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Each sort of cheese reveals a pasture of a different green, under a different sky.

— Italo Calvino


Part One

Autumn


Chapter 1

I stared at the test in disbelief. It was hard to come to terms with the fact that such a life-changing moment could be happening while my pants were around my ankles. A baby, un bébé – no matter what language I said the word in, it sounded terrifying.

Merde! I thought, pulling up my pants and flushing. How did I manage this? When I’d picked up the test the night before, it had been more as an aid to settle what I thought was just an overactive imagination. I’d never dreamt that it would come back positive. I stuffed the tiny, life-changing blue dye stick into my bra and took a deep breath.

‘Bonjour, ma belle,’ Serge’s voice called out from the kitchen.

‘Bonjour,’ I said, joining him.

‘Did you sleep well?’ he asked me in French, handing me a large mug of coffee.

We’re going to have a baby, we’re never going to sleep again! I wanted to scream. Instead I replied with, ‘Très bien. Et toi?’ I felt like I was on autopilot, not really thinking about what I was saying, and distracted by trying to figure out when I was going to tell Serge that he was going to become a papa. He nodded and walked over to hug me. I ducked away from his embrace, figuring that a test falling out of my bra might give the game away rather quickly.

‘I’ve got to run,’ I said, switching to English and blowing him a kiss. ‘I need to stop at the chemist before work . . .’ And pick up a few more pregnancy tests, I added in my head.

‘Is everything OK?’ he asked.

‘Of course, just stress headaches,’ I said. At least the ‘stress’ part was true.

I took a quick sip of coffee – and immediately spat it back out, remembering that too much caffeine wasn’t supposed to be good for pregnant women.

Serge looked at me sideways and I waved my hand in front of my mouth. ‘Too hot,’ I told him with an apologetic look as I regretfully tipped the remainder of the delicious liquid down the sink.

‘No problem, Bella,’ he said with a smile. Serge had taken to calling me Bella recently. A combination of belle and Ella. It was charming and adorable, just like him. I had a vision of me telling him the news then, of his muscular arms engulfing me, and of his face beaming with joy, but for some reason I couldn’t quite make the words come out of my mouth. I had to get my head around the implications of being pregnant in France first.

I’d only started dating Serge earlier in the year, although our friendship had been brewing since my first day in Paris when I’d stumbled into his fromagerie and had christened him Mr Cheeseman. We’d been through a lot together, from me innocently betting him I could eat 365 types of French cheese in one year, to him then helping me win the bet; from him stealing a kiss after a decadent cheese dinner, to me stealing a kiss back after realising I was in love with him.

When I’d arrived in Paris, I hadn’t been looking to get into a relationship, but had quickly fallen head over heels for a villain named Gaston. It was a ridiculous rebound tryst that in hindsight was as foolish a relationship as I could have gotten myself into. But Gaston was suave. And at the time, nursing a broken heart from a failed long-term relationship in Australia, I fell under the spell of his French charms; the very same ‘French charms’ that led to me walking in on him in bed with two other people – neither of them me – a few months later. That was hopefully the last lesson I’d ever need on how to stop falling for idiots.

After having my own rather dramatic down-and-out-in-Paris moment, I realised what a fool I’d been to remain oblivious to the real hero in my story, Serge. He wasn’t the type of guy I’d normally go for – which mostly meant that he was kind and cared about what was important to me – but I’d been blind to true love for long enough. So I’d fled Paris to accost him on a cheese-buying trip in the Loire Valley and tell him how I felt. It was a grand gesture and thankfully, for both my happiness and my pride, it had worked.

And Serge had ended up being everything I’d never imagined I could have in a boyfriend. He was sturdy and sweet; adventurous and determined; a hopeless romantic and a fierce advocate for French culture and tradition, which manifested in his absolute devotion to, and adoration of, French cheese.

Since my declaration of love, our relationship had blossomed beautifully and I adored the man. Sure we had our differences, including his abhorrence for all things technology – including my own cheese-devoted Instagram account, which had gained his fromagerie a bit of a cult following among Anglophone tourists – but in other matters, we mostly saw eye to eye.

