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Rachel Best (a rosbif) and Jean-Christophe Van Waes (a frog) met on an Italian ski slope and fell in love. Then came the miscomprehensions, mistranslations and frequent sheer bewilderment as they struggled to make themselves understood. Excuse My French! is the result of their hard-won experience and an essential primer on how to communicate successfully, how not to inadvertently insult your partner and how to maintain harmonious relations.
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How to use this Ebook


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.





Look out for linked text (which is blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.





You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.




How it all began


The French and the English have been ‘frenemies’ (sometimes friends, sometimes enemies) ever since an intrepid soul managed to cross the Channel, or La Manche. Can’t live with them, can’t live without them, so what better response than to insult them in metaphors and slang?





The Limeys call them ‘the Frogs’. En revanche, the Gaulois call the island dwellers ‘Les Rosbifs’.


A French kiss to the French is ‘une pelle’ (a shovel)


A French letter is known as ‘une capote anglaise’.


If you didn’t use one, you might catch the ‘French disease’ (‘la chtouille’), also known as syphilis.


Yikes.





Or you could:



Take French leave
Filer à l’anglaise (To make off English style)



This expression, which means to sneak away without permission, is a good barometer of the state of Anglo-French relations. The English version dates back to the 18th century and arose from the French custom of leaving a social gathering without explicitly informing the host/hostess of their imminent departure. Perfectly acceptable in French society, bad form in polite English company. It seems the French were not just skulking off from English get-togethers, since the Germans, Portuguese and Spanish also invoke the French in expressions with similar meanings. For their part, the French associated the English with a whole range of socially unacceptable behaviour. ‘Anglaiser’ used to mean to steal, un ‘Anglais’ in the Middle Ages was a loan never to be repaid since the debtor absconded first. Indeed, by the 19th century, ‘pisser à l’anglaise’ was to be found in the books of Zola, where it referred to someone sneaking off to relieve themselves without asking for authorisation. Which is worst?


This sets the scene for Excuse my French!, an expression traditionally used when you swear or blaspheme in English, and then try to pretend you haven’t by implying what you said was actually in another language: French!


For us – Rachel (English) and Jean-Christophe (French) – the idea for this book arose out of the difficulties and culture clash of life in a bilingual couple. After endless miscomprehensions, mistranslations and often sheer bewilderment at what the Rosbif was trying to say to the Gaul, we decided to start a collection of expressions. Though neither a grammar study nor a serious dictionary, the book should help anyone striving to speak either foreign language like a local, and hopefully give you a laugh along the way. It aims to be a light-hearted look at cultural and linguistic differences between the French and English nations, which belie the two countries’ geographical proximity and the Entente Cordiale.


Though the book is by no means exhaustive, we hoped to create an amusing selection of phrases to cover the most important aspects of daily life – work, money, sex etc. Our choice of expressions is subjective, and we are sure you could provide your own alternative idioms. We look forward to reading them. We have tried to give some background on a selection of the phrases we found interesting. These are not authoritative definitions, rather suggestions as to the origins of the expressions derived from a number of different sources. In the interests of European harmony, we have also made occasional reference to how our European neighbours might express certain phrases differently to the French or English.


Dip in, dip out of the book. Try the quiz at the start of each chapter to test your knowledge in advance. Watch out for expressions marked with (!), as these are more appropriate for a raucous night out in Pigalle or Soho than for afternoon tea with the Queen. And to save you reaching constantly for the dictionary, there is a glossary of less familiar French words at the back.


Above all, we hope you enjoy reading the book as much as we did writing it, despite all the spitting and cursing. *$@%! Excuse my French!
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PEOPLE ARE STRANGE


Les gens sont bizarres
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THERE’S NOWT SO QUEER AS FOLK, as we say in Yorkshire. In speech and deed people can be annoying in any language. Bad habits, laziness, even insanity are all traits we don’t admire in our fellow man. However, it isn’t all bad and, fortunately for the future of the human race, there are many human beings with redeeming features. You may not like all of them, but at least you may find the words to describe them in this chapter.




