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Saint-Quentin, France
1958
We are migrating to Australia, so we go back to France for a holiday.
‘France!’ sneers Auntie Reeny with Mum well within ear shot, ‘what do you want to go there for?’

‘Quiet Irene!’ snaps Grandma Tarling and Reeny shuts up like a clam. 

Auntie Reeny, Uncle Bert and cousin David live with Gran, in South Wimbledon. Things are not going well since Grandpa died. She fights with Reeny, but she loves David and calls him her ‘Little Lamb’. It’s awful, David being pansied about like some ruddy-protected species.

Grandma tells Daddy that certain things have gone missing. Daddy explains that nothing has gone missing. 

‘What about the broach?’ she questions. 

‘The broach is right here Mum,’ placing it firmly in her hand. This still isn’t sufficient evidence. ‘They’re robbing me!’ she tells Mummy and Daddy, not caring whether or not David and I are listening in.

‘They’re not robbing you,’ says Daddy, ‘they’re looking after you, Mum’.

‘I don’t need any one to look after me!’

‘Well, where are Reeny and Bert to live?’ 

‘I don’t care where they live,’ snaps Grandma, ‘They’re not living here any more. They’re robbing me I tell you!’
And that’s how we say goodbye to Grandma before spending a fortnight in France. 
*

Mummy sees the white cliffs of Dover and begins singing an old Vera Lynn song, Zere’ll be bluebirds over…♫ Mum loves to sing. Her voice cracks a bit. Lots of adults do, when they hear war songs like that one and Lili Marlene, but they still sing them. 

After a really long boat trip we are met at Calais by Anne-Marie’s parents, M et Mme Buriez in their Citroën. Noël Dantec is on the trip too – Yvon’s brother, my playmate, I have never seen countryside like this before. They don’t have it in London.

‘Of course you have’, says Mum, in English. Non maman, jamais. Then she reminds me that we’ve been to Devon a few times, where we drove through countryside around the Salisbury Plain. And Stonehenge. I tell Noël about climbing all over the Aubrey Stones. He says there are similar stones in La Brétagne. Then Noël shows me the new thing, the Bic biro, a plastic self-inking pen, invented in France. I want one.
At St Andrews Primary we’d make our ink from a green-blue paste mixed with water, then we’d pour it into our inkwells and all over our fingers. The Bic is a clean pen. I can’t keep my hands off it. Noël give it to me. Then we arrive at a terrace house which overlooks Les Champs Éllseé (not the famous park in Paris, but here in Saint-Quentin). 

In the middle of the grounds is a Catholic Cathedral, which is so elegant that thinking about the dismal Wood Green Seventh-day Adventist Church makes me ashamed. I wish my parents wouldn’t mention our religion at all. It comes up whenever people offer pork, cigarettes and wine. Plus my parents nag me all day Saturday with ‘don’t do this’ and ‘ne fait pas ça’. 

Our French friends like us. They certainly love the tins of Golden Syrup we’ve brought as gifts They like Daddy because he’s fluent in their language. He rattles off French literature, which amuses them, ‘Je suis jeune, il est vrai; mais aux âmes bien nées, la valeur attend-elle le nombre des années…’. 
‘Corneille,’ says M Buriez.

C’est ça!’

And they find Mummy amusing too. They can’t believe her insistence that she is ‘Brreetish, of course’, not French-Mauritian. 

I scamper around the premises nattering to Noël in French, with nobody questioning my nationality for a change. I eat a remarkable amount of cheese, sip Noël’s table wine when my parents’ heads are turned and I enjoy French comics. In Southgate, I thought the Beano and the Dandy were unbeatable, but here they’ve got Tintin!
The Buriez family treat us extra-well because they are charming polite people, and I’m sure too because we boarded Anne-Marie and looked after Yvon when he found himself stuck with a difficult English family. 

Mum and Dad are driven on sightseeing tours, and I stay home in Saint-Quentin because there’s no room for me in the car. They visit vingerons - wineries – which is a strange place to be taking Mum. I wonder if she’ll complain about alcohol the whole time. I bet she doesn’t. 
Being by myself I go for walks in the park. Sometimes I go alone, other times Mme Buriez keeps me company. I’ve never seen anything like that huge cathedral.  
*
Anne-Marie and I walk down the narrow staircase to the front door where – just as we step onto the footpath - Yvon pulls up on his scooter, flicks a cigarette into his mouth and greets us. He calls Anne-Marie, ma cherie, and me, mon petit Lowell. And just for a treat, after smoking his Gitane, he tells me to hop on the back of his Vespa and away we ride all the way to the canal, around Les Champs Éllseé and back to Anne Marie. They go inside together, I play in the back garden, then after a while I join them upstairs.

Suddenly I hear lots of noise coming from the street, so I race to the upstairs balcony only to see crowds lining the street and a hundred racing bicycles. Qu’esque c’sait?

