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"'Paris in my Springtime' tells the story of what happened to a naive, inexperienced young man
forced through illness at the start of medical school in 1963 to take an unplanned gap year. The
colourful characters he meets and the unusual situations he finds himself in form the framework
of this story, laced with amusing anecdotes that will keep you laughing. Highly entertaining." -
Living France magazineIs this a novel? Or is it autobiography? The reader must decide. (Not
easy...even the author's father got it wrong!)While sorting through old boxes the author finds a
diary he kept during a stay in Paris in the 1960s. He had started medical school but been taken
ill and had to abandon his studies for a while. He had two choices: a temporary job driving a fish
delivery van or a trip to Paris. After much thought (lasting nearly a second) he chose to go to
Paris. And this the story of what happened. Or is it? Who cares? As This England magazine says
`Coleman is a very funny writer' and that is probably all that really matters. Vernon Coleman is a
qualified doctor who has earned his living as a professional author for over 30 years. His books
have sold over two million copies in hardback and paperback in the UK and been translated into
24 languages. An award winning film was made of his novel Mrs Caldicot's Cabbage War and he
is the author of the hugely popular bestselling Bilbury series. His bestselling medical books
include Bodypower (the subject of three TV series and one radio series), How To Stop Your
Doctor Killing You and many more. He is the author of over 100 books and a list of books
available in kindle form is available on his Ebook Library Author listing.What the papers
say:Vernon Coleman writes brilliant books - The Good Book GuideColeman is a very funny
writer - This EnglandNo thinking person can ignore him - The EcologistHe writes lucidly and
wittily - Good HousekeepingSuperstar - Independent on SundayProbably one of the most
brilliant men alive today - Irish TimesIt's impossible not to be impressed - Western Daily
PressRevered guru of medicine - Nursing TimesMarvellously succinct, refreshingly sensible -
The SpectatorKing of the media docs -The IndependentThe man is a national treasure - What
Doctors Don't Tell youetc etc
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FiveChapter Thirty SixEpilogueDedicationTo Donna Antoinette, my Welsh Princess, a delicate
but steadfast butterfly holding course in a stormy world of cross winds. With all my love as
always.ForewordI love spring cleaning. You never know what you're going to find in the next trunk
or box you open. A little while ago, while sorting through some boxes I found in the attic, I came
across several large notebooks which turned out to be a diary I kept during a stay in Paris in the
last part of 1963 and the first months of 1964. I had intended to write a book about my
experiences but when I’d got home I had put the notebooks aside and forgotten about them. For
the world those were exciting times. Lyndon Johnson was elected President of the USA; in India
Nehru died and in Russia shoe banging Kruschev lost power. James Bond creator Ian Fleming,
Harpo Marx and Cole Porter all died. A 22 year old Cassius Clay became World Champion
heavyweight boxer after knocking out Sonny Liston. 1964 was the year that the film of My Fair
Lady was released and it was the year Sergio Leone invented the Spaghetti Western, giving the
world a moody Clint Eastwood starring in For A Few Dollars More. It was a pretty exciting time for
me too. I was 18-years-old and I spent much of the winter which spread across the years of 1963
and 1964 in Paris. I was an innocent abroad; away from home and out of my depth. In
September of 1963 I had started medical school. But I'd been taken ill and had to abandon my
studies for a year. With the best part of a year to kill I was given two choices. I could either stay at
home and get a temporary job driving a fish delivery van or working as a games assistant at a
local school (the only work the local employment exchange could offer me) or I could go to
Paris. After a great deal of thought (which, on reflection, must have taken very nearly a second) I
chose to go to Paris. And this is the story of what happened to me that year. Just how much of
this story is true you will have to decide for yourself.Chapter OneIt was November 1964 and I
should have been at University studying medicine. Instead I was in Paris, sitting in the Cafe



Napoleon, eating a flaky croissant and drinking black coffee so strong that I could feel my heart
kick into a higher gear every time I took a sip. I glanced at the clock above the bar, took some
coins out of my pocket and placed them on the table, using them to weigh down `l’addition’
which the waiter had left when he had brought me my breakfast. The coins would prevent the bill
blowing away when I opened the door to leave. I stood up, wrapped my thick, grey, woollen scarf
around my neck and pulled my new navy blue beret onto my head. I had come to Paris without a
coat so I had compromised by buying myself a scarf and a beret. I looked round the warm and
well lit cafe. It was early and I was the only customer. Philippe, the solitary waiter had
disappeared, either into the cellar or into the store room behind the bar. I called out a goodbye
which echoed unanswered in the empty cafe, pulled my jacket collar tight up against my throat,
opened the door, lowered my head and headed off into the darkness, the cold and the rain. Ten
minutes later I was standing behind the counter in the pharmacy where I worked, stamping my
feet to keep them warm, waiting for the first customer of the day and going over in my head the
strange twists of fate which had led me to this unexpected situation. Back in September, when
my parents had taken me (and my luggage) to start my first term at medical school, I’d had little
or no idea of what to expect. I had read books and seen films about medical students and
hospitals but, callow that I was, I knew enough to know that there are sometimes vast
differences between fiction and reality and I knew enough to know that I did not know what to
expect. I had my first cheque book in my pocket. It was as virginal as I was. I had never written a
cheque or made love. I was as innocent as only an 18-year-old could be in the early 1960s. I
spent that first night in a tiny room in a towering hall of residence. It seemed possible that the
plans for the building had been appropriated from a manufacturer of accommodation for hens,
and then enlarged slightly and turned on its side so as to reach upwards rather than outwards. I
shared the room with a youth I'd never met before. It was the first time I had not slept under the
same roof as my mother and father and the first time I'd shared a bedroom with a stranger. In
practical terms the stranger was possessive, cautious and modest. He did not hang his clothes
or other possessions in the tiny wardrobe by his bed but kept them locked, folded and creased,
in a set of three expensive looking leather suitcases. The suitcases were polished, like a
guardsman's boots and were themselves kept in smart maroon bags. He put a paisley dressing
gown around his shoulders while getting undressed and emerged, minutes later, wearing a pair
of paisley pyjamas. He then put the clothes he had removed, and the dressing gown, back into
one of the suitcases which he then duly locked before kneeling by the side of his bed to say his
prayers. Others of my age might have felt contemptuous, or regarded the ritual as a suitable
subject for jest, but I felt envious that he had this apparently indestructible faith with which to
dilute the loneliness which I assumed he too must feel. His name, as embroidered, painted or
embossed on every item of clothing, luggage or stationery he had brought with him, was Bright-
Perkins, L.F.W. The W stood for William which was, I was soon informed, on no account to be
shortened to Will, Bill or Willie. I had, and have, no idea what the L or the F stood for. William
Bright-Perkins may have been modest in a physical sense but I do not think that even he would