QUIZ


Try to match up the following phrases. Redemption is at the end of the chapter . . .






	1. Un second couteau


	a) As stiff as a board







	2. Ne pas avoir inventé le fil à couper le beurre


	b) A cock-and-bull story







	3. Souple comme un verre de lampe


	c) Small fry







	4. Etre fainéant comme une couleuvre


	d) To be bone idle







	5. Une histoire à dormir debout


	e) To be not the sharpest knife in the drawer







	6. Sage comme une image


	f) To be a scaredy cat







	7. Avoir froid aux yeux


	g) All sweetness and light







	8. Tout sucre, tout miel


	h) As good as gold
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Full of it!


je me la raconte



Able to talk the hind leg off a donkey
Bavard comme une pie



A chatterbox
Un moulin à paroles


These expressions mean almost the same thing: the person in question talks too much! Possibly the second English one is stronger than the first, but both date from late 18th/early 19th century. We don’t know exactly how it came to be the poor donkey whose leg was to be withered away by incessant talking, but it started off being a horse and then a dog before the phrase settled into its current form. The first French expression chosen here also exists in English, though it is not commonly used. To be a magpie is to be extremely loquacious (and annoying with it, as magpies are when they are squawking at full volume). The mill (‘moulin’) mentioned in the second French phrase refers to something which churns out a product incessantly without reference to the quality or even the quantity of what is being produced. The idiom dates back to at least the 18th century, which means that people have been talking too much for a very long time on both sides of the Channel…



She had to stick her oar in
Elle n’a pas pu s’empêcher de mettre son grain de sel


She (but it doesn’t have to be a woman) is a meddler. Someone who just can’t resist becoming involved and often without anyone asking her to. The English version is one of many nautical idioms in the Rosbif language and probably dates from the 17th century. The imagery is clear: a boat is moving through the water quite efficiently under paddle-power, until one bright spark decides she will ‘help’ it along by rowing alongside. She has stuck her oar in, and most probably messed up the rhythm of the boat. The French version has its roots in Roman times, being based on Pliny’s cum grano salis (with a pinch of salt). Historically, this had a positive sense of adding or contributing to a discussion, but the French expression, which dates from the 20th century, uses the concept ironically. One really didn’t need that particular extra grain of salt, merci beaucoup. Interestingly, the English phrase ‘to take it with a pinch of salt’, or to be sceptical/doubtful of something, has the same etymological root. Note that the Germans refer to someone adding their mustard to something to express the same idea.
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To shout at the top of one’s voice Crier comme un sourd (To shout like a deaf person)


To be a right nosy parker Etre une vraie fouine (To be a real stone marten)


To never say a word Etre muet comme une carpe (To be as mute as a carp)


To be all mouth and no trousers Avoir une grande gueule et de petits bras (To have a big gob and small arms)


To tell a cock-and-bull story Raconter une histoire à dormir debout (To tell a story to sleep standing up)


To be a nasty piece of work Etre mauvais comme la gale (To be as bad as scabies)


Boys will be boys Il faut que jeunesse se passe (Youth needs to pass)
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To think you’re God’s gift…
Se croire sorti de la cuisse de Jupiter


…to women is the usual conclusion of the English version, but both expressions can refer to someone who overestimates their intelligence or capabilities, not just their attractiveness to the opposite sex. The English version is clear: someone thinks they are so perfect that they are God’s personal gift to mankind. Such modesty. The French version also invokes a god, though this time it is the mythical Jupiter (or Zeus to the Greeks). Roman mythology tells how the mortal Semele, impregnated by the god, almost perished in the brilliance of Jupiter’s full apparition to her and risked losing the unborn baby Bacchus (or Dionysus). Jupiter took the embryo and implanted it in his leg, whereupon, after a further three months’ gestation, a perfect baby demi-god was born.
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What’s wrong with you?


C’est quoi ton problème ?



