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Introduction

I relax in the upholstered living room armchair. The smell of tobacco lingers in the air. The grand windows are open, allowing the warm Parisian night breeze to flow through the room, and the exquisite tapestry drapes end in an elegant puddle on the floor. Classical music plays on the vintage record player. The dishes are nearly cleared away but the last coffee cups still remain on the dining room table, along with a few crumbs of that day’s fresh baguette, so eagerly consumed earlier with a slice of Camembert cheese—the roi du fromage.

Monsieur Chic sits smoking his pipe in tranquil contemplation while nodding his head slowly to the music as though conducting the orchestra in his imagination. His son paces by the open window, holding a glass of port. Madame Chic walks in, removing the apron that so efficiently protected her A-line skirt and silk blouse. She smiles contentedly, and I help her remove the final coffee cups from the table. It has been another satisfying day in Paris—where life is lived beautifully, passionately.

In January 2001 I went to live with a French family in Paris as a foreign exchange student. I left the casual comforts of Los Angeles, boarded a plane with my fellow students from the University of Southern California (with two very large, overstuffed suitcases), and embarked on an adventure that would alter the course of my life in the most profound ways.

But, of course, I didn’t know that then. All I knew was that I was going to spend the next six months in Paris. Paris! The most romantic city in the world! I confess my excitement was clouded by some concerns. When I left California, I had only taken three semesters of French—my command of the language was clumsy at best. Also, six months is a long time to be away from one’s family and country. What if I got homesick? What would my French host family be like? Would I like them? Would they like me?

So a few nights after I landed in Paris, when I found myself sitting in the formal and austere dining room of Famille Chic, partaking in a five-course dinner, surrounded by floor-to-ceiling windows and precious antiques, I was already in love with my new, fascinating family. This family who was beautifully dressed, eating a well-cooked homemade meal (in courses!) on their best china on a Wednesday evening. This family who took tremendous enjoyment from the small pleasures in life and who appeared to have mastered the art of living well. This family with their nightly rituals and immaculate customs, built on tradition. How could this simple California girl, who was so accustomed to flip-flops and barbecues, have found herself living amongst the Parisian aristocracy?

Yes, Famille Chic (the name I will use to preserve their anonymity) were of an aristocratic heritage. Their tradition of fine living had been passed down to them from their illustrious ancestors, and generations upon generations of Famille Chic had practiced their art.

And who was this enigmatic Madame Chic? She was a mother and a wife. She worked part-time and volunteered. She was very traditional in her style; she never wore jeans. She was a brunette with a no-nonsense Parisian bob. She had very strong opinions. She was kind and nurturing and she could be bold and blunt (as you will see). She was a woman who knew what was important in life, and her family was the most important thing of all. She was the head of this household that lived so well. She made all of those delectable meals. She managed the intricacies of everyday life. She steered the ship.

In the beginning of my stay I thought all French families lived like Famille Chic—in a traditional and ceremonious manner. Then I had the pleasure of getting to know Famille Bohemienne (another host family in my study abroad program). Their household was run by Madame Bohemienne, a single mother with curly hair, a rosy outlook on life, and warmth and charm that illuminated her wild dinner parties. In contrast to Famille Chic, the Bohemiennes were casual, relaxed, boisterous, and well, bohemian! Yes, the two families lived their lives very differently, but both families lived passionate lives and lived them very well. It was my pleasure and privilege to observe them both.

This book originated on my blog, The Daily Connoisseur, when I did a series called The Top 20 Things I Learned While Living in Paris. I received so much interest from readers, I decided to elaborate on the lessons I learned from Famille Chic and Famille Bohemienne and record them in this book.

Each chapter presents a lesson I learned while living in Paris. Many of these lessons were learned directly from Madame Chic, whom I had the pleasure of observing in her own home and who so kindly took me under her wing. I learned some of the lessons from Madame Bohemienne. Some lessons I learned from the City of Light itself.

As a young college student, I had many ideas about what I’d learn while living in Paris, but I didn’t expect to learn so much about how to live life. How to really live it. How not just to exist, but to thrive. Ah, but I am getting ahead of myself . . .
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SNACKING IS SO 
NOT CHIC
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When living with a different family (especially in a foreign country), one finds many causes for anxiety. One cause, for me, was food. Back home in California I was used to grazing all day long. A handful of crackers here, an orange there, some cookies here, a yogurt there . . . Would I feel comfortable going into Famille Chic’s kitchen and foraging as if I were in my own home?