Still, I couldn’t help wondering if thrusting a baby into our relationship was just asking for trouble. We’d been seeing each other for less than a year. We hadn’t even had a major argument yet. We certainly hadn’t discussed having children together. Could a mutual love of cheese, Paris and each other be enough to get us through this?

I was relieved to have the day ahead of me at work to continue to mull things over. All this introspection felt a little too serious for this early in the morning.

*

It was cold when I stepped outside. The summer warmth had seemed to evaporate as soon as I’d flipped the calendar over to October. There’s a specific smell in Paris that I’d come to associate with autumn and winter. It was a combination of warm air escaping from the Métro grilles and of cooking scents wafting from school canteens. Occasionally sneaking into the mix is a slight waft of urine, but thankfully the frequent autumn rain helped wash that away.

I wasn’t surprised to find Tim already in the Food To Go Go office when I arrived. Since getting additional funding earlier in the year, he had been putting in long hours in the office. The company was understaffed but somehow managed to keep growing despite everyone, including Tim, wondering how it was even staying afloat. But Tim was determined, and his passion for good-quality delivery food seemed to fuel our success.

‘Oh, hey Ella,’ he said. He sounded exhausted.

‘Everything OK?’ I asked.

‘Rough night with the baby.’

I sympathised. ‘She’s still not sleeping?’

‘No, she’s like the devil. I feel like I’ll never function normally again.’

‘How old is she now?’ I asked.

‘She’s nearly ten months . . .’ he lamented.

‘And it’s still bad?’ Normally I would have dismissed Tim’s baby complaints. Why have kids if you enjoy sleep? I’d figured. But I had more at stake now.

‘Oh God, yes and more. My advice is don’t have a baby – at least not if you want to maintain some semblance of a normal life. Compared to being a parent, this shite is easy,’ he said, waving around at the empty desks in our office.

I laughed, hoping Tim was exaggerating, but his face remained sombre, the dark circles under his eyes almost making him look like a zombie. Shit, I thought, sitting down and turning on my computer.

I raced through some work but kept getting distracted by thoughts of the pregnancy. I needed some time to obsess over the morning’s events and figure out what the hell I was going to do. I asked Tim if he wanted me to grab him a coffee. He got up and hugged me.

‘Get me a three-shot latte, Ella. It’s going to be a long day.’

Thankfully our new office was a short walk from Flat White, what I’d probably consider one of Paris’s best coffee shops (completely unbiased by the fact that I’d worked there for close to a year; or by the fact that I still received a friends and family discount). I was relieved to see Chris’s smiling face behind the machine when I walked in.

I fell onto a stool by the counter. It felt comforting to be in the café, on familiar turf, the warmth of the oven and the aroma of chocolate chip cookies almost making me forget about the pregnancy test that I’d now stashed away in my handbag. I often found myself pining for the ease and familiarity of working at Flat White. As much as I liked working in an office, I certainly missed the social interaction that came with the café.

‘So what can I get for you, El?’ Chris asked, his Australian accent making me feel even more at home. ‘The usual?’

‘Sure,’ I said without thinking. ‘No, wait . . . Do you have decaf?’

‘Huh? Of course we don’t have decaf. Blasphemy! What’s going on?’

‘Nothing’s going on,’ I said, while hoping that the sudden rush of blood to my cheeks wasn’t as visible as it felt. ‘I’m just cutting down on coffee. I’ll grab a hot chocolate.’

Chris raised his eyebrows but didn’t say anything more. He was always the gentleman when it came to me, which was surprising because he was quite the ladies’ man about town otherwise. Despite both of us being from Melbourne, we’d only met when I’d started working at Flat White shortly after arriving in Paris and we’d been friendly ever since. I’d found him handsome in those early days, but nothing had ever happened between us because I wasn’t French, and Chris had a penchant for dating (mostly emotionally unstable) French women. But now, I was grateful for his friendship. Outside of his relationship dramas, he was serious about coffee and he was a sturdy friend. He almost felt like the brother I never had.