have claimed modesty as one of his most significant spiritual virtues. Within ten minutes of our
meeting he had told me that his father was a banker and drove a Jaguar motor car, that his
mother was a keen member of the local hunt and, presumably when not riding horses, drove a
Rover and that they, he and his three sisters lived in an eight bedroom house that sat in four
acres of prime Home Counties pasture land and was equipped with two hard tennis courts and a
croquet court. Like the vast majority of the students around me, I was an innocent stranded in
the no man's land between childhood and adulthood. I didn't realise that, of course. I thought I
was grown up. I was so young and so innocent that I thought I was old enough and wise enough
to have left fear and uncertainty behind. I didn't know it at the time, of course, but we never get
younger or more innocent than that. Inevitably, the fact that I was in reality almost suffocated by
fear simply made me feel grossly inadequate. I had felt tired for a day or two before I had arrived
at medical school and when I awoke on my first morning I felt even worse. I had absolutely no
appetite and no interest in breakfast. I hardly had the strength to walk across the campus to the
medical school. Once I had to sit down on a low stone wall. I had, for no good reason, suddenly
burst into tears. That afternoon, after I had stumbled and fallen, one of the lecturers insisted on
taking me into the teaching hospital where a senior student took a blood sample. The blood tests
had confirmed that I was suffering from infective hepatitis. I had arrived at the university hospital
as a putative medical student but within hours I had been transformed into a patient. When
William Bright-Perkins came to visit me (more, I suspect, out of duty than anything else) he
stood in the doorway to my hospital room and spoke through a surgical mask. I found it
exceedingly difficult to understand anything he said. He brought me a Get Well card upon which
he had scrawled: `It's hard work and you're well out of it. I assume you won't be returning to the
Hall of Residence so I've had your things packed and your luggage put into the porter's store. I
can spread about a bit now. So, thanks for that.' They kept me in hospital for three weeks and
then sent me home to convalesce. Less than a month after my arrival at medical school I was on
my way back home, sitting in the front seat of my father's car, slumped down, wrapped in a thick
coat and an even thicker scarf. My luggage, retrieved from the porter's store, filled the boot and
two thirds of the back seat of the car. My mother was squashed into the remaining third of the
back seat. Every time the car went round a corner she had to work hard to protect herself from
cardboard boxes full of books. After a month's convalescence I received a formal note from the
Assistant Dean telling me that they had decided to defer my place. I remembered the Assistant
Dean from my interview. He was plump and had been surprisingly friendly. The members of the
interview panel had been formal and rather cold. I remembered him because he had smiled just
like a human being. `There is now little point in you trying to catch up your contemporaries,' the
Assistant Dean had written. `Your delayed start would put you under quite unreasonable
pressure. I recommend that you take the year off and re-enrol next September. The University
will keep your place open. I will telephone you in a few days to make suggestions as to how you
might best use your free year in a way of which the university might approve.' And so had ended
my first year at medical school. It was something of an anti-climax. I felt disappointed and



frustrated. `Have you got any idea how you're going to spend your enforced holiday?' the
Assistant Dean asked when he'd called. `I need to find a job,' I said. `My parents will keep me but
I'd rather stand on my own feet. I don't think they should have to feed me.' `Splendid,' said the
Assistant Dean. `Any ideas?' `Nothing very exciting,' I confessed. I had already checked with the
local labour exchange. `A fishmonger in the local town wants a van driver and a private school
needs a games assistant.' I wasn't very keen on either of these opportunities. I hated the smell of
fish and at school I'd been one of the few students to welcome heavy rain on sports
afternoons. `I don't think the School would be terribly keen on either of those possibilities,' said
the Assistant Dean. `We would like you to keep your brain active before you come back. I know
fish is reputed by some to be good food for the brain but I rather suspect that even the most
enthusiastic proponents of that theory would admit that it is crucial to consume the stuff rather
than simply deliver it to other people in order to benefit from its brain boosting qualities. We
would like you to come back to us a wiser person with a broader view of the world in general.
However, if you're interested I may be able to get you a job which might require a little more
cerebral activity. The downside is that the job isn't very exciting and the pay is terrible. The
upside is that it's in Paris and, if you're frugal, you'll earn enough to live on.'`Paris?' `The French
capital rather than the small town in Texas,' explained the Assistant Dean, drily. I didn't know
what to reply to this so I mumbled something but said nothing audible. `Beautiful city,' the
Assistant Dean went on. `Set astride the River Seine. Best known for sin, can-can girls and the
Eiffel Tower. Have you been there?' `When I was about twelve,' I said. `Just for a couple of
nights.' `Do you speak French?' `No,' I admitted. I hesitated. `Well, I studied it at school, of
course.' `Of course,' agreed the Assistant Dean. I remembered more about my first French
teacher, Mr Pentecost, than I did about the language he had taught. Mr Pentecost had been
short and fat and had had a large, hairy wart on his left cheek which made it difficult for me to
concentrate on anything he said. The wart seemed to have a life and an identity of its own. I was
convinced that it was getting bigger and hairier by the day and as I sat and stared at it I had
daydreams (they could not really be described as nightmares) in which it took a life of its own
and began to overpower the entire school. One day the deputy headmaster came and told us
that Mr Pentecost had been called away to attend a family funeral. When Mr Pentecost returned,
two days later, the mole had disappeared. I must have been a slow child for it was not until
several years later that it eventually dawned on me that the deputy headmaster had lied and that
instead of going to a funeral Mr Pentecost had been to the hospital to have the wart removed. I
was a trusting and undoubtedly rather naive teenager. The disappearance of the mole did not
make it any easier for me to concentrate on what Mr Pentecost said. Instead of being hypnotised
by the mole I was now hypnotised by the space where the mole had been; mesmerised by its
absence. It is not, I suppose, particularly surprising that I learned next to nothing from Mr
Pentecost. `I can just about order a loaf of bread,' I told the Assistant Dean. `And you know
where your aunt keeps her pen?' `Dans le bureau de mon oncle?' `Fortunately, the job I'm
thinking of won't require much knowledge of the language,' said the Assistant Dean. `Though, if



you put in a little work, you ought to come back fairly fluent and although I admit I do rather
subscribe to the view that it is the job of foreigners to learn English I suppose a smattering of
French might hold you in good stead in the future.' `What sort of job is it?' `Assistant in an
English pharmacy which is owned by a friend of mine and which caters largely to British and
American tourists. That's the other downside, of course. You'll meet a lot of Americans.' `I don't
mind that,' I said quickly, rather shocked at the Assistant Dean’s prejudice. `Have you met a lot of
Americans?'`No.' `I didn't think so. Never mind. So, do you want to see if you can find yourself
something a little more intellectually stimulating than delivering fish or do you want me to see if
my friend in Paris has a vacancy?' I hesitated. I wasn't accustomed to getting favours - especially
from people in authority. To an almost medical student an Assistant Dean operated at an almost
unimaginably elevated level. `If it isn't too much trouble I'd be grateful if you would find out if your
friend has a vacancy in Paris,' I said. Almost instantaneously, and without any thought, I had
taken a decision which would change my life. My parents and teachers had always impressed
upon me the importance, and wisdom, of thinking carefully, and considering all the options,
before making even the simplest decision. I did not, even then, realise just how often crucial,
fundamental decisions are taken without either thought or consideration. `I'll ring you back,'
promised the Assistant Dean. I put the telephone receiver back on the rest but didn't move. I just
sat there, staring at the telephone, waiting for it to ring. Twenty minutes later the Assistant Dean
called back. He told me that his friend would find me a job. Three days later I was heading for
Paris for a job with someone I'd never met, on the recommendation of someone I hardly knew. I
didn't have the faintest idea what I would be doing or where I would be staying. I had with me
one fairly small suitcase containing a spare pair of flannels, a few spare shirts, underwear, a
wash bag I'd been given for the previous Christmas and which had first travelled with me when
I'd gone to medical school, a few English books to read and a large, red notebook. `Keep a sort
of diary,' my mother had said, when she'd handed the notebook to me. `You might find it
interesting to look back at it in years to come.'Chapter TwoAlthough the pharmacy was owned by
an American called John Tennyson, the friend of the Assistant Dean, it was managed by a young
man called Sylvestre Baptiste, a dapper, bilingual Frenchman who had, I was quickly to
discover, a rather elevated sense of his own importance and almost no sense of humour. I
travelled to Paris on the cross channel ferry, arriving at the Gare du Nord at 3.30 in the afternoon
and, following the simple instructions I had been given, and a free map I had picked up at the
railway station, walked down towards the Opera and then down the Avenue de l'Opera towards
the Louvre. I had been advised to take the Metro to the Opera but the £20 worth of French
Francs which my father had given me before I'd left home (`for travelling expenses and
emergencies') had been stolen from me on the boat. The pharmacy had been designed to cater
purely for British and American tourists and the outside of the shop left absolutely nothing to the
imagination. Mr Tennyson, I suspected, was not a man who celebrated modesty or had much
time for self-effacing minimalism. Only the registered blind could fail to spot the shop once they'd
managed to get themselves within fifty or sixty yards. There were three neon signs outside the