A few hours after my first dinner with Famille Chic, I began to feel hungry. I had had a delicious dinner, but being slightly nervous around my new host family, and feeling anxious about conducting an entire conversation based on three semesters of college French, I hadn’t eaten as much as I would have liked. So I thought I’d tiptoe (in my pajamas) to the kitchen, which I had, up until then, yet to visit.

Famille Chic’s kitchen was not easily accessible. It was at the back of the apartment, down a long, dark hallway, and was not attached to any other room. I thought I’d sneak down the hall and have a peek. Perhaps there was a bowl of fruit for me to nibble on.

Of course the door to my room (being as ancient and fabulous as it was) let out a grandiloquent squeak as I began my stealth mission, and after a few moments, Madame Chic was down the hallway in her dressing gown, asking if I was okay. I assured her I was and that I was simply going to get a glass of water. She said she’d get one for me. And apart from the strange look she gave my pajamas (which I will address in another chapter), everything seemed to be okay. Except it wasn’t. I wanted my midnight snack!

I went to bed that night slightly hungry, a sensation I was not accustomed to. The feeling wasn’t that bad; in fact, it intrigued me! I had never allowed myself to get hungry. In California I would find something to eat at the first sign of hunger pangs, completely eliminating the feeling as soon as possible. That night I relished my hunger and had fantasies about what would be for breakfast the next day.

It did take me a while to catch on, but I finally realized that most French people do not snack—and Famille Chic was no exception. The entire six months I lived with them, I never saw a single member of their household eat anything outside allotted mealtimes. They had excellent eating habits, were not overweight in the slightest, and gastronomically speaking, led very balanced lives.

I never saw Monsieur Chic rushing out of the house with an apple in his mouth and a takeaway coffee in his hand because he was running late for work. Every morning the family would have breakfast at the same time (and breakfast was a very satisfying meal), then lunch would usually be eaten outside the home, presumably sitting down in a café, and dinner was always at least a three-course sit-down affair at home. If you had that to look forward to every day, you wouldn’t ruin your appetite by stuffing yourself with crackers either!

Le No-Snacking Design

Many modern American homes boast an open-plan kitchen, where the cooking, dining, and living spaces all seamlessly flow together in one giant room. This kind of interior is not common in Paris’s ancient apartments. The journey to Famille Chic’s kitchen was a small trek. Not only was the kitchen not attached to any room (certainly not the dining room), but it was situated at the end of a long, dark corridor that usually had washing hanging in it. You might argue that having an open-plan kitchen is warmer and more welcoming (after all, the kitchen is the heart of the home), but it also presents temptations. It is terribly difficult to avoid the cookie jar if it is staring you in the face while you try to mind your own business in the living room.

Famille Chic’s kitchen was purely functional. While many modern kitchens boast granite countertops, stainless steel appliances, and espresso makers, Famille Chic’s kitchen was tiny and quite dated. Its main function was to turn out meals (albeit spectacular meals). Breakfast was the only meal of the day consumed in the kitchen; dinner was always served in the dining room.

Famille Chic’s living room was very formal. It was not the sort of place one would lounge in while snacking. There was no comfy sectional with throw pillows, no La-Z-Boy chair, no giant flat-screen TV. Instead, there were four antique armchairs. They did have a tiny, dated television, which they rarely watched—but it was tucked away in the corner. Famille Chic’s living room was set up for conversation, entertaining, or reading a book. And because it was so formal, one would have felt quite strange devouring cheese puffs out of the bag whilst in it.

Snacking is not chic. Have you ever watched someone mindlessly snacking? Sitting in front of the television with a bag of pretzels or a pint of ice cream—absentmindedly eating while not really paying attention? Perhaps crumbs are falling down the front of his shirt. Or an errant drop of ice cream ruins her freshly pressed skirt. Snacking is the opposite of chic. And in Paris, that simply won’t do.