‘And I’ll get a triple-shot latte for Tim,’ I said.

‘Still with the baby troubles?’ Chris asked, all too aware of Tim’s change of pace since becoming a father, not so secretly mourning the loss of his drinking pal.

‘Yep,’ I said. ‘Better give us some of those cookies as well.’

‘You bet ya.’

*

I walked back to work slowly, cradling our takeaway cups to keep them warm. Taking a sip of my drink, I was rudely reminded that it wasn’t coffee, and that I was destined to be ordering hot chocolates for some time to come. And then I started thinking about how having a baby would affect my life in France, and how it would affect my relationship with Serge.

Is it even a good time for us to be considering it? I was in a good place at work and I felt at home in Paris. I had colleagues and friends and felt like I had a good support network. And Serge had just decided to open another branch of his fromagerie and was scouting locations. He was motivated and was looking forward to expanding his business. Surely a baby would slow that down. Perhaps he would even come to resent this interruption to his plan.

And does he even want children? I’d been shocked when he told me that he’d been married before, but I knew that things with his ex-wife had been tense long before they’d decided to divorce, which was why I’d assumed they’d never had a child themselves.

And what about me? Do I want a baby? And do I want a French baby? Back when I was in Australia, I’d thought I’d wanted to have kids. Then, after my sudden break-up with my long-term boyfriend Paul, I told myself I’d need to be one hundred per cent certain with a man before even contemplating adding children. And while I was certain about my love for Serge, I couldn’t be certain about how he’d react to my news. Oh God! Will I have to raise this baby alone? Just when life was finally trotting along smoothly . . .

I was then struck by another harsh realisation. Being pregnant meant no more French wine, no gooey cheese – Oh, mon Dieu! No gooey cheese! – and I could only imagine what else.

Plus, I knew nothing about growing a child, let alone what to do with one once it was born.

I tried to calculate when I could have fallen pregnant. I figured that it couldn’t have been more than six weeks earlier. Serge and I’d had a pretty raunchy weekend in Provence towards the end of summer and I was sure that we hadn’t been as careful with protection as we could have been. I guess that much is obvious now!

I’d like to say the sex had been worth it, but that would have to be assessed over the next eighteen years or so. Regardless of how it happened – and not to get distracted by the memory of the delicious act itself – it was a relief to realise that the pregnancy was still in an early enough stage to leave us with options. Even so, I knew it was a decision I’d have to make with Serge. He was my life in Paris, and our relationship was the whole reason I’d stayed in France. But how can I tell him that I’m worried about how much pressure a baby will put on our relationship? That if things don’t work out, we’ll have some very difficult decisions to make?

It was in moments of agonising like this that I desperately missed working with Clotilde. She’d recommended me for the job at Food To Go Go, where she was working, after we’d become flatmates, but she’d moved on months ago to pursue a career in modelling. Now, she spent most of her time travelling and working overseas. She would have known what to say to make me feel better. Pretty much since the day I’d met her, she’d been great at helping me sort out my life in France. Even when I’d busted Gaston – who, in a complicated turn of events, ended up being her cousin – she’d taken my side, navigating me through with plenty of wine and moral support. After Serge, she was the person I was closest to in France and her recent string of trips abroad had made things in Paris a little lonelier. Thankfully, she would be back this weekend from her month-long work stint in New York. If I hadn’t had the guts to tell Serge about the baby by then, I was sure she’d help me figure out a plan.

I forced myself to ignore any more thoughts of having a child so I could focus on work. Somehow I even managed to shelve the question of how to tell Serge as a future-Ella-problem. But when 6 p.m. rolled around and the office emptied out, the pressing feeling was back in my tummy. Hoping it was in part due to hunger, I used my phone to check the food safety recommendations for pregnant women just in case we were destined for a cheese dinner (not an unusual occurrence, as fromage was pretty much a prerequisite at any meal with Serge).