shop. One said Drug Store. One said Pharmacy. And one said Chemists. The owner was clearly
keen to minimise the risk that a traveller might not understand what the shop sold. Above the
door a fourth sign, more dignified than the others, simply stated: `International Supplier of
Pharmaceuticals'. I walked into the shop and with a sigh of relief put my heavy suitcase down
onto the floor. It was raining and I had no coat. Both my thin, tweed sports jacket, which had, for
several years, been rather too tight for me, and my grey flannel trousers were soaked. There
were four people in the shop. Two of them were American and expensively dressed in matching
Burberry coats. I had no evidence to support this but I suspected that the two Burberry
umbrellas resting against the front of the counter probably belonged to them too. The third and
fourth persons stood behind the counter, both wearing starched white coats. One was a woman
of about thirty, the other a man in his mid-forties. The woman had a pleasant face and a
welcoming smile. The man, tall and well built, had a sour look and no laughter lines. I got the
feeling that he was not a man who wasted a lot of energy in smiling. She looked up when I
walked in. The man didn't. Neither of them made any effort to move away from their two
customers. On the counter, between the two Americans and the assistants, lay a large selection
of patented medicaments. It was clear that the proceedings, which, judging by the number of
boxes and bottles which were sitting on the counter had been a lengthy one, were coming to a
triumphant, and for the shop, extremely successful conclusion. `So you think this one is best for
the diarrhoea?' said the male American, picking up one of the packets. He spoke in such an
exaggerated Southern drawl that I thought at first that he was acting a part. The female assistant
nodded. `And this for the sore eyes?'Another nod. The American placed the selected eye
remedy next to the nominated anti-diarrhoeal. `And this one for the skin rash?' I had by now
realised that the American's drawl was for real. Again, the female assistant nodded. This time
she added a smile. `Oh I'm not sure,' said the female American. She pointed to a larger packet. `I
think that one might be more suitable.' She too sounded as though she had come directly from
the set of some Southern drama. I looked around, half expecting to see a couple of faithful black
retainers standing by, ready to carry the parcels back to the mansion. The argument which
ensued was heated but neither participant seemed in the slightest bit embarrassed. `Why don't
you just have them both?' suggested the male assistant. The male American obediently picked
up the product his wife had selected and added it to their chosen pile. His wife thought about this
for a few moments before nodding her agreement. `I guess so, honey!' she drawled. Five
minutes later, and a large traveller's cheque lighter, the two Americans staggered out of the
shop, each carrying a huge plastic carrier bags full of pills and potions. I held the door open for
them and watched them leave. `They'll be back tomorrow,' said the male shop assistant,
laughing. `Wanting remedies for ruptures and backache.' `I expect they will,' said the female
assistant. `Do they come in every day?' I asked. The female assistant smiled. `They've been in
Paris for two weeks and so far they've been in here every single day except Sundays.' `Maybe
they go to church and pray on Sundays,' suggested the male assistant. He shrugged to let it be
clear that he neither knew nor cared. `If they come here they don't see me anyway,' he said



rather sourly. `I don't work Sundays.' `Can I help you, sir?' the female assistant asked me
suddenly. `I'm here about the job,' I said. They both looked at me rather blankly. `The job as an
assistant,' I explained. `It was arranged through Mr Tennyson.' I rummaged in my jacket pocket
and pulled out my passport, my train ticket, my boarding pass for the cross channel ferry and
finally, with some relief, the letter confirming my appointment. I took the letter out of its envelope
and handed it across the counter. The male assistant took it, read it and handed it back to me.
`I'll fetch Monsieur Baptiste,' he told me. `The manager,' he explained. He disappeared through a
door at the rear of the shop. `Did you have a good crossing?' asked the female assistant. She
spoke excellent English and did not seem to have an accent. `I wasn't sick,' I replied. The woman
smiled. `Well, that's a good sign. I am always sick on boats. Even when the sea is calm I am still
sick. Are you English?'`Yes. Are you?' The woman laughed. `No. I'm French. My name is Sylvie
Roland. And that was Peter,' she added, nodding in the direction that the male assistant had
disappeared. `Your English is very good.' `Thank you. Mr Tennyson only employs people who
speak good English. His shops are designed to cater for English people and for Americans -
particularly the ones who don't speak any French.' There was no criticism or accusation in what
she said, or the way she said it, but nevertheless I felt guilty at the fact that I was one of the
travelling English citizens who did not speak French. It occurred to me for the first time that this
might not be Mr Tennyson's only shop. `Does Mr Tennyson have other pharmacies?' `Oh yes. He
has a chain of them. I think there are over thirty now. Rome, Madrid, Amsterdam, Nice, Athens -
all the cities favoured by tourists. I think he plans to have one in every city in Europe which is
regularly visited by British and American travellers. Did you apply for this job in England?' `I was
a medical student,' I explained. `But I fell ill and have had to take a year off. The Assistant Dean
at the medical school arranged this for me. He's a friend of Mr Tennyson's.' `I'm sorry to hear you
have been ill.' `Everything is pretty much OK now, thanks. I had hepatitis.' `That can be very
debilitating.' `It was. Horrible.' I shrugged. `But at least I now get to spend some time in
Paris.' Just then the male assistant returned with a short, thin man beside him. `I hope you will
enjoy your stay here,' said the woman, before moving away. The thin man, clearly the manager,
was not wearing a white coat. He wore a neat pin striped suit, a plain white shirt and a dark blue
tie. His neatly cropped hair had been oiled and was brushed straight back from his forehead. The
manager asked me my name and asked to see my passport. I handed it to him. He looked at it,
checked the photograph and handed the passport back to me. I slipped it into my inside jacket
pocket. `I am Monsieur Baptise,' he told me. He wore expensive looking tortoiseshell half
rimmed spectacles which were perched on the tip of his nose. He lowered his head and looked
over the top of them when he spoke. `I am the manager of this store. Do you have any retail
experience?'`No.' `Do you know anything about drugs?' `No, I'm afraid not.' I admitted. `I was
about to start studying medicine,' I added and regretted it almost immediately. `I am aware of
that. But a few days at medical school do not qualify you to make any decisions or take any
responsibility.' `No, of course not.' `You are healthy now?'`Oh yes.' `You are free of infectious
diseases?'`Yes.' The manager stared at me over his half-moon spectacles as though trying to



decide whether or not I was telling the truth. `Mr Tennyson has asked me to employ you as a
favour to a friend of his. This shop is open twelve hours a day and seven days a week. As the
most junior assistant you will naturally work on our rota system. By and large you will work the
hours that no one else wants. Your job will be to stock shelves, sweep floors and run
errands.' `That's fine,' I said, anxious to please. `I have arranged a room for you at a tourist hotel,'
continued the manager. `It is very conveniently situated, not far from the shop.' He handed me a
small brochure advertising the hotel. `You will find a map showing the location of your hotel on
this brochure. We will pay the hotel directly for your room.' Chapter ThreeThe drugstore
manager had been honest when he had told me that the hotel he'd booked me in was
convenient. It was less than three minutes away from the drugstore. That was, however, just
about all that could be said in its favour. The Hotel Paradis had somehow acquired and kept
rosettes certifying that it had satisfied certain basic requirements of the tourist industry. But once
I'd seen inside the hotel I couldn't help wondering what a hotel without rosettes would look
like. The reception area was bleak and badly lit. I put my suitcase down beside me and for a few
moments I stood in the murk, waiting for my eyes to become accustomed to the dim light. A
balding man in his late sixties sat on a stool in a cramped space behind a scarred wooden
counter. With the aid of a small unshaded bulb above him he was reading a newspaper. Judging
by the title of the newspaper and the photographs visible on the front page the newspapers
main, and possibly only, content dealt with horseracing. My entrance was clearly not sufficiently
engaging him to persuade him to put down his newspaper. Generally speaking, he did not give
the impression of being excited to be in Paris in 1964. `Good evening,' I said, hesitantly when I
felt that my eyes had adjusted to the light as well as they were going to. The receptionist
continued to ignore me. I did not have enough experience of hotels in general, let alone French
hotels, to know whether or not this was normal. For all I knew it was customary for a hotel guest
to have to stand and wait for half an hour before being allocated a room. And so I stood and
waited. This went on for some time. The man read his paper. I stood and waited. I waited. The
man read. I stood. He read. I tried to occupy myself by reading the notices pinned to the wall
behind him. But they were faded, hand written in French and did not seem to include any
information about pens, bureaux, uncles or aunts. I looked around the rest of the lobby. There
wasn't much to see. A door guarded by thin, colourful plastic strips which had been tied back out
of the way led into a grubby little dining room furnished with scuffed pine tables and old chairs
which did not seem in any way to be related to one another. This was all something of a shock to
me. I had not long left school and there is no more structured, close knit world than a school -
particularly one geared towards propelling its students along the educational shuffle board, as
mine had been. When I left school I had still not been prepared to spread my wings but had,
instead, been mentally prepared for medical school - another structured, hierarchical world. I
was ill prepared for this new world in which there seemed to be no form, no structure, no
predictability, no expectations. I was beginning a year I would never forget; a year that would
change me for ever and which would give me, for the first time in my life, an awareness of the