High-Quality Snacking

Back home, I admit that I will snack, but only if it’s a high-quality snack. Before living in France, I would think nothing of eating really poor-quality foods like drugstore candy, potato chips out of the bag, or crackers out of the box. Now I avoid eating these things at all costs. My snack foods must be high quality—Greek yogurt with blueberries, a bowl of tomato soup, or a piece of fruit. And I have definitely eliminated the midnight junk food snack I used to have. My husband and I have dinner quite early now that we have children, and I no longer need anything after dinner. I find that if I have a well-balanced, quality dinner and a small dessert, the need for a snack is completely eliminated.

I suggest that you do not even bring low-quality snack foods into your home. Don’t even go down that aisle in the grocery store. If it isn’t readily available, you won’t miss it after a while. I promise you will not think back fondly about those addictive cheesy powdered crackers. Instead, you’ll wonder how you could ever have consumed such a horrid thing in the first place.

Never Eat on the Go

The French do not eat while on the run. In the book Sixty Million Frenchmen Can’t Be Wrong, authors Jean-Benoît Nadeau and Julie Barlow recall walking out of their apartment building in Paris while simultaneously eating a sandwich and being met with a sarcastic “Bon appétit” from the sneering doorman. The only people you see eating and walking at the same time in France are tourists. I can’t even imagine Madame Chic doing such a thing—it just would never happen!

I used to think nothing of eating and walking at the same time. Now I would rather not, merci. In fact the other day I was out shopping and realized I was quite hungry. I briefly considered stopping in one of those pretzel places and getting a giant pretzel to eat while I shopped, but when I imagined Madame Chic’s disapproving glance, I simply could not bring myself to do it. I opted, instead, to walk to the food court, sit down, and eat my lunch like a lady.

Eating should command your full attention. After all, you are bringing things into your body. The act should be civilized and respectful. This cannot be achieved on the subway. If you must snack, do so in a controlled and civilized manner. Pop into a café and have a seat to enjoy your cappuccino and croissant.

Allow Yourself to Feel Hungry

So many of us snack because we don’t want to feel hungry. I learned in France that feeling hungry is a very good thing. You’re not starving. You have an appetite, which is the result of lots of stimulating activity.

My days in Paris were extremely active. I was out all day long, walking in the city, going to classes, meeting with friends. I built up a tremendous appetite! And that marvelous appetite would be satisfied every evening when I came home and dined with Famille Chic. I was able to appreciate Madame Chic’s well-cooked meals and really savor them. If I had spoilt my appetite by indulging in crackers or candy beforehand, I wouldn’t have appreciated her meals at all. Who wants to ruin sole with beurre blanc, new potatoes, and haricots verts, followed by a crème caramel, by eating too much bread before dinner? Not me!

Diagnose the Problem

Many times what we think is hunger is actually something else. If you are eating three balanced meals a day and afternoon tea, you probably aren’t hungry. You might be feeling thirst or acute dehydration. The next time you feel like snacking between meals, have a tall glass of water with lemon instead and wait twenty minutes. Chances are your hunger will dissipate.

If you are not thirsty and you have a feeling you are not really hungry, could you be bored? Most of us have snacked out of boredom at some point in our lives. Amuse yourself with other pursuits—reading a book, getting some fresh air on a walk, or playing the piano . . .

And finally, try not to snack in front of the TV, unless you are watching the Super Bowl.

Make Dining Well a Priority

Of course, all this effort to not snack is futile if you are not eating at least three balanced meals a day. Do you feel like you can never get ahead when it comes to planning meals? Are you always wondering where your next meal will come from? (Take out? Delivery? Rummaging around the kitchen cabinets?) Are you slightly neurotic when it comes to food? Maybe snacks are taking the place of meals in your life.

Famille Chic made meals a priority and enjoyed them ritualistically. There was not one night where we considered ordering pizza delivery because there was nothing for dinner. Or, even worse, stood above the kitchen sink while eating a bowl of cereal at nine p.m. because dinner failed to happen. (We’ve all been there—especially me. I’m not denying it!)

Madame Chic had a set of recipes that she made very well, and she provided them in rotation. The pantry was always stocked with the ingredients to make a satisfying meal. On the nights when we didn’t have a spectacular casserole or some other delight, we would have salad with select cuts of cured meats from the charcuterie. Even this dinner held importance, and the tray of cured meats (salamis, sopressatas, etc.) was passed around the table as though it held the most exquisite delicacies.

