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From: Paris Rosiello

To: Mark Rosiello

Jun 08; 11:42

Mark,

Got your new email address from your dad. Now locked in a thrilling email exchange with him about bike maintenance. What that man doesn’t know about derailleurs isn’t worth knowing, though the same holds true for a lot of what he does know … There’s a reason he’s my favourite uncle, and it isn’t simply that he’s my only one.

It’s been a while but I think of you often – every time I encounter mention of Hull City or Graham Greene. Think I last saw you at Grandad Al’s funeral. I’m still creasing at your annoyance over the fact everyone kept invoking his being Italian despite, in your words, him ‘being as Italian as Dolmio sauce’. Not enough withering cynicism at funerals these days for my liking.

Forgive my piss-poor communication recently. I seem to remember you left me a voicemail about a year ago and I kept meaning to get back to it, but never did, though technically I am doing so now, so I’m not a total monster.

Anyway, how are you? Are you still writing Facebook adverts for corporations?

I’ve been in Greece for the last six months, working with a refugee charity there. It’s a wonderful country, despite its current problems. Have you ever been?

My friend Danika, whom you might remember from your visiting me at Bristol, has diagnosed me with ‘burnout’ (too much sunshine and cheap beer, I think). So I’m coming back to the UK and, I’m excited to say, will be living in London for the foreseeable, which obviously represents a major breaching of a personal oath, but is pretty inevitable really.

I’m starting a proper job (once I’ve had a few months’ ‘rest’ at Danika’s insistence), doing various bits and pieces in the London office of the same charity, which Danika’s running. So it’s as a fellow Londoner that I’m getting in touch. You’re probably the most ‘London’ person I know – certainly the only one who pays an annual subscription for their Oyster card (do you still do that?). It’d be great to get a pint and you can bring me up to speed on 9–5 living, seeing as it’s a bit of an alien concept to me.

In fact, let me invite you to a fundraiser we’re doing for the charity next week – invite’s attached. There’ll be DJs, art by migrant artists, plant-based BBQ, all of which may not sound like your scene but let me know if you do fancy it. It would be really good to see you.

P.

From: Mark Rosiello

To: Paris Rosiello

Jun 08; 13:17

Paris,

Glad as I am to hear from you, I have to start with a correction – you last saw me not at Grandad Al’s funeral (the image of my dad and yours posing like minor Godfather characters under the dowly English sky is burned permanently into my visual cortex), but at your 30th, last year!

You were rightfully smashed by the time I arrived and, as I recall, in bed long before I departed. I think when I left the voicemail it would have been to say thank you for inviting me, or rather thanks to your mum for inviting me. I don’t think I spoke to you much that night, though you did greet me very warmly, at least three times. I spent a lot of it chatting to your mate Danika, whom I do indeed remember from Bristol and who appeared not to have judged me too harshly for the incident when I came to stay with you in your first year.

It was my 30th this year of course. Unlike you, I did stoop to organising my own party, which was a bit of a disappointment to be frank: numbers were down on the previous year (17 vs 19), which would be stomachable in any ordinary twelvemonth, but for the 29th to yield a better turnout than the 30th is a bad sign. It was fun enough though – drinks in the Hollybush in Hampstead – until it got to closing time and I, with no irony, suggested we go to Fabric and everyone remembered they had half-marathons etc. the next day and bailed. But that’s the way of it, I suppose. I grow old, I grow old.

Anyway. You were missed. I did invite you, I think, but I never seem to have your current number. I probably asked your mum to pass on the message but she’s always complaining about how hard it is to pin you down too!

I’m genuinely pleased to hear that my dad has found a game recipient for his cycle chat, as I remain a committed pedestrian. Feel free to stop replying if he becomes indefatigable – that’s what I usually do.

The job sounds really cool. No, I haven’t been to Greece. I still haven’t been anywhere really, which is pathetic. It’s not that I don’t want to travel, it’s just that I never get round to actually doing it. Less wanderlust, more sort of … wander-titillation. It’s funny because my job is actually now in the travel industry. So, to answer your other question, no, I’m not doing Facebook posts for Greenline Insurance any more, though just want to note that there was always more to it than Facebook posts (Twitter posts, Google Ads content, customer-facing emails, non-customer-facing emails … I’m boring myself). Anyway, I’m now doing a similar role for Urb, who are not a corporation. Not yet anyway.

The fundraiser sounds great. Just let me know what time to get there. Oh, and will there be a card machine, or shall I bring cash?

Best,

Mark

From: Paris Rosiello

To: Mark Rosiello

Jun 11; 21:14

Mark,

Of course you were at the birthday. Heinous failure of memory there. I definitely owe you a few beers now. And yes, I remember Danika saying she’d had a good chat to you. I seem to remember her describing you as looking like an ‘anaemic Henry Fonda’. Make of that what you will. I wouldn’t worry about your Bristol showing. I think she looks back on the encounter quite fondly. It was actually Danika who hooked me up with the charity as she’s been heavily involved since they started up a couple of years ago and, as I say, is now running the UK operation, which I think she sees as ‘settling down to a quiet life’ despite it being a ridiculous workload.