Like a bull in a china shop
Comme un éléphant dans un magasin de porcelaine


In either language this could be an expensive occupation, since the expressions describe someone who is very clumsy or maladroit. It is difficult to decide which animal might do more damage. The elephant is bigger, so could destroy more fragile china plates. On the other hand, the bull might be smaller, but has a reputation for having a mean temper, and you can imagine it bucking and kicking in an attempt to make its escape. The English expression dates from the early 19th century, but the date of the French one is unknown. In their equivalent expressions, both the Germans and the Spanish choose an elephant over a bull, whereas the Italians, being more delicate of touch, cite mice in the bell-tower.



Like a fish out of water
Pas dans son élément


This expression describes someone ill at ease in their environment. The unfortunate English fish on dry land, flapping about out of water, has been on record since the 19th century, though it is likely it was known in common parlance before then. Interestingly, a positive form of the expression ‘like a fish in water’ exists in both languages and the French version ‘Il est comme un poisson dans l’eau’ can be traced as far back as the 13th century. Equally, references to being in your element (or not) also exist in both French and English, and have done since at least the 16th century. These elements originally referred to the four primary humours (air, fire, earth and water) which were believed to dictate the disposition and character of humans. Keeping these in balance was thus paramount to a harmonious and happy life.
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To be fingers and thumbs Avoir deux mains gauches (To have two left hands)


To have a poker up your arse (!) Avoir un balai dans le cul (To have a broom up your arse)


To have a stick up your bum Etre vraiment constipé (To be really constipated)


The black sheep of the family Le vilain petit canard de la famille (The bad little duck of the family)


As stiff as a board Souple comme un verre de lampe (As flexible as a glass chimney lamp)


She won’t budge an inch Elle ne cèdera pas d’un pouce


As stubborn as a mule Têtu comme une mule


He’s going to blow a fuse Il va piquer une crise (He’s going to sting a fit)


Small fry Un second couteau (A second knife)


Like a cat on a hot tin roof Nerveux comme une puce (Nervous as a flea)


A sitting duck Une cible facile (An easy target)


To be a scaredy cat Avoir froid aux yeux (To have cold eyes)
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To go off at a tangent
Passer du coq à l’âne


To be prone to change the subject without warning or to introduce a non sequitur. The English version derives originally from mathematics, in which a tangential line is one that runs alongside another, touching but not intersecting with it. In the same way, when someone goes off at a tangent, the new subject might be related, but doesn’t necessarily follow from the original line of argument. The French version has a more enigmatic etymology. The expression itself is very old, dating from the 14th century in a similar form, but appears to have been corrupted over the years. The modern translation is ‘To pass (or jump if ‘sauter’ is used) from the cockerel to the donkey’. Nonsensical, as indeed many tangential conversations are. However it seems that ‘l’âne’ (donkey) was originally ‘la cane’ (female duck) and the verb used was ‘saillir’ (to jut out), which in ancient times had a more salacious meaning of ‘to mount’. Hence we have a suspected farmyard sexual infraction with a cockerel attempting to mate with a female duck. Perhaps it is time to change the subject again? The Walloons talk from 13 to 14 and the Italians jump from the post to the branch, while the Dutch jump from the heel to the branch to express the same non sequitur.
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Not quite what they seem


Les apparences sont trompeuses



A goody two-shoes
Une sainte-nitouche


The French, which means someone who behaves impeccably, but is rather smug about it, can be found in in the 16th-century writings of Rabelais. There is no actual saint called ‘nitouche’, and the word was originally a play on ‘n’y toucher’ or someone who isn’t to be touched, and certainly not by what men keep tucked away in their trousers. The current phrase ‘faire la sainte-nitouche’ communicates this sense of hypocrisy, as it is used for someone who claims not to be interested, for whom butter wouldn’t melt in their mouth, but who in reality is the opposite. The English version dates from the mid-18th century and originates in the writing of Oliver Goldsmith. The History of Little Goody Two-Shoes, written in 1765, is a nursery tale with a moral. Goody, a poor little girl, had only one shoe, but when someone gave her a pair, she ran around proudly telling all and sundry that she had ‘two shoes’.



Butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth
On lui donnerait le bon Dieu sans confession


This is something one could possibly say about Goody Two-Shoes, since it means that a person appears more demure or innocent than could possibly be the case. The English version was first recorded in 1530 in a work by John Palsgrave called L’esclarcissement de la langue françoyse. Interestingly, the idiom does not seem to exist in the French language of today. Possibly it derives from the fact that the person concerned is so saintly, perhaps as holy as a marble statue of a religious figure, that he or she is cool to the touch and thus unable to melt butter by body heat alone. The French expression has a more overt religious tone. It refers to the ceremony of the Catholic Church whereby, after confessing one’s sins to the priest, one is deemed worthy to commune with and finally meet with God. In our expression the person is so innocent and pure that they can sidestep the confessional and go straight to God Himself.



He can’t see the wood for the trees
C’est l’arbre qui cache la forêt


This means to get so lost in the detail that you can no longer see the bigger picture. The English version dates at least from the 16th century as Heywood’s Dialogue of Proverbs (1546) notes ‘Plentie is no deinte, ye see not your owne ease. I see, ye can not see the wood for trees’. Quite. The French version is said to date only from the 20th century, which is odd when one considers the similarity of the expressions (‘it is the tree which hides the forest’) and the longevity of the English phrase. For interest, the Italian equivalent suggests that one goes to Rome and doesn’t see the Pope.
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Still waters run deep Il faut se méfier de l’eau qui dort (Beware of water which sleeps)


Too polite by half Trop poli pour être honnête (Too polite to be honest)


To have blinkers on Porter des œillères


To bark up the wrong tree Faire fausse route (To be on the wrong road)
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To have the wool pulled over your eyes
Etre le dindon de la farce


This expression, meaning to be made a fool of, duped or hoodwinked, has an uncertain origin in its French version. The ‘dindon’ is literally a male turkey, whose very appearance is somewhat foolish, and perhaps this is the origin of the first possible etymology. The ‘farce’ refers to comic plays or sketches which used to be performed during village fairs in medieval times. These were often based on some poor dupe, the ‘dindon’, who was taken for a ride by other villainous characters. This use of ‘dindon’ dates from the end of the 18th century. The other interpretation derives from the Old French meaning of ‘dinde’ (female turkey) – a naïve, gullible girl. A small linguistic shift and this became ‘dindon’, with the similar meaning of someone who is easily duped. The ‘farce’ might refer to ‘farcir’ (to stuff in a culinary sense) and the notion that someone who has been made a fool of has been well and truly stuffed! Either seems plausible. The English version is more evident. In olden days the wigs, which used to be de rigueur for both sexes, were referred to as wool presumably because they looked like sheep’s wool in texture and curls. Thus if you pulled a wig down over someone’s eyes, they couldn’t see what mischief you were up to. This phrase was in common use by the mid-19th century and probably before, given historical fashion trends.
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A wolf in sheep’s clothing Un loup déguisé en mouton


To have feet of clay Avoir des pieds d’argile
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To let the cat out of the bag
Vendre la mèche


The French version of this expression, meaning to reveal a secret, has an interesting historical basis. ‘Mèche’, in this context, is the wick or fuse of an explosive device. In the 16th century mines or bombs were charged with such a ‘mèche’, but could be disarmed by the enemy by ‘éventer’ (exposing to air) the fuse. Thus the original phrase was ‘éventer la mèche’, which took on the sense of to discover the basis of a plot. During the 19th century the expression changed to ‘vendre’, which in its original sense also meant ‘to betray’ (not just ‘to sell’), hence the modern meaning. The English version relates to another phrase, to buy a pig in a poke, which refers to the age-old practice of trying to swindle someone into believing that the living animal concealed in a bag (poke in fact derives from ‘poche’, which in the Middle Ages meant ‘sac’ or bag rather than pocket) was a valuable pig. The harsh truth was that it was often a worthless moggie and the unwitting purchaser realised this only when he got home and literally let the cat out of the bag!
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Antisocial behaviour