unusual and the exceptional and a preparedness for the unpredictable. I fear that we might have
both still been frozen there if the telephone had not rung. But it did. When he had dealt with the
caller the balding newspaper reader looked up at me and spoke. I have no idea what he said. `I
think you have a room booked for me,' I said. I gave him my name and mentioned the name of
the drugstore manager. The newspaper reader said nothing to indicate that he might or might
not have understood me and then suddenly reached up, plucked a key from a board to his right
and tossed it onto the scarred counter between us. I picked up the key, thanked him and studied
the tag which was attached to the key. The tag suggested to me that a search for a room marked
number 12 might prove fruitful. I had already spotted a narrow, uncarpeted staircase. I picked up
my suitcase with my other hand and headed towards it. `Thank you,' I said to the man behind the
desk. He was too engrossed in his newspaper to respond. I doubt if he even heard me. He
seemed to have an enviable ability to ignore his surroundings. The stairs were steep, narrow,
uneven and twisted and turned as though they had been built for entertainment rather than
function. I looked, in vain, on the first floor for room number 12. On the second floor I failed yet
again. Eventually I found it on the top floor - I had by this time lost count but rather thought it was
the sixth floor. I put the key into the lock but found, to my surprise, that the door didn't seem to be
locked. I twisted the handle, opened the door and entered the room that was to be my home in
Paris. The room was sparsely furnished. There was a small wardrobe, a dressing table, a chair
and a narrow bed. There was a small square of filthy carpet on the floor by the side of the bed. A
pair of trousers and a jacket were draped over the chair. A dress and various items which I
recognised as feminine underwear were distributed on the floor around the room. And on the
bed, lying on top of the dirty brown coverlet, lay a naked blonde woman of about forty and a
rather older bald man. He, too, was naked except for his socks. I remember noticing that there
appeared to be a large hole in the heel of his left sock. She was lying on her back and had her
eyes closed. He was lying face down on top of her. He was moving, she was pretty well lying still
and the bed was protesting loudly. They weren't playing checkers. I had absolutely no
experience of sexual matters but I was not so entirely innocent that I was not able to guess what
they were doing. He had, I remember, a very large, white bottom which was decorated with a
number of red spots. It was not a pretty sight. `Er...I'm sorry...,' I said, going very red and backing
out of the room. Neither the woman nor the man looked up or showed any sign of registering my
presence. I closed the door. Still carrying my suitcase I retreated, back down the stairs. `There's
a couple in room 12,' I told the man behind the desk when I had got back down to the ground
floor. This time I did not wait for him to notice me before speaking. The receptionist looked up
and stared at me. He said something but I understood as much of what he said as I think he had
understood of what I had said. I stared at him and then, in desperation, drew an imaginary bed in
the air and, on top of it, drew first a female figure and then another figure on top. The man spat
onto the floor, and looked at his watch. He then spat again, cursed, stood up and walked around
to my side of the desk. He clearly understood my mime. I was grateful for this because it saved
me adding the sound effects. He then walked slowly but steadily up the stairs. I followed. My



suitcase, obeying unnatural laws, now seemed to weigh considerably more than it had weighed
when I had first made this journey. When he got to the top floor the bald and ill-tempered
receptionist opened the door and walked into the room. He did not knock and nor did he hesitate
before entering. The man was no longer lying one on top of the woman; he was now lying half off
her. He looked up as we walked in and for the first time I could see his face. He was sweating
and red from the exertions he had made; his hair was dishevelled and damp. Only afterwards did
it occur to me that there was no sign of happiness or contentment in his eyes: merely an
emptiness. He looked exhausted and relieved rather than exhilarated or excited. The receptionist
turned his wrist so that the man could see his watch and said something I did not understand but
which, it was pretty fair to assume, referred to the time. The man grunted and sat up. He reached
for his clothes and started to dress. The receptionist left immediately, without another word. The
man getting dressed made no effort to cover those parts of his body which a man might normally
regard as private. He left as soon as he was dressed. When he had gone I noticed that he had
left his tie lying over the back of the room's solitary chair. `Your husband has left his tie!' I said to
the woman. She stared at me. `My husband?' she said. At first she seemed surprised. Then she
laughed out loud. I blushed. I was embarrassed then to realise that he was not her husband. It
embarrasses me now, to remember my innocence. Embarrassment was not an emotion which
troubled the woman. She did not seem in the slightest bit surprised or put out at being naked in
the presence of a stranger. But then, on reflection, why should she have been? What was to me
very new was to her an oft repeated daily ritual. She very slowly sat up and swung around so
that her feet were on the floor. Her breasts hung down to her waist and were heavily veined. Her
nipples were as big as thimbles. You can judge my inexperience when I tell you that they were
the first female breasts I had ever seen. She stood up, walked around the bed and started to
dress. I tried to look away but found it more difficult than I would have imagined. The receptionist
turned and left the room. When the woman had dressed she bent down and smoothed the
covers. She smiled at me, patted my cheek and blew me a kiss. I didn't know what to do so I
smiled back. She stopped for a moment, thought and then kissed me full on the lips. Shocked, I
neither did nor said anything. Her breath smelt of aniseed. She said something in French which I
did not understand. `I'm sorry,' I said, in English. `I don't understand.' `You want we make love?'
she asked me. She spoke English with a theatrical French accent. I felt myself blushing and
beginning to sweat through nervousness. `No, it's all right, thank you,' I replied. `But thank you
very much.' `You very young,' she said. `You pay half normal price.' `No, really,' I said. `But thank
you. Thank you very much indeed.' To my relief she did not seem put out by this. She shrugged,
left the room and clattered across the landing and down the stairs. She wore absurdly high heels
which made a great deal of noise but these did not seem to impede her rate of progress. When
they had both left I shut the door behind them. My heart was beating so fast I thought it would
burst out of my chest. I remembered the words of the Assistant Dean. `We would like you to
come back a wiser person with a broader view of the world.' I looked around. It was, without any
doubt, the most depressing room I had ever seen in my life. It was cramped, dingy, dirty and