Currently staying in Danika’s box room in Bethnal Green. It’s basically a cupboard but the flat is comfortable enough (apart from when Danika’s boyfriend Tristram comes over and bangs on about his latest gritty documentary film to go viral) and, most importantly, it’s cheap. Can’t believe how expensive this city’s become, or was it ever thus? Where are you living by the way?

Great that you can make the fundraiser. I’ll be there from the afternoon to help set up so just come along whenever. Pretty sure you can use your card, mate, yeah! Hopefully Danika will be there too so you can grill her on her description of you.

Sorry I couldn’t bolster the birthday numbers, I was in Greece, being terrible at communication – my mother is not wrong. I didn’t even have a phone at that time!

We grow old indeed. But we’ll have one last summer of fun eh, mate, before infirmity completely decays us?

I might even go travelling again in a very, very low-budget fashion. What are your summer plans?

P.

From: Mark Rosiello

To: Paris Rosiello

Jun 11; 22:42

Paris,

I’m living with a couple in a ‘luxury’ (normal but expensive) flat in Wood Green, but I think that arrangement might be suddenly up in the air as they’ve recently got engaged so I suspect either they or I are on the way out – and the smart money’s on me, given that it’s their flat. Re summer, bizarrely enough, since my last email there’s been a development. It’s a potential travel thing and there’s half a chance it might be something you’re interested in. It’s better explained in person, I think.

That’s funny what Danika said. Henry Fonda is a new one for me (had to google; am flattered). Anaemic isn’t, though I have had it confirmed by two different doctors that I fortunately do not have the condition; I am merely pallid and wan. She clearly has a knack, doesn’t she? I seem to remember at your birthday her describing you as being like ‘Oscar Wilde played by Owen Wilson’. As accurate as it is complimentary, I’d say. Also, she said that you once riposted to this descriptor by saying that she looks like MIA dressing up as a geek for one of her music videos, which I agreed with her is nowhere as good.

So, I’ll see you on Thursday. Looking forward to it. Will bring both card and cash for safety.

Mark

From: Mark Rosiello

To: Paris Rosiello

Jun 14; 08:19

Paris,

Just want to say sorry for last night. I shouldn’t have said what I said. I could see how upset you were as you were unlocking your bike and I should have apologised there and then rather than storming off like a child. Obviously you don’t want to come on the trip but I’d be up for getting a tea before I go, to talk about what happened, if that was something you wanted to do.

Mark.

From: Mark Rosiello

To: Paris Rosiello

Jun 30; 22:11

Dear Paris,

Just wanted to drop you a line before leaving for Europe tomorrow. I would have really loved to have that cup of tea with you, but this will have to suffice for now. It’s one of the last items on my ‘to-do list’, right below ‘freeze gym membership’ and ‘find passport case’.

I want to say sorry for my part in what happened, as much as it was my fault, though it feels futile to do so, and even though I know you won’t reply, I really want to explain the reasons I decided to take the job and go on the trip, because I don’t feel that I got the chance to really do that before everything happened and I just … well, I understand that you didn’t want to come. You made it pretty clear that night. And I understand your reasons, but I suppose I want to be clear about my own reasons for going.

So, I’m not going to give you my life story (you know most of it anyway) but I want to emphasise that while you’ve been able to spend the last decade pursuing a radical, charitable, sexy mission, I, unfortunately, have not.

After uni, I moved back home and was on the dole for five months, having no idea how to move forward. My parents of course were keen for me to become a teacher but, fearful of becoming even more like them than I already was, I resisted and eventually bagged a data entry job, which entailed moving to London with only a holdall of clothes and a shitty old laptop to my name, staying on the sofa in the house essentially shared by my entire uni gang, who’d all already descended on the capital many months earlier. A bit later I moved in with strangers and have been living with a succession of strangers ever since.

The data entry job was awful: long shifts under strip lights on the other side of London and absolutely no discernible joy among the workforce. But my nights were redeemed by cheap beer, and I spent hours applying for the sort of copywriting work I thought I’d actually like and be good at. The Greenline job felt like a step in the right direction – dull but, to a basic degree, creative. After all of that, my new job at Urb felt genuinely exciting: writing copy for a start-up concerned with travel and communities. Then, when I got picked to go on the Europe trip I genuinely expected you’d be up for coming with me, particularly as you’d already mentioned that you wanted to go travelling in a ‘very, very low-budget fashion’ – I really thought you’d jump at the opportunity. To be honest, I’m actually quite proud that I got asked, and this is what I would have told you if you had bothered to listen.

So there I was, a few weeks ago (though it feels much longer than that), sitting at my hot desk with bad posture, on a late Friday morning that felt more like a Tuesday, proofreading a 3,000-word in-house email attachment about changes to the company’s Data Protection Policy. Not abysmal, but definitely not good. That’s what I remember, feeling mildly like shit, as well as worried that, even in an objectively better job, I still wasn’t happy.