Every day they enjoyed real food (no fake butter, fake sugar, or diet anything). Their meals were rich, decadent, and very traditionally French.




Le Recap

• Boost the quality of the meals you do have to reduce the craving for snack foods.

• Make dining well a priority.

• Decorate your home for not snacking. Go for aesthetics first and comfort second. (After all, if you feel like lying down, you can always go to bed.)

• When you do snack, pick only high-quality foods. Never settle.

• Never eat while walking, driving, or standing. Avoid eating on the go at all costs.

• Allow yourself to feel a little bit of hunger to build up a healthy appetite.

• Stay hydrated throughout the day with water.

• Always consult your doctor before starting any new eating routine and work out what is best for you.

• Make preparing balanced meals a priority in your life and keep your pantry stocked.

• And remember: mindless snacking is so not chic!




Chapter 2
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DEPRIVE YOURSELF NOT
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I have never consistently eaten better, nor enjoyed my food more, than when I lived in Paris with Famille Chic. This was a family who, gastronomically speaking, led a rather enviable existence.

Breakfast consisted of toasted tartines with real butter and homemade jam, among other delights. Lunch was either taken outside the home or, if inside the home, often consisted of leftovers from the previous evening. Occasionally Madame Chic would have her girlfriends over for lunch, in which case she would make something light like fish and steamed vegetables with a delicate sauce, or a quiche and salad. Dinner was at least a three-course affair every evening. A typical weeknight meal would be something like leek soup, followed by roast chicken with braised endive and new potatoes, followed by a salad, followed by a strawberry tart and finally the cheese course. Dinner was most often a French meal; Madame Chic did not experiment with other cuisines. There was always a protein (usually chicken, eggs, fish, or beef), vegetables, and rich sauces. Cheese was offered every night—as was dessert!

As an American, and specifically a Southern Californian, I was initially a bit hesitant when confronted with these decadent meals. Was I going to become fat while living in France? I had hoped to return home to my friends and family chic and mysterious—perhaps with a new haircut à la Sabrina, not with a new spare tire around my waist. But then I observed Famille Chic. The entire family (Monsieur, Madame, and their son) were in great shape; none was overweight. They were living testaments to the famous French paradox. Hmm. If they didn’t gain any weight, perhaps I wouldn’t either.

And I didn’t. Living in France really changed my entire attitude toward food and how to dine well. Not only did I not gain weight while living in Paris but I have maintained my desired weight back home in America even after having had a baby.

To “deprive yourself not” means many things. Deprive yourself not of rich and decadent foods, deprive yourself not of dessert and sweet treats, and deprive yourself not of the experience of fine dining—dining where you totally enjoy yourself and nourish not only your body but your soul as well.

The following are my thoughts and observations on how to dine well, maintain a healthy physique, and deprive yourself not of the joyous experience that is eating.

Attitude and Passion

Attitude is extremely important if you are to enjoy your food and nourish your body. Famille Chic had a very healthy and positive attitude toward food. In the morning Madame Chic would eagerly ask me which of her homemade jams I would prefer, “Fraise? Ou marmelade d’orange?”

In the evening when we would all sit together à table, we would often discuss the merits of the food we were eating. Did you know this wine came from this region? The key to this sauce is heavy cream! Or, the apricots on this tart are very succulent; yes, we must have this tart again soon. When the cheese course came out every evening on its humble platter, Monsieur Chic would (without fail) turn to me and offer up a slice of Camembert, proclaiming it to be the “roi du fromage,” the king of all cheese.

In America most people groan when a decadent meal is placed before them. “This must have a lot of cream in it! I’ll have to hit the gym tomorrow!” or “How many calories do you think this has?” During the many dinners I had in France with different people (not just Famille Chic), I never heard any references to calorie counting or thighs expanding. I just heard honest and passionate discussion of the culinary matter at hand.

While having a positive attitude toward food won’t stop you from gaining weight, it is the foundation of a healthy relationship with your food and the basis for dining well. If you obsess about what food will do to your figure, your self-deprivation may cause you to overindulge in a particularly decadent meal. Or you might think that because you are going to work it off in the gym the next day, you can have seconds or a bigger portion. If you just have a healthy attitude and small, satisfying portions, you won’t have to worry so much.