poorly furnished. There was not a single redeeming feature. You could not say `It is a poor room
but...'. There was no `but'. I walked across the room to the window, hoping that there might,
perhaps, be a view to make up for the room's other varied shortcomings. I did not expect much
and I was not disappointed. When I pulled back the grey net curtains I could see that the room
looked out onto a tiny grey courtyard. Across the courtyard there were other windows. They were
all covered with dirty white net curtains. Below one window someone had fixed up a washing
line. It was empty. Down below the tiny courtyard was full of rubbish. I turned away from the
window. It seemed to me to be not so much a room as a cell and I felt very lonely, very young
and rather frightened. I was a long way from home and a long way from the world I knew.Chapter
FourMy duties at the pharmacy were uncomplicated. In other circumstances I suppose that I
might have been offended, or felt slighted, if I had been asked to sweep floors, clean out
cupboards and move packets of pills and creams from a store room to the shelves of an
establishment which, although described on the outside as an international supplier of
pharmaceuticals was, on the inside, still no more than a well-equipped chemist's shop.But as a
visitor in a strange country, a long way from home and divorced by the English Channel from
friends and family, I was grateful to accept the comfort that routine offered me. I found repetitive
duties which might have appeared dull and boring in other, more familiar circumstances, to be
curiously soothing. Restocking the revolving rack of toothbrushes, checking that the appropriate
display cabinet was well stocked with penknives, sunglasses, nail trimmers and eyebrow
tweezers and making sure that the drawers in which the more personal items (such as condoms
and creams for the eradication of rashes of an intimate nature) were stored were all full, required
enough concentration to push my fears into the background but did not require enough
intellectual activity to add to my stock of anxieties. In those days the Channel was much more of
a physical barrier than it is today. Back in the 1960s there was no Tunnel, carrying rail
passengers seamlessly from Waterloo to the Gare du Nord, and air travel was still something of
a novelty for such a short journey. Most travellers reached France from Britain via a sea journey
and this gave any continental excursion an air of mystery, romance and excitement. Having to
embark, disembark and, in between these two rituals, suffer the discomfort and indignities of a
journey across a notoriously bumpy stretch of water made even the most undemanding tourist
feel that by the time he reached his destination he had earned the right to describe himself as a
genuine traveller in the true Victorian tradition. The pharmacy was patronised by an endless
stream of fascinating characters who brought with them sometimes strange and always personal
requirements, demands and expectations. In retrospect the work may seem undemanding and
tedious. In practice I do not remember boredom being a serious problem during my stay at the
pharmacy in Paris. The pharmacy's patrons invariably came into the shop without a prescription.
Many came in hoping that they would be able to purchase a suitable product over the counter
without going to the expense and trouble of finding and visiting an English speaking doctor. I
soon learned that this meant that they were prepared to bare their souls, and sometimes (to the
embarrassment and amusement of other customers) their bodies, to the pharmacy staff in a way



that might, in other circumstances, have been considered more appropriate for the traditional
privacy of the doctor's surgery than the very public nature of the pharmacy counter. It was at the
pharmacy that I met an American called Archie Trench. Hugely overweight and with a personality
to match Archie `entered' a room as though intent on conquering both the territory and everyone
within it. He was something of a tyrant and the best way I can describe him is to say that when, in
later years, I first met the bullying giant publisher Robert Maxwell I was reminded very much of
Archie Trent. `What have you got for piles?' he demanded, making no attempt to modify his
booming voice and seeming quite unembarrassed by a request which usually led customers
with the same problem to whisper across the counter or even, on more than one occasion, to
writing down their ailment on a slip of paper before sliding it across the counter face down. I
looked around and rather to my horror realised that I was the only person in the shop. This was
most unusual. Normally, Sylvie, Peter or Monsieur Baptiste, the shop manager, would be waiting
to attend to customers while I got on with my work of sweeping, tidying and stocking shelves. But
Sylvie was away for the day, completing some undisclosed family business which required a
train journey to Tours, Monsieur Baptise was on the telephone to a supplier and Peter had
disappeared for a moment, probably taking an illicit puff or two at a cigarette in the tiny toilet
which we all shared. Monsieur Baptiste strongly disapproved of smoking, not for health reasons
but simply because he regarded it as decadent and sinful. `Do you speak English?' the
American demanded. `I am English,' I replied. `Aren't there any Americans working here?' `No.
I'm afraid not.' `Then you'll have to do. I need something for my damned piles. And no continental
crap. I want the good stuff.' I looked around, desperately hoping that Peter or Monsieur Baptiste
might appear. But Peter was nowhere to be seen and I could still hear Monsieur Baptise talking
on the telephone. I couldn't understand what he was saying but from the tone and pitch of his
voice I could tell that he was arguing with someone. `I went to a drug store near to my hotel and
they tried to sell me batteries!' complained the customer. He snorted. `What am I supposed to do
with batteries?' He waved a hand. `Don't even try to answer that.' `The word `pile' means battery
in French,' I explained. `Perhaps that was the cause of the confusion.'`Pile means battery?' `I
think so,' I said. On my second day in Paris I had purchased a cheap radio so that I would have a
little company in my lonely, dingy hotel room. When I got it back to my hotel I found that the
assistant in the shop had forgotten to remind me to buy batteries for the radio. When I looked up
the word battery in the small French-English dictionary I had also purchased I found that the
word I wanted was `pile'. I therefore had the excruciatingly embarrassing task of going into a
shop and asking a complete stranger (who was, inevitably, a good looking woman in her early
twenties) if she had any piles. `Only the damned French could do something so damned stupid,'
complained the fat American. He seemed annoyed rather than amused and I got the impression
that he had a tendency to see the rest of the world as revolving around himself. I suspected that
he would regard every insult, every setback as being devised solely to inconvenience him and
this suspicion proved to be entirely accurate. I never met a more self-obsessed man. Archie
seemed to regard arrogance as a duty and a virtue. `Get me that chair,' he added, nodding



towards a chair on the other side of the pharmacy. `And a cushion.' I moved quickly around from
behind the counter and carried the chair across the pharmacy. `I'm afraid I don't think we have a
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giving the world a moody Clint Eastwood starring in For A Few Dollars More. It was a pretty
exciting time for me too. I was 18-years-old and I spent much of the winter which spread across
the years of 1963 and 1964 in Paris. I was an innocent abroad; away from home and out of my
depth. In September of 1963 I had started medical school. But I'd been taken ill and had to
abandon my studies for a year. With the best part of a year to kill I was given two choices. I could
either stay at home and get a temporary job driving a fish delivery van or working as a games
assistant at a local school (the only work the local employment exchange could offer me) or I
could go to Paris. After a great deal of thought (which, on reflection, must have taken very nearly
a second) I chose to go to Paris. And this is the story of what happened to me that year. Just how
much of this story is true you will have to decide for yourself.ForewordI love spring cleaning. You
never know what you're going to find in the next trunk or box you open. A little while ago, while
sorting through some boxes I found in the attic, I came across several large notebooks which
turned out to be a diary I kept during a stay in Paris in the last part of 1963 and the first months of
1964. I had intended to write a book about my experiences but when I’d got home I had put the
notebooks aside and forgotten about them. For the world those were exciting times. Lyndon
Johnson was elected President of the USA; in India Nehru died and in Russia shoe banging
Kruschev lost power. James Bond creator Ian Fleming, Harpo Marx and Cole Porter all died. A
22 year old Cassius Clay became World Champion heavyweight boxer after knocking out Sonny
Liston. 1964 was the year that the film of My Fair Lady was released and it was the year Sergio
Leone invented the Spaghetti Western, giving the world a moody Clint Eastwood starring in For
A Few Dollars More. It was a pretty exciting time for me too. I was 18-years-old and I spent much
of the winter which spread across the years of 1963 and 1964 in Paris. I was an innocent abroad;
away from home and out of my depth. In September of 1963 I had started medical school. But
I'd been taken ill and had to abandon my studies for a year. With the best part of a year to kill I
was given two choices. I could either stay at home and get a temporary job driving a fish delivery
van or working as a games assistant at a local school (the only work the local employment
exchange could offer me) or I could go to Paris. After a great deal of thought (which, on
reflection, must have taken very nearly a second) I chose to go to Paris. And this is the story of
what happened to me that year. Just how much of this story is true you will have to decide for
yourself.Chapter OneIt was November 1964 and I should have been at University studying
medicine. Instead I was in Paris, sitting in the Cafe Napoleon, eating a flaky croissant and
drinking black coffee so strong that I could feel my heart kick into a higher gear every time I took
a sip. I glanced at the clock above the bar, took some coins out of my pocket and placed them