The woman I’d told you about – Neevie – had just left to go freelance and even though we’d kissed at her leaving drinks, I didn’t know we’d end up going on several dates over the next few weeks: at that point I didn’t have her number or new email or anything (the first date only happened because she waited outside work for me one evening a few days later). I was just like, ‘Oh that’s my favourite person at work gone.’ The couple I was renting my room off had put my rent up to help pay for their wedding. University Challenge had finished until the autumn … complete existential desolation, basically.

And then I got an email, from a senior colleague called Bethan Decker, asking if I wanted to go for a coffee that afternoon. She said she’d read the copy I wrote for the ‘Staff Easter Sours Party’, which she said demonstrated an ‘impressive, cogent linguistic flair’ and she had an ‘exciting opportunity’ to discuss with me.

So at 1.55 I took my KeepCup down to Benugo and sat there waiting for Bethan Decker, trying to guess what the opportunity might be. The chance to copy-edit the company’s new office refurbishment press release perhaps? The role of scriptwriter for the new employee health and safety video? As it turned out, of course, it was something even more exciting.

Bethan Decker arrived in her gym kit, but is one of those people who, even when they’re wearing their gym kit in the office, make you feel like you’re the one who’s poorly dressed.

We engaged in a bit of small talk (‘Isn’t it annoying that exercise makes you feel great?’, ‘Aren’t endorphins just incredible though?’, ‘Aren’t people who see exercise as a kind of religion annoying?’) before she came to the purpose of the meeting: Urb was going to publish its ‘Authentic Europe’ list, a ‘hand-picked selection’ of ‘authentic Homes and Experiences’ from across the continent.

The list, she said, was being curated as part of the company’s ‘Human Touch’ campaign, a soon-to-launch initiative, devised in response to, as she put it, a ‘growing misapprehension about the company’s ethos and vibe’. As Urb had expanded, ‘reaching more neighbourhoods, allowing more people to travel than ever before’, there’d been ‘an unfortunate but, to be honest, inevitable backlash’ based on the ‘false’ idea that the company was somehow a ‘threat’ to communities, when, of course, the ‘complete opposite is true!’ That’s what the Human Touch initiative was all about, she said.

‘That’s why,’ she continued, ‘our new slogan will be “Tourist Like a Local”. It’s a chance to show that just because Urb has grown very big very quickly, what we offer is not some sterile, corporate, quasi-hotel-and-guided-tour stay, and to prove that our algorithms have picked the most authentic Homes and Experiences that this continent has to offer.’

She stressed this last long noun phrase with such sustained vigour that I was surprised she didn’t run out of breath.

After the briefest of pauses she went on: ‘That’s algorithms revealing Europe’s most authentic Homes and Experiences, with particularly unique features.’

And they’d ‘obviously,’ she said, need some ‘authentic, human’ copy to go with it – for the website, emails, social media ads, press releases etc.

‘Just a few hundred words for each Home and Experience,’ she said, ‘to anchor the products with a Human Touch and so we need someone to go and sample them all this summer.’

She paused.

‘I reckon you might be quite good for this,’ she told me, with not quite a smile, but a warmly neutral expression.

‘But I’m not really a travel writer,’ I told her.

‘We don’t want a travel writer. We don’t want an “expert”. You know that saying: people have had enough of experts? I think that’s true. But I also think people have had enough of non-experts. Just anybody, any Joe Public, posting their opinion on the internet, it’s too much! It’s all too much to take in! People have had enough of it. We want somebody who’s somewhere in between.’

Perhaps picking up on my slight confusion, Bethan Decker said, with the look of somebody saying something mildly mischievous: ‘You know in Waterstones they have those little cards with handwritten book recommendations from the staff? Think about yourself like one of those staff – you know the trade but you’re not so different from the customer.’

So at this point I’m thinking … I’ve never seen Europe. I’ve never seen anywhere. Never been anywhere, save for a few childhood holidays in France and a queasily-remembered trip to Amsterdam with the university football team … (Did I ever tell you about it: the 17-0 defeat to a team of elderly ex-pats in Den Haag, a defeat whose ignominy can be blamed entirely on performance-diminishing substances?)

That’s it though, really – a stag do here and there, all experienced through a laddy, booze-fuelled and fundamentally touristic filter.

Now, rather than just looking at amazing flats and experiences via a laptop screen all day, I was going to see the real thing!

Bethan Decker filled me in on what sort of authentic ‘Experiences’ I might … experience. And though they didn’t all sound exactly like my usual bag – graffiti tours and ‘vodka workshops’ – I couldn’t help but feel more than willing to make the best of it. Anyway, as I began to fantasise, I’d surely have lots of time to do what I wanted, to encounter Europe the way I’ve always dreamed of: ambling around museums and taking long psychogeographical excursions through strange streets, until my legs, afflicted by at least three different muscle and joint disorders, began to ache and it was time to decamp to a town square Bar-Café for reflection and refreshment.

‘When would I be going?’ I asked, trying not to let my giddiness show.

‘Beginning of July,’ Bethan Decker said.

‘In three weeks?’ I responded quickly and with some surprise.

‘That’s the sort of dynamic, fast-moving company Urb of course is.’

‘Of course.’

‘Also the person we had lined up dropped out.’

‘Right.’