When Monsieur Chic described Camembert as the roi du fromage, he did so with ardor and relish. I found his nightly personification of the cheese to be amusing and sincere. When was the last time you heard someone speak about food passionately and unself-consciously? Monsieur Chic would never say, “This Camembert is the king of all cheeses!” and then, “Unfortunately it’s going to go straight to my love handles.” There is absolutely no point in canceling your passion with negativity. You might as well have not said (or eaten) anything at all.

And finally, I will add that proclaiming one’s food neurosis to the dinner table is so not chic.

Mindfulness

To do two things at once is to do neither.

—Publilius Syrus

This is one of my favorite quotes on multitasking and it absolutely pertains to eating. Before I lived in Paris, it was not uncommon to see me eating a meal standing up, perhaps at my kitchen counter, with my cell phone lodged between my ear and my shoulder. Or worse yet, in front of the TV. By the time the meal was over, I wouldn’t have known I had eaten anything at all.

Famille Chic was very mindful when it came to eating. There was never a moment when I saw a member of their household having a meal where they were not seated, with good posture, napkin on lap, knife and fork in hand, engaging in civilized conversation. And this included breakfast!

The Delicacy Technique

A delicacy can be something rather strange like frogs legs (and yes, I like those), or it can be something rather exciting like black truffles (which I also like). A delicacy is something rare—a treat, if you will.

When I feel as though I’m forgetting to pay attention to what I eat, I employ what I call the delicacy technique.

Think about how you would eat a delicacy if it was placed in front of you. You wouldn’t mindlessly jam it into your mouth while you simultaneously check your iPhone, would you? No, you might ooh and ahh a bit, share an excited smile with your dining companion, place a cloth napkin on your lap, carefully pick up your knife and fork, and go in for a taste. You would bring the food to your mouth slowly, taste and savor it. You would discuss it. You would enjoy.

Just imagine if you did this with everything you ate. If you treated mealtime as sacred—no matter what the circumstances. You would be more likely to eat high-quality foods and fully appreciate them. Your attitude toward food would instantly be healthier. Ultimately you would eat less because you would be attuned to your body and know when you’ve had enough.

Moderation

My husband and I recently vacationed in Barbados to celebrate the New Year. We stayed in a tiny but luxurious hotel on the waterfront with only a handful of couples and families. There was one French couple at the hotel whom I particularly enjoyed observing. I would have known they were French without their uttering even one word of French. The woman was always presentable yet not overdone. She had a rather insouciant attitude and spent the majority of her time discussing films, politics, and art with her male companion. (Yes, I eavesdropped.) But I was most impressed by her attitude toward food.

Our hotel offered a sumptuous complimentary breakfast buffet every morning. It seemed every possible breakfast choice was available: pancakes, bacon, scrambled eggs, baked beans, hash browns, bagels and cream cheese. I am terrible when it comes to buffets. I want to try it all so that I know what’s good, you see. But the Frenchwoman I observed had a large bowl of fruit, plain yogurt, and a cup of coffee every morning . . . completely ignoring the other tempting options! I kept thinking that the fruit was her appetizer and waited for her to get up and grab some pancakes or at least scrambled eggs. But no, that never happened. She was completely unfazed by all the tempting options, enjoying her bowl of fruit and talking passionately with her male companion.

It was her healthy attitude toward food that enabled her to ignore all the tempting options day to day at the breakfast buffet—of that I’m convinced.

Despite the Frenchwoman’s example, I would eat a huge breakfast every morning. I thought, Ooh, look at all these goodies! I’d better try them all since I don’t get this back at home! There is something about being on vacation that unleashes the glutton in me, but the French lady I observed did not have the same issue. I’m assuming what she had at the buffet was what she had every day back in France. She seemed to see no reason to change her morning routine. She seemed to be enjoying her breakfast, not depriving herself of the cornucopia of foods offered. Her exercise in moderation gave me a lot to think about.

Presentation

The presentation of food is a vital key to enjoying what you are eating and not overindulging. If your food is presented beautifully, you are more likely to pause and appreciate it, rather than gulp it down. I never paid much attention to how my food was presented before I lived in Paris. But one night, that all changed.