The search results were as bad as I was expecting. No soft cheeses unless they were pasteurised (which in France they hardly ever were, so au revoir Chabichou, Sainte-Maure and Valençay); no mould-ripened soft cheese (bye bye Brie, Camembert and goat cheese); and no blue-veined cheese (farewell Roquefort). I tried to look on the bright side; there was still Comté. And Gouda and Gruyère. At least all was not lost.

*

‘What shall we eat tonight?’ Serge asked with a raise of his eyebrow when I got home. He held up a Neufchâtel, the heart-shaped cow’s milk cheese from Normandy. I could see more cheese varieties lining our kitchen bench.

‘I’m not sure I feel like cheese,’ I said, trying to sound cheery despite wanting to cry.

Serge looked at me like I was a stranger. ‘Ella, ça va?’ he asked.

‘Of course I’m OK, I just thought maybe we’d eaten enough rich food recently. Perhaps we should have a cheese break. A cheese-tox?’

‘This seems like a very bad idea, Ella.’

‘You’re right. Can we just keep it simple then? Some thirty-month-old Comté?’

I knew full well that aged Comté was hardly ‘simple’, but if I was to live through the next nine months on a cheese-restricted diet, then why not go all out on those varieties I could still consume? I was sure bébé would agree with my logic.

‘Good idea,’ Serge said, seeming relieved. As he began placing packages back in the fridge, I thought about all the wheels of Brie and ash-coated goat cheeses that were screaming to be eaten, regretting not having had the chance to organise one last sweet goodbye party with them.

Serge made us pork chops and Puy lentils while I pretended to have some work to finish on my laptop. He brought me in a glass of red wine, which taunted me as I googled the chances of getting a false-positive pregnancy test (very slim) and then looked up ways to tell your boyfriend that you’re pregnant. I felt uneasy as I read through articles suggesting things like: ‘Why not present the father-to-be with the positive pregnancy test and a little baby outfit?’ or ‘Give them a tee shirt that says “World’s Best Dad”.’ But all this seemed a little contrived, especially for a down-to-earth guy like Serge.

It was too hard keeping the pregnancy a secret with offers of coffee, wine and gooey cheese flying about. That, and I knew I’d need Serge’s help figuring out how to navigate the French medical system.

Part of me was also desperate to know whether or not he’d be supportive of the news. It almost felt like a relationship test; one that I wasn’t yet ready to administer, but that I was still keen to know the results of.

When Serge sang out that dinner was ready, I grabbed my untouched glass of wine, shut my laptop and took a few deep breaths. It’s now or never, Ella! You’ve got this!

I began to eat immediately. I was ravenous. Is it because of the pregnancy? Perhaps it was just nerves. While I was inhaling dinner, Serge started telling me how an American lady had visited his store earlier that day looking to buy a tower of different cheeses for her wedding.

‘And she kept insisting that she wanted all the cheeses to be piled on top of each other, from big at the bottom to little at the top. And I kept telling her that each type of cheese should be kept separate so she didn’t ruin the flavours, but she wouldn’t listen.’

‘You can’t buy taste,’ I joked, but Serge was already all worked up.

‘She told me that she didn’t need advice; she just wanted to order the cheese. But I didn’t want her to be disappointed at her wedding – after all, it’s such an important day – so I also informed her that the formation of the cheese, all piled into a “cake” format, would make it impossible to cut. But then she showed me a picture of one – I knew logistically it wouldn’t work but yes, maybe it looked quite appealing . . . It was incredibly frustrating.’

I laughed. Serge was very particular about how cheese should be served and the American bride sounded like she couldn’t have cared less. I wished I’d been there to witness the exchange.

‘So, did she end up ordering something or did you scare her off?’ I asked.

‘Of course, she placed a large order, but I will write strict instructions for cheese serving and include them in the delivery. Then it is her loss if she chooses aesthetics over flavour. At least that way I don’t have to lose sleep.’

‘Speaking of sleep,’ I said, figuring this was as good an entry point as I was going to get, ‘I have some news.’