And though I was slightly sceptical about aspects of her pitch – exactly how the quite exclusive-sounding Experiences she was describing could be considered ‘authentic’, for example, or how reliably an algorithm could detect ‘authenticity’ in the first place – I wasn’t going to let that get in the way of what sounded like the potential trip of a lifetime.

So I said, ‘Count me in!’

At that point though, Bethan Decker was like, ‘That’s great! Great to hear you’re interested. Buuut …’ (she really elongated the vowel in the ‘but’, almost turning it into a diphthong) ‘we’re speaking to a few people, including a few external applicants – we need it to be someone who’s a non-expert in travel, but we also need it to be someone who’s passionate about travel; not just someone who’s done a bit of tourism …’ She adopted an ironic sort of dullard voice, ‘… the odd minibreak, a few stag dos – it’s got to be someone who’s got travel in their blood.’

Well, I was gutted of course because I don’t have travel in my blood, as you well know. I’ve got stressing and fretting fairly hard just to stay in one place, while failing, for want of cash and basic get-up-and-go, to get around to doing any travelling at all during the years in which one is supposed to … in my blood. Not like you. Bethan Decker would have deemed you perfect for this role, I’d have thought.

So I just nodded with my eyes closed, to make it seem like I understood the importance of this point without giving any legally or morally compromising indication as to how much travel may or may not have been in my blood.

‘So it’d be great,’ she said, ‘just to chat a bit more, make sure it’s a good mutual fit, make sure it’s something you’d be well suited for.’

‘Mmhm,’ I said.

‘Have you done much travelling yourself?’

Reasoning that the Amsterdam football trip might not make for a particularly apposite story in what had now become an ostensible job interview, I began instead to relate a trip to Cornwall taken with my old uni gang during the summer after graduation.

‘… we went crabbing and ate fish and chips. We even got lost on a golf course during an evening stroll!’ I chuckled.

Bethan Decker looked slightly underwhelmed. Determined by now not to let this opportunity fall out of my lap, I segued quickly into an account of a two-month trip to Thailand. I’m aware how odd it was, in the self-celebratory travelogue stakes, to have prioritised a quiet week in Cornwall above a two-month foray around Thailand but I had good reason for doing so, namely that the Thailand trip was completely made up.

Bethan Decker was enjoying it though and, as I contrived tales of magic mushroom milkshakes, full moon parties, death-defying motorbike rides down winding jungle roads, and other such scraps appropriated from vernacular gap year culture, she chuckled, gasped, nodded and even at one point appeared to scribble a small tick in her notebook.

‘Was the visa run stressful?’ she asked after I’d just rounded off these rambunctious yarns with some sincere stuff about how the temples were, ‘in the end, just incredibly spiritual places … incredibly spiritual places.’

‘Oh man yeah, incredibly stressful,’ I said.

Still don’t have a clue what she was referring to.

Ten minutes later Bethan Decker bade me a smiling goodbye and promised to follow up by email. And sure enough three days later Bethan Decker’s email came:

Mark, I’m absolutely delighted to offer you the Homes and Experiences role – just lay off the magic mushroom shakes, okay! ;)

I genuinely shouted ‘thank you’, so loudly that some of my hot-desk mates almost looked up from their laptops.

Back at the flat that night, as I hid in my bedroom away from the housemates who were loudly arguing about their guest list, a feeling of doubt came upon me: what if I wasn’t cut out for this? What if I’d misled Bethan Decker about my aptness for the endeavour and my sensibilities just weren’t right for the kind of copy she was after? Or what if it just wasn’t the right thing for me to be doing now? Things are really starting to go somewhere with Neevie. Also, maybe it was just the correct thing for me to be in London right now.

And then I thought fuck it. After all these years of static drudgery there was no question: I was going on the trip. And, having told my housemates I was moving out, which they agreed was a ‘perfect idea’, I emailed Bethan Decker to tell her as much, before realising that I had already emailed her to tell her as much earlier in the day.

Yes, I’ll miss Neevie, but I’ll see her before too long and in the meantime, she says she’s going to be charting my route on a map she’s bought specially!

Anyway, I have to be on the Eurostar in about ten hours and I can’t find my passport cover (reluctant to let the passport go bareback given my luck with things like pens, drinks bottles, forgotten bananas etc.). So I’d better go. I just really wanted to tell you the raw facts of how I came to be in the situation I’m in, and how the job offer appeared to represent a potential escape from that situation (albeit a temporary one).

Sorry for the deluge, and for what happened the night of the fundraiser, again. I’m annoyed with myself for reacting the way I did. I think I probably will email you again, if that’s okay. There’s more I want to say. I wish you were coming with me, mate.

Love, genuinely.

Mark.

From: Mark Rosiello

To: Paris Rosiello

Jul 01; 09:54

Hello Paris (not quite bonjour yet – just left Ashford International)

So I guess I’m writing to you again. Hope this doesn’t seem too weird when you do get around to reading it. Just feels helpful somehow.

I only just made my train following an argument at the self-storage where all my worldly possessions are now locked away. Won’t go into it but long story short I realised only after booking the unit that I have basically no things and could likely have got away with stashing them all in a bin bag under my desk at work (if I actually had a fixed desk of my own), the cruelty of which was lost on the man on the desk who remained adamant that ‘realising you don’t own anything’ is not a valid reason for cancellation.