Pas très sympa



To be out of your tree
Fumer la moquette


Who knows where the English version of this expression, meaning to be out of it in an amusing way, usually after the consumption of drugs, comes from? Perhaps you would have had to be out of your tree to think it up! The French expression ‘to smoke the carpet’ seems equally bizarre and dates from the second half of the 20th century. It could refer either to an association (while stoned) between the fibres of a carpet and the fibres of grass/weed, possibly a reference to hemp as both a textile and a drug. Alternatively, it could imply that smoking synthetic carpet fibres might indeed induce some kind of hallucinogenic state. We suspect that the latter would only end up with a trip to the hospital and is thus best avoided. Note that the French expression can also mean to be generally spaced out without the use of illegal drugs.



To play hooky
Faire l’école buissonnière


...or to bunk off, play truant, deliberately not attend school or indeed the office. Sometimes written ‘hookey’, the English version probably derives from the Middle English use of ‘to hook’ or ‘to hook it’, which meant to run away stealthily–as well you might from an overbearing head teacher. The French version has a number of possible origins. ‘Buisson’ means bush or shrub, and back in the 1540s schools described thus were found in the countryside. Children of farming families have historically been allowed to be less strict in their school attendance when it is harvest time and all hands possible are required to work in the fields. This is one possible source of the phrase. Another is that at around the same time the primary schools of Paris and its suburbs were reformed to fall under the aegis of the Catholic Church. Those who didn’t subscribe to its teachings preferred their children not to attend these religious schools. Instead they were educated in clandestine, makeshift schools, in the countryside surrounding the capital, to avoid detection. One thing is clear: as long as going to school has been compulsory, non-attendance has been a pastime for many students.
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Old habits die hard Les mauvaises habitudes collent à la peau (Bad habits stick to the skin)


To be as high as a kite Etre complètement stone (To be completely stoned)


To smoke like a chimney Fumer comme un pompier (To smoke like a fireman)


To swear like a trooper Jurer comme un charretier (To swear like a carter)


To drag your heels Traîner les pieds


To be bone idle Etre fainéant comme une couleuvre (To be as lazy as a grass snake)


To be a gadfly Etre la mouche du coche (To be the fly of the coach)


Spare the rod and spoil the child Qui aime bien, châtie bien (Who loves well, punishes well)


[image: Illustration]








[image: Illustration]


Not all there


Ils n’ont pas le gaz à tous les étages



To have lost your marbles
Avoir perdu la boule


In other words, to have gone mad or bonkers. The French is easy to understand; ‘boule’ (ball) is simply another word for head. The French thus lose their heads when they are mad, or when they are aristocrats living in the wrong century. Equally, you could ‘perdre le nord’ (lose the north) in the sense of being unable to read a compass when you are disorientated mentally. The origin of the English version is less clear. It would seem to date from the early 20th century and comes possibly from America. Theories about what ‘marbles’ might refer to stretch from testicles to the Elgin marbles to the children’s game. One other suggestion is that ‘marbles’ is a corruption of the French ‘meubles’ or furniture, as evidenced in phrases like, ‘He hasn’t got all his furniture at home’. This idea approximates to the multitude of sayings such as ‘not the full picnic’, which communicate the same idea of being short of or lacking in something, either intelligence or sanity!



