spiral staircase here, winding precariously up to the roof. It looks straight down into the dusty hole between the terraces and visiting friends with vertigo will never brave it. But strong hearts and stomachs take the winding path. The stairs lead up to a small, bare concrete terrace; in the summer, it is unbearably open to the elements, and in the winter way too cold to stand around on, but with the most jaw-dropping view: behind, to the ancient tower, and below, to those beautiful rooftops, in all their sunset shades. In the distance looms the shape of Mont Aigoual, and to the south, the marshland of Aigues-Mortes.


Keith appears as the children and I hang on the banisters and take it all in.


‘Serenity now!’ he says. We lean our shoulders companionably together.


‘Just through those trees is the restaurant from last night,’ Keith says, pointing. ‘And there are about a dozen different ways to get there. Look at all the alleyways!’


From this vantage – we are, it seems, actually at the highest point in this part of the town – we can see the straggling streets below, a Roman quadrillage overlaid through the centuries with offshoots like afterthoughts.


‘You’ll have a mental map of this place in about five minutes,’ I tell Keith, ‘and I’ll never get there.’


‘Well, it’s lucky we have complementary skill sets,’ says Keith. I am already bubbling over with ideas on how we could make this place our own, but first things first: I need a coffee.









Misfits and marginaux


Tabitha and I head out. My hope is to find a coffee shop but, failing that, I’ll settle for milk. Our landlords have left us some tea and sugar, and a cup of tea will sort me out until we head to the supermarket later today to stock the cupboards.


‘There must be a little shop, right?’ I ask Tabitha.


‘Of course, Mum,’ she assures me. ‘Every place has a little shop!’ She’s such a comforting person, this first mate of mine, sunny and adventurous, always rising to a challenge.


We turn left at the door, making our way down a slight slope deep into the centre historique. Terraces loom above us, admitting slices of sky, while arched windows with pale-blue shutters and the occasional pot of geraniums bring a splash of colour to the muted stone palette. Alleys sprout their tendrils off the narrow street, giving glimpses of vaulted passages, ancient tunnels and arches reaching between buildings. The streets feel scrappy and suggestive and rich with secrets, rumpled and sexy as an unmade bed.


We pass a tiny junk store where a svelte woman with red hair in a turban is arranging trinkets on a display table and chatting to an elderly lady perched on a stool beside the door. Behind the seated lady’s generous rump I can just see the face of a tiny dog. Tabitha and I walk between them.


‘Bonjour,’ we say softly and ‘Bonjour!’ they both answer with gusto. The elderly lady removes her small cigar to give us a broad smile. Tabitha and I have learned the importance of politesse during our week in Paris. ‘Bonjour’ is the key marker of polite respect, necessary in all social encounters, no matter how minor.
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