So, 70 quid (and hardly more than three shoeboxes of stuff) lighter, I’m writing to you, au Eurostar. ‘Au’? ‘En’? ‘Dans?’ ‘Sur?’ I never properly grasped the intricacies of French prepositions at school; perhaps this trip will occasion an improvement in my grasp of the Romance languages, or perhaps, more likely, I’ll just slip through Paris, and the rest of Europe, like a euro coin through the slick inner workings of a major train station toilet turnstile, gaining no technical knowledge whatsoever, but perhaps, if I’m lucky, accruing a little if not worldly wisdom then at least, maybe, some … continental poise.

I just want to say I do appreciate my good fortune in being able to do this. And I will make sure to enjoy myself. It is my last intention for the ultimate import of this undertaking to be ‘I went round Europe for six weeks and I didn’t even like it that much.’

Also, I read over the email I sent last night and realised that in the chaos surrounding the missing passport sleeve (now mercifully located) I didn’t actually cover what I wanted to – namely why I invited you along, why I sort of needed you to come along. So, picking up where I left off last night – Bethan Decker, after thanking me for my second confirmation email, had sent me some more details about the job:

• All my accommodation would be provided by Urb, in the Homes I’ll be writing about

• All my travel (primarily by air and rail) would be arranged by Urb

• I’d be paid £3,000 for the six-week job, on a ‘freelancer secondment contract’ and would be able to resume my current contract upon my return

• I’d be paid an initial fee of £1,000 just before departure, £1,000 at the halfway stage, and £1,000 upon completion in late-August

• Bethan Decker would give me a ‘Trip Pack’, which would detail the full itinerary they’d booked for me. This Trip Pack was ceremoniously handed to me as I left the office for the last time, and is now safely packed at the top of my bag (a newly purchased 60-litre rucksack with ‘adjustable back system’ and detachable smaller rucksack; I think you’d approve). I’ve had a cursory look through but should really dig into it. Broadly, as I might have mentioned to you, I’ll be going to France, Spain, Italy, Greece, Hungary, Czech Republic, Germany and Holland

And then there was the bit that I was so keen to talk to you about:

We obviously don’t expect you to go it alone – you can take a Travel Buddy! This could be a partner, friend or a family member. All the Homes you stay in will be able to accommodate two people. If you’re going with a friend or family member, we’ll do our best to arrange twin-sharing options for you in each Home, but you may have to share the odd double bed (so try to find someone who doesn’t snore!).

I have to confess, my initial response to this part was to walk over to Bethan Decker’s desk and, after a good two minutes of reiterating to her my excitement about the trip, ask whether the Travel Buddy was ‘mandatory’.

‘Well, you obviously won’t want to go on your own for that long,’ she said, and I found it weird just how matter-of-factly she said it.

I felt quite prepared to go on my own. As you know, this will be my first taste of solo travelling – just me and a backpack … (and an iPhone and a tablet and a comprehensive travel insurance policy). You meet people on the way, don’t you? It’s the Grand Tour tradition! Buuuuut … (as Bethan Decker would say) I’ve learned the hard way what scorn and ridicule we, the chronically, self-acceptingly solitary are met with upon outing ourselves, so I just stared slightly dizzy-eyed at Bethan Decker, prompting her to continue.

‘Anyway, it’s very much part of the Human Touch initiative. You remember the Human Touch initiative? You got the email this morning, right?’

Not only had I got the email, I’d been the one to proofread it, which was very, very easy because it was about 80 words long and genuinely as vacuous as this:

Urb has always been, and will always be, about connecting people.

We started out 11 years ago when two students in Seattle decided to open up their homes to travelling guests from all round the world. We think it was a pretty cool idea, such a cool idea that now over 80 million people use Urb every year.

It goes without saying that technology and an ever-more connected world have allowed us to do this, but as we keep growing it’s important to remember that all-important element that makes Urb possible: the Human Touch.

From now we’ll be making sure that the Human Touch is central to all we do – for Our Hosts, Our Guests, and Our Communities.

Urb: Welcome Home.

‘Yes,’ I said.

‘The Travel Buddy is a key part of that – it’s the Human Touch to your Human Touch. Does that make sense?’ she asked, gently placing her fist on the desk and smiling at me.

‘I’ll find someone,’ I said.

‘Even if it’s just for a few weeks,’ Bethan Decker replied. ‘Any other questions?’

I did have one other question, which I think you would have admired me for asking: would I be able to replace the flights with trains and ferries where possible?

‘Why?’ Bethan Decker asked.

‘Because of, like … the environment.’

Bethan Decker said ‘oh yeah’ with the tone of someone who’d just been reminded that her holiday villa might have a mild issue with dry rot.

‘Let me look into that,’ she said.

‘And, how sort of … flexible is the itinerary?’ She didn’t narrow her eyes as such, but did seem to sort of tense her forehead.

‘It’s kind of not that flexible actually to be honest. Why do you ask?’