Early one evening, Madame Chic and I were in the kitchen. The window was open and the warm Parisian breeze accompanied us as we cooked. The dessert we were making was a strawberry tart. I cut and hulled the berries while Madame Chic made her pâte sucrée from scratch. I helped her roll it out onto the tart pan, which had gotten a great deal of use over the years. Then Madame Chic instructed me to place the strawberries in the lined tart pan. I eagerly dumped them on top of the crust, rearranged them slightly, and looked up at Madame for the next step.

I was met not with instructions on what to do next but with a look of horror from Madame Chic.

“Jennifer,” she said (in French, of course), “non! You must arrange the strawberries artfully, symmetrically, all around the dish. Avec precision!”

“Oh,” I said, looking down at my tart—with its haphazardly arranged strawberries. I thought it looked rather nice—artistic, if one were being kind.

Showing me how it should be done, she proceeded to arrange the berries around the perimeter of the crust, spiraling them in as she went. I finished it off and in the center we placed the nicest-looking berry. Then we proceeded to drizzle on the glaze. Madame Chic, with palpable satisfaction, declared the tart to be “complete.”

Making that strawberry tart with Madame Chic was a powerful moment for me. It taught me that no occasion is too small to live well. That perfect little strawberry tart wasn’t made for a party or to impress guests. It was made for her family—her husband, son, and me—on a weeknight.

By practicing the best for you and your family on a daily basis, you train your mind and palate to have a healthy attitude toward food and mealtime, and you send the message that you and your family are special enough to receive all the joy that food brings to the table.

Le Petit Déjeuner

Breakfast (or le petit déjeuner) in France is a very important ritual. Growing up in California, I knew that breakfast was certainly important, but it never held much ritualistic value. I would usually scarf down a bowl of Cheerios or a piece of toast and call it a morning. Things, I would discover, were very different in Paris.

Monsieur Chic would get up very early every morning to go to work (long before I would get up). He would rise for breakfast at 5:45 a.m. and be out the door by 6:30. Madame Chic would rise before him and have his breakfast prepared by the time he got up. And as you can imagine, breakfast chez Famille Chic was more than a piece of toast and a cup of coffee.

I discovered this on my first morning in the house. After spending a night getting acquainted with the sensation of hunger, I greatly anticipated breakfast. Still in my pajamas (Should I have breakfast before or after I showered and dressed?), I walked timidly back to the kitchen. There I heard the soft hum of the radio and the gentle clanking of dishes. Madame Chic, although in her dressing gown when she first got up to make breakfast for her husband, was now completely dressed and ready for the day (which answered my question about whether I should get dressed before eating breakfast.) She made a comment about how I must like to faire la grasse matinée (sleep in). I remember looking at the clock and, seeing it was 7:30 a.m., thinking, She doesn’t know from sleeping in!

Madame Chic ushered me to the tiny kitchen table, which was adorned with a plethora of delicacies. She asked if I preferred tea or coffee (tea in the morning) and she proceeded to pour my steaming cup of tea into a breakfast bowl. Oui, you read that correctly—a bowl.

Yes, I thought perhaps I had gone mad or that the jet lag was getting to me or maybe Madame Chic had run out of teacups, but the following day I noticed it again. Tea was drunk chez Famille Chic out of breakfast bowls. And it wasn’t just Famille Chic. I learned that most French people drink their morning beverage out of bowls.

Along with tea, served ceremoniously in a bowl, a typical breakfast would include

• fresh fruit

• fromage blanc (a delightful fresh cheese with a consistency similar to yogurt that can be eaten with a sprinkling of sugar)

• a slice from last night’s tart (usually apple, apricot, or strawberry—homemade by Madame Chic)

• toasted baguette with jam, otherwise known as a tartine (the jam always homemade—strawberry, blackberry, and orange marmalade being her favorites)

Every morning Madame Chic displayed these breakfast options beautifully on the table. Even though we were having breakfast in the less formal kitchen, we would sit with our cloth napkins and good table manners and nourish ourselves for the start of the day. The soothing sounds tinkling from the radio, combined with the comforting aroma of toasted bread, sweet jam, and tea, provided a delightful daily ritual I greatly looked forward to, and it started me off on the right foot for whatever adventures were to come.
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