Le Tour de France, Mme Buriez replies, in a disinterested voice. What do they do Mme Buriez? What’s going on? 
She says they peddle their way around France each year, and it’s a famous race. She says they make it difficult for her to go out and buy the baguettes, le jam and les Easter eggs. She says we’ll have an Easter egg hunt tomorrow, in the backyard, just Noël and me. 

Mummy says heaps of things in French that not even I understand. For example, when she says grace she thanks le Bon Dieu for our pain cotidien. Well, I know pain is bread, but I don’t know the other word, even though I’ve heard it all my life whenever Mum says grace. But the French understand her. Her religion though, is something else. They have enough trouble understanding the Huguenots, so Protestant splinter groups are way too much. Mum tells me that one of our ancestors was a Huguenot – burned for his faith by the Catholics. His name is Jean Calas and he is listed in Fox’s Book of Martyrs. Grandpére has that book, but never found a Jean Calas in there. 

The Seventh-day Adventist religion makes no difference when you’re in someone else’s home. On Sabbath, the TV or radio are on when the Buriez’ feel like turning the switch – and that’s an end to the matter. In Saint-Quentin, Mummy can’t keep a 100% watch on whether or not I am breaking Sabbath. 

After evening meal, M Buriez picked up the champagne bottle, and pours some into my father’s glass, along with Mme Buriez and into his own, (doesn’t offer any to Mum from experience). M Buriez raises his glass to my parents, says salut and takes a drink. 

Tu a bu alcool! I tell Daddy.

I didn’t, he replies falsely.

I saw you!
With the evening meal, little Noël – my age – is given half a glass of wine cut with half a glass of water. As we are sitting next to each other, I sip from his glass as much as I can without being spotted. I drink the remaining dregs from the adults’ glasses after they’ve left the table. Later Noël shows me the liquor cabinet, which I gaze upon with awe. 

Should we? 
Noël says we shouldn’t, because for starters, it’s too obvious. Then if we should chip a crystal glass or drop a bottle, there really would be all hell to pay. 
So, after promising not to talk to strangers, Noël and I take a walk in the park at night. Tonight they’re holding a special Easter Mass with a full choir, which Mum and Dad will attend at the Cathedral. How can that be? In England, Mum dislikes Roman Catholicism, in France it’s suddenly okay. 

I asked her once, what is a Catholic? She answered by telling me about a Catholic priest in Port Louis who tried to run over a Seventh-day Adventist pastor on his bicycle. So that’s Catholics eh? They try to run over cyclists. 

‘On veu rien à faire avec les Catholique’ Mummy told me in England. Whereas in France, where there are nothing but Catholics my parents are going along with all of it – even attending a Catholic Mass at the cathedral, or more precisely, the Basilica.
*
I have grown attached to Le Basilique de Saint-Quentin because I hang around the park every day while my parents visit other places. Noël is my official playmate, but he can’t be here all the time. So I often walk in the Champs Éllseé where we mustn’t walk on the grass. 

Across the park are shops, which are interesting, especially toyshops which have better plastic figurines than we have in Southgate. There are also lots of little cafés on cobbled roads and the canal. After a while I lose interest in the shops, which leaves only one other possible point of interest within walking distance of the house – Le Basilique de Saint-Quentin, with a Gestetnered brochure saying it was built over a period of 300 years with construction starting in 1195. It’s always open to the public.

After hanging around the entrance for a while, I pluck up the courage to follow a two women through the majestic entrance. They dip their fingers in the holy water and cross themselves before walking in. I look up at carvings of geometric shapes as well as a face, which is rather like a pagan god. I know pagan gods because my father has six volumes of Myths & Legends in the room in which I sleep. I see another face, a tearful carved face, staring at me in stained glass. 

A family walks past, the Daddy shows the kids how to dip their fingers in the holy water and cross themselves the right way. They don’t notice me and there’s no one behind me, so I dip my fingers in the holy water too and taste it. It tastes like water. Then I enter the building proper.

The main area is similar to St Andrews Anglican Church, except this has a ceiling so imposing that believing ‘God is in the house’ can never be entirely out of the question. It echoes with the voice of the priest making utterances to a small gathering of people on their knees before him. Others are walking in and out, so I suppose I can walk around too0. I go quite close to the front, slide into a pew and listen. It is all in Latin, very intense, culminating with most listeners walking down the front and eating a wafer and drinking the blood of Christ, which Mummy says is alcohol. 

I’ve got 14 days here with nothing much to do when I’m alone, except hang around this enormous gothic cathedral. I go back again and observe some parishioners lighting candles on which they focus when they pray. In the main area, a woman prostrates herself before a statue of Jesu, another weeps, which is spooky in this echoing silence. No one seems perturbed. 

I stroll home, checking out unusual numberplates on the Renaults, Peugeots and the Citroen cars. When I see Mum I ask where she and Dad went today, she says Rennes. 

So what did you see there? I enquire, in French. She tells me about various historic buildings and something about our family history.

What did you do? she asks, adding, ‘Stop biting your fingernails’ as an aside in French.

I’m not telling her about my secret basilica.