I explained to her, as I ended up explaining to your friend Danika at the fundraiser when I told her why I wanted you to come so much, that I was wondering about the possibility of taking a few days out to visit the old ancestral village in Italy, which I’ve been faintly obsessed with doing, ever since your dad discovered our provenance via some genealogy website, and I looked it up on Google Images, thereafter developing a habit of, in idle moments, picturing Old Great Grandfather Domenico (basically myself but more swarthy and rustic) swaggering around this Tuscan hamlet, like a figure in a blown-up photo on a Caffè Nero wall.

‘Well, that’s a really cool idea,’ Bethan Decker acknowledged. ‘I’ll see what we can do re that.’

And sure enough she emailed the next day:

I’m delighted to say we’ll be able to facilitate you going to visit your family’s village in Tuscany – I can’t remember the exact name of the village you mentioned. If you can find an Urb Home nearby you will obviously be reimbursed. Otherwise you might need to find another option.

How are you getting on with choosing your Travel Buddy?

Not well, Bethan Decker, not well. I hadn’t asked anybody. I hadn’t even thought about asking anybody, except Neevie, and even though we’d been on three good dates, it occurred to me that it might be considered mad to ask someone, after only three good dates, to spend the whole summer travelling around Europe with you.

I took myself to the breakout area, where the ceiling and general calmness levels were higher. There I sat, fingering the already ragged cork band of my KeepCup, trainers tapping on the cross beam of the high stool. And then, as the dishwasher droned meditatively, it dawned on me … the answer had been sitting there all along in a Gmail Data Centre I know not where, a single sentence of text in your email: But we’ll have one last summer of fun eh, mate, before infirmity completely decays us?

It just felt so serendipitous! It would be you! You were, Paris, the first person I asked to be my Travel Buddy. Does that seem sad? To quote your mock-hero, Patrick Leigh Fermor in A Time of Gifts, at the outset of his own admittedly more intrepid European Odyssey, ‘To change scenery; to abandon London and England and set out across Europe, like a pilgrim or palmer, an errant scholar, a broken knight! All of a sudden this was not merely the obvious, but the only thing to do.’

We would reverse a lifetime’s steady estrangement in a glorious, Byronic dérive across the continental sharing-economy, which to you might seem about as adventurous as a trip to Whole Foods. But to me it seemed wonderful and exciting, the prospect of six weeks of Urb apartments and TripAdvisor recommended restaurants and the chance to see a few paintings and towers and things, and drink a few half lagers in the town squares, as I found out how all my old anxieties and preoccupations would stand up across a fairly narrow span of time zones and climates. Who knows, perhaps there’d even be time for an epiphany or two along the way?

And yet more excitingly you would take me to renowned left-wing neighbourhoods, refugee camps, community centres, bars where artists, and rebels, and dissidents drank – damnit, where they still drink! And I would have to work of course, drag the two of us around boujie tourist activities – Zorbing and Segway-touring – but you wouldn’t resent it too badly. You’d enjoy it in fact, and laugh, laugh at the frivolity of it all!

Except, it turned out, you wouldn’t. You laughed at the very suggestion, in fact.

‘Travel Buddy?’ you sneered after I’d made my proposal at the fundraiser, not even meeting my eye, too bothered by what else was going on in the room.

I understand you were busy – you were effectively at work, you had people to talk to. But why invite me simply in order to snigger and fob me off by telling me ‘we should have a drink soon to discuss it’? We could have had a drink and discussed it there and then! We could have at least had a ten-minute chat. Or perhaps we didn’t need to because you managed to convey exactly how you felt about the proposal by saying basically nothing. Anyway, I regret the way I spoke to you and in the cold light of day I can’t resent you for it. It just came as a major disappointment, that’s all. And that’s why I said what I said, and I’ve told you already how much I regret it and obviously I regret it all the more now.

So anyway, the morning after the fundraiser, I sat again in the breakout area, nursing a soy decaf latte (not from my KeepCup, though, as I’d left it on the kitchen table that morning – you can see I was falling to pieces) and thought through my abiding options.

I thought about asking one of my old uni pals – some of whom you must have met back in the day – but a quick email to the group put paid to that idea (holidays with partners; ‘training’ for an ambiguous fitness event; lecturing at a summer school; and most gallingly of all, no response from film-directing ‘global flâneur’ Dyson). I thought about my school friends (now strictly Christmas-time-only drinking partners), workmates (all, by definition, working) and occasional five-a-side teammates whom I met through an app (realising instantly that it would be irredeemably terrible if one of them came).

So you can see why, in the end, I did in fact ask Neevie to come. I thought about those three dates: a nice coffee in the new development by King’s Cross (you know there’s potential there when you can genuinely enjoy a hot drink date with someone); a wonderful boat trip on the Lea River; and a terrible one-man play about OCD by someone who didn’t have OCD. The writer/actor, an inconceivably arrogant man called Gart, was the boyfriend of Neevie’s mate and, in the pub after, she (Neevie) was extremely apologetic about making us go. I was effortfully gracious and relaxed about the whole thing and even feigned appreciation of the piece in a way which I think amused Neevie.