To be as mad as a box of frogs
Avoir une araignée au plafond


In other words, to be completely insane. The English version is relatively recent and alludes to the supposed behaviour of an army of frogs if you were to enclose them in a box. They would be hopping around all over the place, in fact they would be hopping mad, hence the expression. The French expression is significantly older, having first been recorded in 1867 and its literal translation – to have a spider in the ceiling – seems close to the English ‘batty’ version (see ‘to have bats in the belfry’). Indeed, the ‘plafond’ has long since meant the brain, but the use of ‘araignée’ is slightly trickier to explain. Perhaps it refers to a room filled with spiders’ webs, suggesting a brain that is in disrepair. Alternatively it alludes to the spider’s reputation as an undesirable creature, terrifying to arachnophobes and definitely something you wouldn’t want running around in your head. Other European nations have similar problems with their ‘upper storeys’ in their equivalent expressions. The Germans have a damaged roof, the Danish have rats in the attic, while the Portuguese have little monkeys in theirs!
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As daft as a brush Complètement cintré (Completely curved)


They think we’re a bunch of muppets Ils nous prennent pour des jambons (They take us for hams)


As thick as two short planks Bête comme ses pieds (As stupid as your feet)


She’s not the sharpest knife in the drawer Elle n’a pas inventé le fil à couper le beurre (She didn’t invent the wire to cut the butter)


He’s a few beers short of a six-pack Il n’a pas inventé la poudre (He didn’t invent the powder)
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To have bats in the belfry
Travailler du chapeau


Not a description you’d want to hear applied to someone you fancied dating, since it means to be mad – usually harmless, but insane just the same. The French expression has a number of possible origins. The synonym ‘fou comme un chapelier’ (as mad as a hatter) gives us a clue, since someone who worked with hats in olden days was exposed to mercury nitrate. This toxic substance, inhaled all day long by milliners, damaged the brain and rendered poor French hat makers mad. Considering the Mad Hatter in Alice in Wonderland, it wasn’t just the French milliners who were afflicted. Another possible explanation is that in France in the Middle Ages, ‘travailler’ also meant to be agitated, and ‘chapeau’ was another word for head. Someone who was worked up in the head was probably mad. The English version has a more obscure origin. There are a number of 18th-century examples of characters with the name Battie or Batty, who were either mad themselves or worked with the insane, but neither of these is a convincing explanation, especially when we add the belfry to the expression. By the early 20th century belfry had come to mean head and the expression existed as the name of a play in the late 1930s. Why bats? Perhaps because they flew around with no apparent purpose or logic. For interest, the Italians are deemed to have crickets in their head when they are mad.
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He’s not the full picnic Il n’a pas inventé l’eau tiède (He didn’t invent lukewarm water)


To have been dropped on your head as a child Avoir été bercé trop près du mur (To have been rocked too close to the wall)


To have a screw loose Avoir un petit vélo dans la tête (To have a small bicycle in the head)


As confused as a rabbit caught in the headlights On dirait une poule qui a trouvé un couteau (One could say a hen that has found a knife)


To be a complete airhead Ne rien avoir dans le citron (To have nothing in the lemon)


An oddball Un drôle de zèbre (A strange zebra)


A queer fish Un drôle d’oiseau (A strange bird)


Still wet behind the ears Un petit jeûnot (A little lad)
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Make an effort!


Fais un effort !



Just a big girl’s blouse
Vraiment une poule mouillée


Wimp! Wuss! Lightweight! However you might say it, the meaning is the same. The English expression is relatively modern, possibly from the North of England, often used by Australians and generally not too offensive to the male in question. Why it has its current form is unknown, but a blouse is only ever worn by a female and suggests something frilly and possibly floral, while a big girl is as far from being a hunky man as you might get. Put the two together and you have the opposite of macho manhood. The French expression can be used for women, but is usually reserved for men. It refers to how a hen behaves when it has been doused with rain and is thus damp/wet (mouillée)…shivering, hiding, huddling, listless, seemingly unable to fly and thus vulnerable to attack. Far from being modern, this expression dates back to the 17th century.
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To be a workshy soap dodger Avoir un poil dans la main (To have a hair in your hand)


He didn’t bust a gut Il ne s’est pas cassé le cul (He didn’t break his arse)


She doesn’t know which way to turn Elle ne sait plus à quel saint se vouer (She no longer knows which saint to devote to)


A loafer Un glandeur


A wet rag Une chiffe molle
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