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‘You have to be a romantic to invest yourself, your money, and your time in cheese.’


—Anthony Bourdain




Chapter 11


I’d only been in Paris for a few days when I woke up in a puddle of drool with my phone smooshed against my face and a half-written email to Billie on the screen.


As I lay in bed, I ran through the whole spectrum of emotions I’d felt since arriving in France: the relief of escaping Paul, and winter, in Melbourne, the empowerment of finally travelling solo again and then the unexpected loneliness that accompanied it.


Realising I must be cutting a pretty sad picture of a singleton in the City of Light and Love, I leaped out of bed to turn my day around before spiralling too far into despair.


I deleted most of my despondent ramblings to Billie and instead sent her a quick message saying that the weather was wonderful and that the hotel was gorgeous; a great find – positive vibes only, I told myself. I told her about my job trial at the café and recounted the cringe-worthy share-house interview I’d had the day before, which I knew would give her a good laugh. My still-somewhat-miserable self couldn’t help adding that the hunt for accommodation wasn’t going so well, and that I’d probably need an interim place to stay, maybe a cheaper hotel, if I wasn’t able to find a permanent solution soon.


By the time I got out of the shower, she’d written back. ‘Glad to hear you’re giving everything a go, El. Regarding accommodation, did you check Airbnb? Just a thought. Now, go get that job!’


I threw on jeans and a black T-shirt – although it was already thirty degrees outside, I figured this was probably my ‘coolest’ outfit – and walked down to Flat White. As soon as I entered the café I looked around for my mystery-man. I couldn’t help but feel a little disheartened when I didn’t see him there, but told myself it was probably a good thing given I was about to go through a trial for a hospitality job and it’d been more than a few years since I’d made coffee.


Chris welcomed me more warmly than he had the day before, handed me an apron and said, ‘Right, Ella, let’s see what you can do. Why don’t you make me some coffee? Let’s start with two identical lattes and then we’ll do two identical flat whites.’


I felt slightly panicked. It was one thing to remember correct coffee-to-milk ratios, but recreating them in real time was another thing altogether. Not wanting Chris to smell my fear, I smiled as I pulled the espresso shots and then poured the steamed milk. There was some panache to my style, but I failed to produce anything near identical.


‘Hmmm. Not great,’ Chris said. ‘You wanna try again? I’m guessing you haven’t used this machine before, right?’ He was being generous.


‘Sure, totally,’ I said.


This time, my flat whites looked identical, much to my own surprise, but the lattes were still wildly different. Chris nodded and got us to taste them.


‘Bitter,’ was his first remark. ‘The milk is a little burnt,’ was his second.


‘Ah . . .’ I was about to launch into an excuse but Chris cut me off asking, ‘Where did you say you’d worked again?’


‘Just a small café on Brunswick Street. It’s not around anymore.’


‘I thought you said you’d worked at St Ali?’


‘No, never.’


‘Ah shoot, that must have been someone else. Never mind . . .’ He paused. ‘Look, it’s great you’re keen on the job, but your coffee tastes like shit.’


‘I can learn,’ I said, disappointed that I hadn’t done better. Perhaps it’d been too long between coffee-making jobs. Obviously standards, even in Paris, had gone up.


‘Look Ella, I kinda think you’ve either got it or you don’t. And I’m not sure you do,’ he said.


‘I understand,’ I told him, devastated that I wasn’t going to walk out of the café with a job.


Thankfully, Chris wasn’t finished with me yet. ‘The good news is, if you’re still after a job, we do need someone to help out in the kitchen on weekends. We get slammed pretty much from open until close, so it’d be good to have an extra set of hands on deck. And we can pay you cash, too. Sound good?’


‘So I’d be cooking?’ I perked up at the thought.


‘Mostly washing dishes, maybe helping with some prep; it depends. It’s probably not your bag, though. You’re more a corporate gal, right?’


I paused for a moment, resenting being boxed into a specific job type, but also wanting to hurl at the thought of washing dishes. It was hardly the glamorous job I’d envisaged getting in Paris; but then again, the whole point of leaving Melbourne was to try new things and get out of my rut. And I quite liked the café. The idea of hanging out and doing something free of responsibility was liberating. Anyway, I didn’t have anything else lined up, so why not?


‘Chris, I’d absolutely love to wash dishes here,’ I told him and we arranged for me to start the next day.


‘And sorry about the coffee,’ I said as we were wrapping things up.


‘Yeah, not good. How about I make you one for the road?’


Relief flooded over me that a) Chris wasn’t pissed off that I’d wasted his time, b) I’d gotten a paying job, even if I’d be working as a dish pig, and c) I was about to get a decent flat white. I wouldn’t say the trial had been a raging success, but a small victory nonetheless, and it was a concrete start towards establishing my life in Paris.


*


En route back to the hotel, I felt drawn in the direction of Mr Cheeseman’s shop. I wasn’t sure that I wanted, or needed, to buy more cheese given I’d already indulged pretty heavily since arriving in Paris, but I couldn’t help passing by to see if my new acquaintance was working.


When I looked through the window, I was delighted to see he was back – and a little more than pleased that his female friend was nowhere to be seen.


He waved me in.


‘Bonjour,’ he said jovially as I walked in the door.


‘Bonjour,’ I replied dutifully. The French were always so formal in their greetings. ‘I came by to see you yesterday but you were out.’


‘Ah yes, an emergency, I’m afraid,’ he said. I wondered how often he encountered cheese emergencies in this area of Paris.


‘No problem,’ I tried to sound casual. ‘Your colleague gave me some cheese.’


‘Ah good, so Fanny looked after you.’


I suppressed a chuckle at her name.


‘Yes, your girlfriend was very kind and helpful,’ I lied, wanting to keep him in good spirits.


‘Fanny? Kind?’ he questioned. ‘She certainly knows a lot about cheese but I wouldn’t say she is particularly friendly. Oh, and she is only a colleague.’


It made sense that they were not an item. Where Serge gushed with adoration for cheese, and I assumed everything in life, Fanny had treated it as a job.


I couldn’t think of anything to say to brush over the fact that I’d just indirectly asked if he was dating his not-so-friendly co-worker, so I said a long, ‘Hmmm,’ while turning a vibrant shade of red.
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