And it was this amusement that gave me the conviction to ask her the big question, on our fourth date, as we sat in a Thameside beer garden, the sunset picking out the gold tones in her wavy hair, the freckles on her shoulder as pleasant to look at as the sunlit features on the water’s surface, in a conversation that went along these lines:

Me:      Have you got summer plans?

(My intention was to ask in a low-key seductive way, as if I was an impressive chocolatier asking a customer whether she’d like to try a new, exquisitely dark chocolate, but instead I probably sounded more like a local radio DJ asking an unsuccessful competition entrant whether they had plans for the bank holiday.)

Neevie: Hmm, not sure yet really. My family always go down to Cornwall for two weeks in August but I don’t know if I can this year because I just don’t know what work I’m gonna get. Meg [the friend whose boyf did the bad play] and I were talking about going somewhere in July but that is really soon suddenly and I’m thinking I should probably be sensible with money. So I dunno really. How about you?

(Perfect. Ideal. Perfect.)

Me:      Well … how do you fancy going to Europe?

Neevie: Europe?

Me:      So basically …

(and with my best chocolatier/drivetime veteran’s tone I explained everything. Neevie’s response was one of great excitement …)

Neevie: Wow, that’s so cool. You’ll have an amazing time!

Me:      Yeah, yeah, I’m very excited. And do you fancy coming along for a b—

Neevie: (the fastest I’ve ever heard her speak) I mean, I can’t do six weeks away.

Me:      Haha! No, no obviously not for that long! We’d be sick of each other [a massive lie]. I just meant for a shorter time. Like just a few …

Slight pause.

Neevie: A few days? I mean …

(I’d been about to say ‘weeks’. I’m supremely glad I didn’t.)

Neevie:  I mean yeah! I mean yeah! Why not?? That could be okay, couldn’t it!

Neevie’s quite mild enthusiasm emphatically expressed, it was just a matter of talking through the itinerary in order to pencil in a plan. We omitted cities that Neevie had already been to – ostensibly most cities – until deciding on Athens as somewhere she’d like to go if she could make the dates work.

And with that, I went to the bar. Smiling my head off.

I slightly lied to Bethan Decker the next day, telling her that Neevie would ‘definitely be joining me in Athens’ and might even stick around for more of the trip once she’d got her summer plans sorted, but she didn’t seem that fussed about the intricacies.

I don’t frankly know much about Athens, other than that it has the Acropolis and everything and – via some trendy New Media people I follow on Twitter – that it’s ‘affordable’. So cheap cocktails and chapiters? Ideal for a fifth date, I reckon!

You must have been to Athens loads of times during your time in Greece? Oh and by the way, I’ve been speaking to Danika and it looks like I’m going to be doing a week of volunteering myself at the charity’s base in Thessaloniki! Hope you’re impressed.

Anyway … may I find life-changing days on a budget in France, Spain, Italy, Greece and beyond; and may I not suffer some creeping six-week panic attack across a series of indistinguishable town squares under sterile tourist skies. Speaking of which, we’re now approaching the outskirts of Paris, so I’d better wrap up. Goodbye (though I’m not really sure if this is actually goodbye, as I suspect I’ll probably email you again). So for now let’s just go with …

Au revoir.

Mark.

From: Paris Rosiello

To: Mark Rosiello

Jul 02; 01:37

[blank email] 

From: Mark Rosiello

To: Paris Rosiello

Jul 02; 10:17

Dear Paris,

I got a blank reply from you in the middle of the night. Weird. Some sort of glitch?

Anyway, hello from Paris.

I haven’t thought of the old Paris homonymy in years – not since I came with Grandad to watch you play football at, like, U13’s in, I think, Wetwang and you had just scored a header from a corner without even jumping, as I remember, and once the celebrations had died down someone asked why you were called Paris and Grandad said, ‘He’s named after the lad from Greek mythology, because his mam and dad met studying classics,’ to which one of the dads replied, ‘Oh so it wasn’t because he was conceived in Paris then?’ and everyone laughed, even Grandad. Especially Grandad!

This was roughly in the era of Brooklyn Beckham’s babyhood, and everybody was pruriently obsessed with the conception places of other people’s babies. Where were you conceived, I wonder? I was conceived, as far as I know, in Hull. I’m guessing, by the same calculation, you were York. Or maybe New York, or Athens, or Cairo, or wherever academic conferences might be held, including there’s every chance, I suppose, Paris! Maybe the whole supposed Trojan allusion is just a saucy ruse after all …

Did I tell you that I’ve never been to Paris until now? You must have been, I’d estimate, upwards of seven times, the most famous occasion being the 2015 climate conference protest-cum-romantic weekend with that English film distributor.

Anyway. I’m emailing you because I’ve just had a coffee, so am artificially stimulated to the point of over-sociability. Can you tell? I’m also trying to make an ‘event’ of it, because the coffee itself was literally egg-cup-sized so was over in about three minutes.

Feels kinda weird making an effort to sit down and savour an espresso for pleasure. It’s just not British. It’d be like going out to a bar to order a shot and sitting down and taking half an hour to drink it, which, it occurs to me immediately, a French person might very well do, with a brandy or a pastis, or a very small wine or something. Perhaps the French do it better, is the grander point I think I’m angling towards. They’re able, it seems, to extract greater pleasure from smaller measures, to derive from 30ml of liquid consumed at least as many minutes of mental occupation.