on the table, using them to weigh down `l’addition’ which the waiter had left when he had
brought me my breakfast. The coins would prevent the bill blowing away when I opened the door
to leave. I stood up, wrapped my thick, grey, woollen scarf around my neck and pulled my new
navy blue beret onto my head. I had come to Paris without a coat so I had compromised by
buying myself a scarf and a beret. I looked round the warm and well lit cafe. It was early and I
was the only customer. Philippe, the solitary waiter had disappeared, either into the cellar or into
the store room behind the bar. I called out a goodbye which echoed unanswered in the empty
cafe, pulled my jacket collar tight up against my throat, opened the door, lowered my head and
headed off into the darkness, the cold and the rain. Ten minutes later I was standing behind the
counter in the pharmacy where I worked, stamping my feet to keep them warm, waiting for the
first customer of the day and going over in my head the strange twists of fate which had led me
to this unexpected situation. Back in September, when my parents had taken me (and my
luggage) to start my first term at medical school, I’d had little or no idea of what to expect. I had
read books and seen films about medical students and hospitals but, callow that I was, I knew
enough to know that there are sometimes vast differences between fiction and reality and I knew
enough to know that I did not know what to expect. I had my first cheque book in my pocket. It
was as virginal as I was. I had never written a cheque or made love. I was as innocent as only an
18-year-old could be in the early 1960s. I spent that first night in a tiny room in a towering hall of
residence. It seemed possible that the plans for the building had been appropriated from a
manufacturer of accommodation for hens, and then enlarged slightly and turned on its side so
as to reach upwards rather than outwards. I shared the room with a youth I'd never met before. It
was the first time I had not slept under the same roof as my mother and father and the first time
I'd shared a bedroom with a stranger. In practical terms the stranger was possessive, cautious
and modest. He did not hang his clothes or other possessions in the tiny wardrobe by his bed
but kept them locked, folded and creased, in a set of three expensive looking leather suitcases.
The suitcases were polished, like a guardsman's boots and were themselves kept in smart
maroon bags. He put a paisley dressing gown around his shoulders while getting undressed and
emerged, minutes later, wearing a pair of paisley pyjamas. He then put the clothes he had
removed, and the dressing gown, back into one of the suitcases which he then duly locked
before kneeling by the side of his bed to say his prayers. Others of my age might have felt
contemptuous, or regarded the ritual as a suitable subject for jest, but I felt envious that he had
this apparently indestructible faith with which to dilute the loneliness which I assumed he too
must feel. His name, as embroidered, painted or embossed on every item of clothing, luggage or
stationery he had brought with him, was Bright-Perkins, L.F.W. The W stood for William which
was, I was soon informed, on no account to be shortened to Will, Bill or Willie. I had, and have,
no idea what the L or the F stood for. William Bright-Perkins may have been modest in a physical
sense but I do not think that even he would have claimed modesty as one of his most significant
spiritual virtues. Within ten minutes of our meeting he had told me that his father was a banker
and drove a Jaguar motor car, that his mother was a keen member of the local hunt and,



presumably when not riding horses, drove a Rover and that they, he and his three sisters lived in
an eight bedroom house that sat in four acres of prime Home Counties pasture land and was
equipped with two hard tennis courts and a croquet court. Like the vast majority of the students
around me, I was an innocent stranded in the no man's land between childhood and adulthood. I
didn't realise that, of course. I thought I was grown up. I was so young and so innocent that I
thought I was old enough and wise enough to have left fear and uncertainty behind. I didn't know
it at the time, of course, but we never get younger or more innocent than that. Inevitably, the fact
that I was in reality almost suffocated by fear simply made me feel grossly inadequate. I had felt
tired for a day or two before I had arrived at medical school and when I awoke on my first
morning I felt even worse. I had absolutely no appetite and no interest in breakfast. I hardly had
the strength to walk across the campus to the medical school. Once I had to sit down on a low
stone wall. I had, for no good reason, suddenly burst into tears. That afternoon, after I had
stumbled and fallen, one of the lecturers insisted on taking me into the teaching hospital where a
senior student took a blood sample. The blood tests had confirmed that I was suffering from
infective hepatitis. I had arrived at the university hospital as a putative medical student but within
hours I had been transformed into a patient. When William Bright-Perkins came to visit me
(more, I suspect, out of duty than anything else) he stood in the doorway to my hospital room
and spoke through a surgical mask. I found it exceedingly difficult to understand anything he
said. He brought me a Get Well card upon which he had scrawled: `It's hard work and you're well
out of it. I assume you won't be returning to the Hall of Residence so I've had your things packed
and your luggage put into the porter's store. I can spread about a bit now. So, thanks for
that.' They kept me in hospital for three weeks and then sent me home to convalesce. Less than
a month after my arrival at medical school I was on my way back home, sitting in the front seat of
my father's car, slumped down, wrapped in a thick coat and an even thicker scarf. My luggage,
retrieved from the porter's store, filled the boot and two thirds of the back seat of the car. My
mother was squashed into the remaining third of the back seat. Every time the car went round a
corner she had to work hard to protect herself from cardboard boxes full of books. After a
month's convalescence I received a formal note from the Assistant Dean telling me that they had
decided to defer my place. I remembered the Assistant Dean from my interview. He was plump
and had been surprisingly friendly. The members of the interview panel had been formal and
rather cold. I remembered him because he had smiled just like a human being. `There is now
little point in you trying to catch up your contemporaries,' the Assistant Dean had written. `Your
delayed start would put you under quite unreasonable pressure. I recommend that you take the
year off and re-enrol next September. The University will keep your place open. I will telephone
you in a few days to make suggestions as to how you might best use your free year in a way of
which the university might approve.' And so had ended my first year at medical school. It was
something of an anti-climax. I felt disappointed and frustrated. `Have you got any idea how
you're going to spend your enforced holiday?' the Assistant Dean asked when he'd called. `I
need to find a job,' I said. `My parents will keep me but I'd rather stand on my own feet. I don't



think they should have to feed me.' `Splendid,' said the Assistant Dean. `Any ideas?' `Nothing
very exciting,' I confessed. I had already checked with the local labour exchange. `A fishmonger
in the local town wants a van driver and a private school needs a games assistant.' I wasn't very
keen on either of these opportunities. I hated the smell of fish and at school I'd been one of the
few students to welcome heavy rain on sports afternoons. `I don't think the School would be
terribly keen on either of those possibilities,' said the Assistant Dean. `We would like you to keep
your brain active before you come back. I know fish is reputed by some to be good food for the
brain but I rather suspect that even the most enthusiastic proponents of that theory would admit
that it is crucial to consume the stuff rather than simply deliver it to other people in order to
benefit from its brain boosting qualities. We would like you to come back to us a wiser person
with a broader view of the world in general. However, if you're interested I may be able to get you
a job which might require a little more cerebral activity. The downside is that the job isn't very
exciting and the pay is terrible. The upside is that it's in Paris and, if you're frugal, you'll earn
enough to live on.'`Paris?' `The French capital rather than the small town in Texas,' explained the
Assistant Dean, drily. I didn't know what to reply to this so I mumbled something but said nothing
audible. `Beautiful city,' the Assistant Dean went on. `Set astride the River Seine. Best known for
sin, can-can girls and the Eiffel Tower. Have you been there?' `When I was about twelve,' I said.
`Just for a couple of nights.' `Do you speak French?' `No,' I admitted. I hesitated. `Well, I studied
it at school, of course.' `Of course,' agreed the Assistant Dean. I remembered more about my
first French teacher, Mr Pentecost, than I did about the language he had taught. Mr Pentecost
had been short and fat and had had a large, hairy wart on his left cheek which made it difficult for
me to concentrate on anything he said. The wart seemed to have a life and an identity of its own.
I was convinced that it was getting bigger and hairier by the day and as I sat and stared at it I had
daydreams (they could not really be described as nightmares) in which it took a life of its own
and began to overpower the entire school. One day the deputy headmaster came and told us
that Mr Pentecost had been called away to attend a family funeral. When Mr Pentecost returned,
two days later, the mole had disappeared. I must have been a slow child for it was not until
several years later that it eventually dawned on me that the deputy headmaster had lied and that
instead of going to a funeral Mr Pentecost had been to the hospital to have the wart removed. I
was a trusting and undoubtedly rather naive teenager. The disappearance of the mole did not
make it any easier for me to concentrate on what Mr Pentecost said. Instead of being hypnotised
by the mole I was now hypnotised by the space where the mole had been; mesmerised by its
absence. It is not, I suppose, particularly surprising that I learned next to nothing from Mr
Pentecost. `I can just about order a loaf of bread,' I told the Assistant Dean. `And you know
where your aunt keeps her pen?' `Dans le bureau de mon oncle?' `Fortunately, the job I'm
thinking of won't require much knowledge of the language,' said the Assistant Dean. `Though, if
you put in a little work, you ought to come back fairly fluent and although I admit I do rather
subscribe to the view that it is the job of foreigners to learn English I suppose a smattering of
French might hold you in good stead in the future.' `What sort of job is it?' `Assistant in an