‘As do I,’ he countered.

‘Oh,’ I mumbled in surprise. What on earth could Serge have to tell me? ‘You first, then.’

‘I think I’ve found the location for our new fromagerie in the sixth arrondissement. It is parfait. Apparently the old store-holder, a shoemaker of all things, had been there for thirty years. But he died,’ he said matter-of-factly.

‘Oh,’ I said, about to express my condolences.

‘So it’s now available,’ Serge continued. ‘I need to let the agent know as soon as possible. Even tonight. What do you think?’

He pulled out the real-estate listing with photos of the location. I still wasn’t sure how, if at all, the pregnancy would affect Serge’s ability to take on another store. I wondered if maybe I should wait to tell him.

‘Are you sure you want the responsibility of a second store?’ I asked.

‘Mais oui,’ he said. ‘It is already decided, non?’

‘Yes,’ I said, stalling. ‘But do you have time? You’ve been so busy recently.’

‘Fanny has already agreed to take on more at the original location while it gets off the ground,’ he said.

‘Oh good,’ I said flatly.

‘You don’t think it is a good idea?’ he asked.

‘It’s not exactly that . . .’ I said.

‘What’s the problem, then?’ he asked.

‘No problem, it sounds great,’ I said, forcing a smile.

‘Bon,’ he said, as though that was that.

‘Bon,’ I said.

‘And what did you want to tell me?’ he asked, slicing off a huge chunk of pork and putting it into his mouth. I waited a few seconds and let him chew, worried he might choke.

No point beating around the bush any further, I figured.

‘I’m pregnant.’

He coughed awkwardly. ‘You’re what?’ he asked.

‘Je suis enceinte,’ I repeated. I’d learned the French word for ‘pregnant’ while taking the test that morning; a pretty handy addition to my vocab list, all things considered.

‘Bébé,’ I said pointing at my stomach for extra effect.

Serge looked at me, mouth agape, and took a large gulp of wine.

‘Oh là là,’ was all he could say, shaking his head.


Chapter 2

Right when I was getting worried that Serge had suffered a silent heart attack, I asked him if he understood what I was saying.

‘It’s hard not to understand, Ella, but are you sure?’ he asked. My heart sank, as his expression remained blank.

‘I’m pretty sure, yes. But it’s still early so anything could happen. I think it must have been from our weekend in Provence,’ I said.

He let out a chuckle and gave me a knowing nod with raised eyebrows. I waited for the gravity of what I’d told him to sink in. I kept wishing that he’d get up and hug me, tell me that everything would be perfect.

Instead he said, ‘Right,’ and stood up, clearing our plates and whisking away my still-full wine glass.

‘Is that all you have to say?’ I called after him, getting progressively worried. He started doing the dishes loudly and I left him to process while I waited nervously at the table. I guess I’d had all day to try to come to terms with what that tiny cross on the pregnancy test meant (and still, I wasn’t sure how my life, or our lives, would change because of it). Maybe he just needed a few minutes.

Serge came back to the table with the Comté, another (very) full glass of wine for himself and a glass of water for me.

‘Ma Bella,’ he started, drawing out these two simple words, making me feel like minutes elapsed before he continued, ‘Are you OK?’

‘Sure. I mean, it’s a bit of a shock, but I don’t have any symptoms or anything. Not yet anyway,’ I bumbled, not really understanding what he was asking.

‘No, not physically. With the news. Is this what you want?’ I could tell he was judging my reactions, feeling me out in the same way that I was trying to feel him out.

So I rambled. ‘Well I hadn’t really thought about it before, to be honest. I’m so happy with you and we’re in such a good place relationship-wise, and I’m not sure I’ve actually considered the repercussions of having a child here.’

Serge looked a little lost, so I slowed down. I often forgot that English wasn’t his first language, despite his dreamy accent when he spoke it. I took a breath. ‘I think it could be good,’ I said, feeling immediately like I was out on the edge of a bridge begging for a reason not to step forward.