Despite the urbane sultriness of this moment – the coffee and the pastry; the impassive waiter, deft and dexterous as a snooker referee; the bicycles and the scooters passing by; and the mechanised recycling station a few metres to my right – I am writing to acknowledge that you might not have been totally wrong in your assessment of the city as a ‘playground for vain, white, middle-class yuppies intent on remoulding the city into a near-empty studio space containing only iMacs and fronted by one, unending terrace of people in New Balance trainers drinking half pints and small coffees’. Or words to that effect. It’s an alarmist vision, I feel, but not a wholly unfounded one, at least as far as the impression gained from the eight or nine streets I’ve so far encountered between my Urb Home and this café terrace would suggest.

Speaking of my Urb, my first Home of the trip, ‘La Maison Authentique’ is located in the quiet neighbourhood of Olympiades in the 13th Arrondissement and gained its place on the Authentic Europe list as it was apparently identified as the ‘most Authentic Home in a low-density Authenticity area within the typical first-time customer price bracket’. In other words, it’s homely and, by Urb standards, cheap. My first introduction to the house was from Bethan Decker’s Trip Pack – which, now I’d had the chance to look at it properly, I found to be an informative compendium of ‘Host and Home profiles’ and photos of all the Homes and Experiences I would be sampling, in both PDF and glossy-brochure formats. The photos it contained of the Paris Urb seemed to bear out the homely descriptor – a large, rustic kitchen, with antique aga; a living room, or, should I say, a salon, containing what looked like early 20th-century furniture along with some subtle modern accessories, and a large neon installation on the wall reading ‘HOME’.

Along with each Home and Experience in the Trip Pack, a short, usually first-person profile of the Host was included, as well as a photograph. My Parisian Host would be ‘Elisabeth’, who stated in her profile: ‘I am a normal Parisienne woman, and mostly a stay-at-home mother. My interests are cooking, theatre and raising my children.’ She sounded, and looked, a very pleasant person.

As I neared the Home yesterday, after a thrilling Metro ride and a short walk taking in a baroque church; terrace cafés; artisanal and ethnic bakeries; a middle-class friendly mural naturistically depicting a quizzical child in bold primary colours (I could have been in Bristol!), I messaged Elisabeth to say I’d arrived early – having left myself over an hour to complete the journey from Gare du Nord but actually completing it in less than 20 minutes – and was it okay to check in now? Elisabeth replied to say that she was ‘stuck’ at the supermarché – presumably being held up by her native appreciation of good produce – but that she would return home as fast as possible and that the door would be left open for me.

I questioned how she might organise the leaving open of the door while she was in the supermarché, but, realising that this conditional passive-voice construction was probably just a translingual mistake and that she in fact meant that she’d already left the door open, I continued to make my breezy, whistling way along la ruelle towards the house. 

I inspected the building the Home was situated in – charmingly spindly and leaf-hidden amongst a terrace of beguiling 1920s villas – and sure enough discovered its door to be open. I gave a knock which I intended to be stylistically quite French – a little quieter and rhythmically more elaborate than the stolid knock-knock-knock I tend to dole out on home soil. No answer came. I peered in and discovered that familiar, inviting, almost rustic kitchen, with more high-tech touches than the photo betrayed, but no human presence. Only deux chats lolling about on the worktops, one quite boring with short black fur and one absolutely merveilleux with long grey coat and a clear addiction to rolling about.

I called out ‘hello?’ and then ‘bonjour?’ as if anyone who was in the house might not have replied the first time because they simply hadn’t understood me. No reply came in any case and I continued to stand in the kitchen a few moments, watching the cats, not really knowing what else to do. Hearing footsteps in the courtyard outside, I wheeled round and instantly heard a smash on the floor behind me, which I knew even before looking down, had come from a vase of flowers sent to its obliteration by my big bag. One of the cats basically screamed and the other dealt with the trauma by beginning to scratch at the wall. A moment later Elisabeth walked in.

We made acquaintance in a flurry of slightly garbled French, English and non-verbal communication, before I offered apologetic explanation for the vase.

‘My bag is too big!’ I said. ‘Mon sac est trop grand!’

‘Oh please … do not worry, please!’ Elisabeth cried. ‘It is my fault for leaving this vase here, I should have realised you would have a big bag!’

The logic of this claim I wasn’t totally convinced by as I watched her quickly sweep up the shards and dump the wet flowers in the bin, but I appreciated her emphatic, friendly efforts to ease my guilt and bid me welcome. Was it prejudiced of me to have expected from a middle-aged, middle-class Parisian homeowner, if not outright unfriendliness, at least a degree of … froideur? Well almost certainly yes, but all the same I couldn’t help be taken by surprise by her genial enthusiasm as she showed me around





























































































From: Mark Rosiello

To: Paris Rosiello

Jul 04; 09:52





































































From: Mark Rosiello

To: Paris Rosiello

Jul 07; 10:58




































































































































































































































































































