English pharmacy which is owned by a friend of mine and which caters largely to British and
American tourists. That's the other downside, of course. You'll meet a lot of Americans.' `I don't
mind that,' I said quickly, rather shocked at the Assistant Dean’s prejudice. `Have you met a lot of
Americans?'`No.' `I didn't think so. Never mind. So, do you want to see if you can find yourself
something a little more intellectually stimulating than delivering fish or do you want me to see if
my friend in Paris has a vacancy?' I hesitated. I wasn't accustomed to getting favours - especially
from people in authority. To an almost medical student an Assistant Dean operated at an almost
unimaginably elevated level. `If it isn't too much trouble I'd be grateful if you would find out if your
friend has a vacancy in Paris,' I said. Almost instantaneously, and without any thought, I had
taken a decision which would change my life. My parents and teachers had always impressed
upon me the importance, and wisdom, of thinking carefully, and considering all the options,
before making even the simplest decision. I did not, even then, realise just how often crucial,
fundamental decisions are taken without either thought or consideration. `I'll ring you back,'
promised the Assistant Dean. I put the telephone receiver back on the rest but didn't move. I just
sat there, staring at the telephone, waiting for it to ring. Twenty minutes later the Assistant Dean
called back. He told me that his friend would find me a job. Three days later I was heading for
Paris for a job with someone I'd never met, on the recommendation of someone I hardly knew. I
didn't have the faintest idea what I would be doing or where I would be staying. I had with me
one fairly small suitcase containing a spare pair of flannels, a few spare shirts, underwear, a
wash bag I'd been given for the previous Christmas and which had first travelled with me when
I'd gone to medical school, a few English books to read and a large, red notebook. `Keep a sort
of diary,' my mother had said, when she'd handed the notebook to me. `You might find it
interesting to look back at it in years to come.'Chapter OneIt was November 1964 and I should
have been at University studying medicine. Instead I was in Paris, sitting in the Cafe Napoleon,
eating a flaky croissant and drinking black coffee so strong that I could feel my heart kick into a
higher gear every time I took a sip. I glanced at the clock above the bar, took some coins out of
my pocket and placed them on the table, using them to weigh down `l’addition’ which the waiter
had left when he had brought me my breakfast. The coins would prevent the bill blowing away
when I opened the door to leave. I stood up, wrapped my thick, grey, woollen scarf around my
neck and pulled my new navy blue beret onto my head. I had come to Paris without a coat so I
had compromised by buying myself a scarf and a beret. I looked round the warm and well lit
cafe. It was early and I was the only customer. Philippe, the solitary waiter had disappeared,
either into the cellar or into the store room behind the bar. I called out a goodbye which echoed
unanswered in the empty cafe, pulled my jacket collar tight up against my throat, opened the
door, lowered my head and headed off into the darkness, the cold and the rain. Ten minutes
later I was standing behind the counter in the pharmacy where I worked, stamping my feet to
keep them warm, waiting for the first customer of the day and going over in my head the strange
twists of fate which had led me to this unexpected situation. Back in September, when my
parents had taken me (and my luggage) to start my first term at medical school, I’d had little or



no idea of what to expect. I had read books and seen films about medical students and hospitals
but, callow that I was, I knew enough to know that there are sometimes vast differences between
fiction and reality and I knew enough to know that I did not know what to expect. I had my first
cheque book in my pocket. It was as virginal as I was. I had never written a cheque or made love.
I was as innocent as only an 18-year-old could be in the early 1960s. I spent that first night in a
tiny room in a towering hall of residence. It seemed possible that the plans for the building had
been appropriated from a manufacturer of accommodation for hens, and then enlarged slightly
and turned on its side so as to reach upwards rather than outwards. I shared the room with a
youth I'd never met before. It was the first time I had not slept under the same roof as my mother
and father and the first time I'd shared a bedroom with a stranger. In practical terms the stranger
was possessive, cautious and modest. He did not hang his clothes or other possessions in the
tiny wardrobe by his bed but kept them locked, folded and creased, in a set of three expensive
looking leather suitcases. The suitcases were polished, like a guardsman's boots and were
themselves kept in smart maroon bags. He put a paisley dressing gown around his shoulders
while getting undressed and emerged, minutes later, wearing a pair of paisley pyjamas. He then
put the clothes he had removed, and the dressing gown, back into one of the suitcases which he
then duly locked before kneeling by the side of his bed to say his prayers. Others of my age
might have felt contemptuous, or regarded the ritual as a suitable subject for jest, but I felt
envious that he had this apparently indestructible faith with which to dilute the loneliness which I
assumed he too must feel. His name, as embroidered, painted or embossed on every item of
clothing, luggage or stationery he had brought with him, was Bright-Perkins, L.F.W. The W stood
for William which was, I was soon informed, on no account to be shortened to Will, Bill or Willie. I
had, and have, no idea what the L or the F stood for. William Bright-Perkins may have been
modest in a physical sense but I do not think that even he would have claimed modesty as one
of his most significant spiritual virtues. Within ten minutes of our meeting he had told me that his
father was a banker and drove a Jaguar motor car, that his mother was a keen member of the
local hunt and, presumably when not riding horses, drove a Rover and that they, he and his three
sisters lived in an eight bedroom house that sat in four acres of prime Home Counties pasture
land and was equipped with two hard tennis courts and a croquet court. Like the vast majority of
the students around me, I was an innocent stranded in the no man's land between childhood
and adulthood. I didn't realise that, of course. I thought I was grown up. I was so young and so
innocent that I thought I was old enough and wise enough to have left fear and uncertainty
behind. I didn't know it at the time, of course, but we never get younger or more innocent than
that. Inevitably, the fact that I was in reality almost suffocated by fear simply made me feel
grossly inadequate. I had felt tired for a day or two before I had arrived at medical school and
when I awoke on my first morning I felt even worse. I had absolutely no appetite and no interest
in breakfast. I hardly had the strength to walk across the campus to the medical school. Once I
had to sit down on a low stone wall. I had, for no good reason, suddenly burst into tears. That
afternoon, after I had stumbled and fallen, one of the lecturers insisted on taking me into the