‘Me too,’ he said after a short pause. I leaped back to safety. Relief surged through me and I got up and hugged him. He pulled me onto his lap and kissed me.

‘It’s what you want?’ he asked, wrapping his arms around me again.

‘As long as you want it too,’ I said, enjoying feeling cocooned and safe for the first time since peeing on the stick that morning.

‘Ah, oui. A very happy accident,’ he said.

The moment of bliss was, however, short-lived. Serge sat me back down on my own chair, grabbed both my shoulders and said to me seriously, ‘Things will have to change, Ella.’

‘Huh? Why?’ I asked.

‘Well, I think it would be silly to take on a new lease and open a second branch of the fromagerie now.’

‘Oh no,’ I said. I’d worried that this might be the case.

‘Mais oui, I think we’ll have enough to worry about with the pregnancy and baby’s arrival.’

‘But what about the perfect location you found? You’ve been planning the second store for ages,’ I said.

‘These things can wait, Ella,’ he said, pragmatically.

‘But are you sure they have to?’ I asked, feeling guilty that he could so easily put a dream on hold.

‘Of course, and we’ll have to move,’ he said, which seemed even more out of the blue.

‘To where? Not back to Australia?’ I asked, shocked.

Despite it seeming like a logical conclusion in retrospect, it hadn’t yet occurred to me that I might move home. My life was here in Paris.

‘Non, non, non,’ he said. ‘Unless you want to?’

‘Non,’ I said, offended. ‘J’adore la France!’

Serge looked relieved. ‘But still, we can’t have a baby here,’ he said.

‘Huh?’ I asked, looking around at Serge’s gorgeous apartment and wondering why we’d need to relocate. ‘Babies don’t take up much room.’

‘A baby cannot grow up in such a cramped home. It’s not good for their creativity and development. Nor for our relationship.’

I sat mute, surprised at Serge’s sudden sure-headedness on the topic. I wondered if he’d already thought this through. ‘Yes, we’ll need to move somewhere with more space,’ he added. ‘We could get a house with a garden. Maybe even get some animals.’

‘That sounds idyllic, but can we afford that in Paris?’ I asked.

He laughed. ‘Ella, you do know there is a France outside of central Paris, don’t you?’

My jaw dropped.

‘Not for me, there’s not,’ I said. Admittedly, a garden sounded nice, but the thought of leaving our neighbourhood and setting up somewhere new terrified me. Besides, I was an inner-city person. And it had taken me long enough to learn how to live here like a local. I didn’t want to go through that again.

‘Do you remember when you came to meet me in the Loire Valley?’ he asked.

‘Of course I do,’ I said.

‘Well, that is the real France. The France where people still say “Bonjour” when they pass each other in the street, where they return home from work to eat lunch as a family, where you can walk down the road without smelling somebody else’s piss.’

‘And?’ I asked.

‘And maybe it’s time you experienced what life can be like outside of the capital?’

‘Let’s not get ahead of ourselves, Serge. Maybe we should just wait and see how things play out with the pregnancy.’

‘Let me take care of things, Bella. You go rest.’

‘I’m only a few weeks pregnant. I don’t need to rest,’ I protested.

He shushed me, handed me the plate of Comté and told me to go to the couch. Wide-eyed, I obeyed – I mean, eating Comté on the couch was one of my favourite things, and I figured that Serge probably just needed some more time to acclimatise to the news.

Lying down and feeding myself slivers of cheese like a Roman goddess might feed herself grapes, I tried to imagine leaving Paris. I didn’t get far. I loved our quartier, Le Marais, and I loved living near my work and Serge’s fromagerie.

I couldn’t imagine leaving our cosy apartment simply because a tiny little human was about to enter our lives. I was sure all Serge’s talk of changing his work plans and moving was just an immediate reaction to the shock. I’d just let him freak out for a while and then I would talk some sense into him.

It’d been an anxiety-inducing day and the mix of the hard, salty cheese and the blanket Serge had insisted on putting over my legs was too comfortable. After a few unintentional head-nods, I gave up trying to fight my eyelids and promptly fell asleep.

I woke up at midnight and saw Serge sitting behind his computer. He leaped up when he saw I was awake and ushered me to bed.

‘What were you doing?’ I asked, so sleepy I could hardly form words.

‘Never mind, Bella, just getting a few things organised.’

I was too tired to protest and allowed him to tuck me in under the blankets.

‘Are you coming?’ I asked.

‘Two more minutes,’ he promised, although I was hardly in any state to adjudicate because within seconds of my head hitting the pillow, I was out cold.

*

When I awoke the next morning, Serge was missing from our bed. I couldn’t be sure if he’d joined me at all last night and the sheets didn’t give away any clues. I stumbled out into the kitchen, where I found him, still on his computer and looking slightly deranged in an old grey sweatshirt and faded blue boxer shorts.

‘Have you been up all night?’ I asked, hugging him from behind and trying to get a look over his shoulder at what he was doing.

‘I had a few hours’ sleep,’ he said, folding his screen shut.

‘Serge, are you sure everything is OK?’ I asked.

‘Of course, this baby really is the most wonderful surprise!’

I breathed a sigh of relief.

‘So what’s with the research then? You do realise that we have nearly nine months to figure all this out, don’t you?’ I asked him.

‘I am just getting my head around things. But I think I have found a solution.’

‘Oh?’ I asked. I hoped I wasn’t about to regret sleeping last night.

‘But let me get a few things in order before I explain my idea,’ he said, evasively. ‘Coffee?’ he offered.

‘I’ll have tea,’ I said.

‘Right, no coffee because of the baby,’ he said, sympathetically.

‘Apparently so.’

He leaned down and kissed my belly, saying hello to the tiny ball of cells currently residing somewhere deep within. At the idea of our little family, I felt love coursing through my body.

I sipped my tea and replayed our conversation, looking for clues. Finally, I said gently, ‘Serge, I’m worried that you think having a baby has to completely change your life.’

‘Oh, Ella, now is not the time to worry,’ he replied.

I wondered what there was to not worry about.

‘Why don’t we get out of the city some time soon? Go see more of the France that I was telling you about,’ he suggested. ‘The fresh air will do us good.’

And the idea of long walks in the countryside did sound nice. Serge and I could ponder and discuss the future, and I could convince him that our current living arrangement would be totally fine with a new addition.

‘Yes! A weekend away just the two of us,’ I said.

‘Or we could go visit Jacques and Marie.’

Jacques was Serge’s friend, and ran a bed and breakfast with his wife Marie near Sainte-Maure de Touraine. Jacques was very French, and very friendly. He’d actually been witness to my declaration of love to Serge when I’d hunted him down in the Loire Valley in a manic state at the end of last winter. His property was beautiful, and it was as far from Paris as you could get in terms of nightlife, or any life other than goats and the occasional spotting of a ruggedly handsome farmer.

‘Sure, I guess that could work too,’ I said, not wanting to shut him down. Besides, it actually made sense that Serge would want to visit the Loire. He probably needed to go back to where he’d grown up with his own parents to come to terms with the news.

He nodded and I felt like we were slowly getting on the same page.

‘So, I guess I should make an appointment to see a doctor,’ I said.

‘Good point. I’ve taken care of that. I made you an appointment for this morning at 9:30 a.m. The doctor apparently speaks English but I’ll come with you for support.’ Serge had clearly sprung into productivity mode.

I looked at my watch. It was already half past eight. I’d desperately wanted to call my Mum or Billie, my best friend back in Australia, to share the news, but it looked like that would have to wait.

Serge shuffled me into the bathroom and told me he was popping out to get me a croissant. I had a vision flash through my mind of him never coming back and of me telling our future child that Papa had gone out on a pastry run and didn’t return. Thankfully, I knew this wasn’t his style.

Serge’s reaction had mostly been very reassuring. He didn’t fight me, he didn’t seem disappointed and he didn’t run for the door. If anything, he just seemed to become even more protective. And I did love him. Although we’d only been together for a short period of time (especially compared to Paul, who I’d been with for close to a decade), I thought he’d make a great papa to our little one.

I inspected my stomach in the bathroom mirror but it looked the same as ever. Not particularly taut, but not giving away any indication that it was harbouring a human either. I gave it a rub before getting ready for the doctor’s appointment.


Chapter 3

‘So, you think you are pregnant?’ Doctor Caron, a petite and quite pretty woman who must have only been in her late twenties, asked in French.

I nodded, wondering when she would switch to English.

‘Well, before we get to any of that, I have a few general questions about . . .’ She spoke quickly and I lost track of what she was saying about halfway through her sentence. My heart was beating loudly in my ears, which didn’t help matters. I looked desperately at Serge. He nodded and told the doctor that he’d help interpret for me. So the questioning about my medical history began, all passed through a surprisingly un-squeamish-looking Serge.

‘So when was the first time you had sex?’ Serge relayed.

‘Oh, um . . .’ I blushed hard. ‘I think I was sixteen,’ I said, attempting an apology to Serge with my eyes.

‘And your monthly periods, were they regular?’

I nodded, mortified. Serge and I hadn’t even peed in front of each other, let alone spoken in detail about our most personal bodily functions.

‘Were they painful?’

I shook my head no.

‘And when did you last get checked for . . .’ Serge faltered, looking for the right word. ‘Sexy diseases?’ he continued.

‘Ah, yes, sexually transmitted diseases,’ the doctor chimed in, by now obviously enjoying the free English lesson.

Oh God! I thought, wanting to disappear. I shot Serge another apologetic look and told him that it had been a couple of years since I was tested. She tapped away on her computer and I wondered what she was noting down.

‘And now the doctor would like to know if this was a planned pregnancy,’ Serge asked, waiting to follow my lead.

I almost burst out laughing, but held it together.

‘Non, but we’re happy,’ I told the doctor. Serge grabbed my hand under the desk and squeezed it.

After more questions about our families’ respective medical histories, the doctor ordered me onto the scales (normally a pastime I tried to avoid) and mentioned something about me not eating too much bread. I looked at her in shock. Is she telling me to watch my weight? How does she even know how much bread I eat anyway? Thankfully she didn’t mention anything about cheese. I might have short-circuited if I’d had to cut back my already pared-back consumption.

While I was still reeling about the idea of eating fewer baguettes, Serge asked the doctor something about whether or not it would be too stressful moving house during the first trimester. He’s still hung up on that? I thought. She gave a hurried response that included something about not lifting anything heavy, and then asked Serge to step outside so she could perform the dating scan. I was ripped back into the present moment.

‘What the hell is a dating scan?’ I asked, grabbing Serge’s hand desperately.

‘To tell how old the baby is,’ he replied, sounding surprised about my lack of knowledge. ‘It will be fine,’ he said as he left the room.

But it didn’t feel fine, it felt terrifying. Even if I made it through the nine months of pregnancy in a foreign country, how the hell was I going to deliver this child in French? It was one thing ordering a wheel of Brie, but delivering a baby in a different language? Oh God!

Doctor Caron was clearly oblivious to my distress and directed me to take off my pants and hop on the examination bed. Normally at this point in Australia, you would have been offered a gown in a fairly feeble attempt to preserve your modesty, but in France it was more of an open book, or open legs, policy. I still wasn’t sure why I even needed to take my pants off, because as far as I knew, she just needed to access my abdomen. It must be to avoid ruining my clothes, I told myself. I’d seen pregnancy ultrasounds a million times on movies and in TV shows and figured I’d just lie back, have goo squirted on my belly and then get to see my tiny baby. But it turns out they glamorise most aspects of pregnancy and giving birth in Hollywood and I was about to learn that the hard way.

She wheeled over a machine and grabbed a long, thin instrument that couldn’t have looked more like a dildo if it tried. Right, I thought. And what the
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