teaching hospital where a senior student took a blood sample. The blood tests had confirmed
that I was suffering from infective hepatitis. I had arrived at the university hospital as a putative
medical student but within hours I had been transformed into a patient. When William Bright-
Perkins came to visit me (more, I suspect, out of duty than anything else) he stood in the
doorway to my hospital room and spoke through a surgical mask. I found it exceedingly difficult
to understand anything he said. He brought me a Get Well card upon which he had scrawled:
`It's hard work and you're well out of it. I assume you won't be returning to the Hall of Residence
so I've had your things packed and your luggage put into the porter's store. I can spread about a
bit now. So, thanks for that.' They kept me in hospital for three weeks and then sent me home to
convalesce. Less than a month after my arrival at medical school I was on my way back home,
sitting in the front seat of my father's car, slumped down, wrapped in a thick coat and an even
thicker scarf. My luggage, retrieved from the porter's store, filled the boot and two thirds of the
back seat of the car. My mother was squashed into the remaining third of the back seat. Every
time the car went round a corner she had to work hard to protect herself from cardboard boxes
full of books. After a month's convalescence I received a formal note from the Assistant Dean
telling me that they had decided to defer my place. I remembered the Assistant Dean from my
interview. He was plump and had been surprisingly friendly. The members of the interview panel
had been formal and rather cold. I remembered him because he had smiled just like a human
being. `There is now little point in you trying to catch up your contemporaries,' the Assistant
Dean had written. `Your delayed start would put you under quite unreasonable pressure. I
recommend that you take the year off and re-enrol next September. The University will keep your
place open. I will telephone you in a few days to make suggestions as to how you might best use
your free year in a way of which the university might approve.' And so had ended my first year at
medical school. It was something of an anti-climax. I felt disappointed and frustrated. `Have you
got any idea how you're going to spend your enforced holiday?' the Assistant Dean asked when
he'd called. `I need to find a job,' I said. `My parents will keep me but I'd rather stand on my own
feet. I don't think they should have to feed me.' `Splendid,' said the Assistant Dean. `Any
ideas?' `Nothing very exciting,' I confessed. I had already checked with the local labour
exchange. `A fishmonger in the local town wants a van driver and a private school needs a
games assistant.' I wasn't very keen on either of these opportunities. I hated the smell of fish and
at school I'd been one of the few students to welcome heavy rain on sports afternoons. `I don't
think the School would be terribly keen on either of those possibilities,' said the Assistant Dean.
`We would like you to keep your brain active before you come back. I know fish is reputed by
some to be good food for the brain but I rather suspect that even the most enthusiastic
proponents of that theory would admit that it is crucial to consume the stuff rather than simply
deliver it to other people in order to benefit from its brain boosting qualities. We would like you to
come back to us a wiser person with a broader view of the world in general. However, if you're
interested I may be able to get you a job which might require a little more cerebral activity. The
downside is that the job isn't very exciting and the pay is terrible. The upside is that it's in Paris



and, if you're frugal, you'll earn enough to live on.' `Paris?' `The French capital rather than the
small town in Texas,' explained the Assistant Dean, drily. I didn't know what to reply to this so I
mumbled something but said nothing audible. `Beautiful city,' the Assistant Dean went on. `Set
astride the River Seine. Best known for sin, can-can girls and the Eiffel Tower. Have you been
there?' `When I was about twelve,' I said. `Just for a couple of nights.' `Do you speak
French?' `No,' I admitted. I hesitated. `Well, I studied it at school, of course.' `Of course,' agreed
the Assistant Dean. I remembered more about my first French teacher, Mr Pentecost, than I did
about the language he had taught. Mr Pentecost had been short and fat and had had a large,
hairy wart on his left cheek which made it difficult for me to concentrate on anything he said. The
wart seemed to have a life and an identity of its own. I was convinced that it was getting bigger
and hairier by the day and as I sat and stared at it I had daydreams (they could not really be
described as nightmares) in which it took a life of its own and began to overpower the entire
school. One day the deputy headmaster came and told us that Mr Pentecost had been called
away to attend a family funeral. When Mr Pentecost returned, two days later, the mole had
disappeared. I must have been a slow child for it was not until several years later that it
eventually dawned on me that the deputy headmaster had lied and that instead of going to a
funeral Mr Pentecost had been to the hospital to have the wart removed. I was a trusting and
undoubtedly rather naive teenager. The disappearance of the mole did not make it any easier for
me to concentrate on what Mr Pentecost said. Instead of being hypnotised by the mole I was
now hypnotised by the space where the mole had been; mesmerised by its absence. It is not, I
suppose, particularly surprising that I learned next to nothing from Mr Pentecost. `I can just
about order a loaf of bread,' I told the Assistant Dean. `And you know where your aunt keeps her
pen?' `Dans le bureau de mon oncle?' `Fortunately, the job I'm thinking of won't require much
knowledge of the language,' said the Assistant Dean. `Though, if you put in a little work, you
ought to come back fairly fluent and although I admit I do rather subscribe to the view that it is
the job of foreigners to learn English I suppose a smattering of French might hold you in good
stead in the future.' `What sort of job is it?' `Assistant in an English pharmacy which is owned by
a friend of mine and which caters largely to British and American tourists. That's the other
downside, of course. You'll meet a lot of Americans.' `I don't mind that,' I said quickly, rather
shocked at the Assistant Dean’s prejudice. `Have you met a lot of Americans?' `No.' `I didn't
think so. Never mind. So, do you want to see if you can find yourself something a little more
intellectually stimulating than delivering fish or do you want me to see if my friend in Paris has a
vacancy?' I hesitated. I wasn't accustomed to getting favours - especially from people in
authority. To an almost medical student an Assistant Dean operated at an almost unimaginably
elevated level. `If it isn't too much trouble I'd be grateful if you would find out if your friend has a
vacancy in Paris,' I said. Almost instantaneously, and without any thought, I had taken a decision
which would change my life. My parents and teachers had always impressed upon me the
importance, and wisdom, of thinking carefully, and considering all the options, before making
even the simplest decision. I did not, even then, realise just how often crucial, fundamental



decisions are taken without either thought or consideration. `I'll ring you back,' promised the
Assistant Dean. I put the telephone receiver back on the rest but didn't move. I just sat there,
staring at the telephone, waiting for it to ring. Twenty minutes later the Assistant Dean called
back. He told me that his friend would find me a job. Three days later I was heading for Paris for
a job with someone I'd never met, on the recommendation of someone I hardly knew. I didn't
have the faintest idea what I would be doing or where I would be staying. I had with me one fairly
small suitcase containing a spare pair of flannels, a few spare shirts, underwear, a wash bag I'd
been given for the previous Christmas and which had first travelled with me when I'd gone to
medical school, a few English books to read and a large, red notebook. `Keep a sort of diary,'
my mother had said, when she'd handed the notebook to me. `You might find it interesting to
look back at it in years to come.'Chapter TwoAlthough the pharmacy was owned by an American
called John Tennyson, the friend of the Assistant Dean, it was managed by a young man called
Sylvestre Baptiste, a dapper, bilingual Frenchman who had, I was quickly to discover, a rather
elevated sense of his own importance and almost no sense of humour. I travelled to Paris on the
cross channel ferry, arriving at the Gare du Nord at 3.30 in the afternoon and, following the
simple instructions I had been given, and a free map I had picked up at the railway station,
walked down towards the Opera and then down the Avenue de l'Opera towards the Louvre. I had
been advised to take the Metro to the Opera but the £20 worth of French Francs which my father
had given me before I'd left home (`for travelling expenses and emergencies') had been stolen
from me on the boat. The pharmacy had been designed to cater purely for British and American
tourists and the outside of the shop left absolutely nothing to the imagination. Mr Tennyson, I
suspected, was not a man who celebrated modesty or had much time for self-effacing
minimalism. Only the registered blind could fail to spot the shop once they'd managed to get
themselves within fifty or sixty yards. There were three neon signs outside the shop. One said
Drug Store. One said Pharmacy. And one said Chemists. The owner was clearly keen to
minimise the risk that a traveller might not understand what the shop sold. Above the door a
fourth sign, more dignified than the others, simply stated: `International Supplier of
Pharmaceuticals'. I walked into the shop and with a sigh of relief put my heavy suitcase down
onto the floor. It was raining and I had no coat. Both my thin, tweed sports jacket, which had, for
several years, been rather too tight for me, and my grey flannel trousers were soaked. There
were four people in the shop. Two of them were American and expensively dressed in matching
Burberry coats. I had no evidence to support this but I suspected that the two Burberry
umbrellas resting against the front of the counter probably belonged to them too. The third and
fourth persons stood behind the counter, both wearing starched white coats. One was a woman
of about thirty, the other a man in his mid-forties. The woman had a pleasant face and a
welcoming smile. The man, tall and well built, had a sour look and no laughter lines. I got the
feeling that he was not a man who wasted a lot of energy in smiling. She looked up when I
walked in. The man didn't. Neither of them made any effort to move away from their two
customers. On the counter, between the two Americans and the assistants, lay a large selection



of patented medicaments. It was clear that the proceedings, which, judging by the number of
boxes and bottles which were sitting on the counter had been a lengthy one, were coming to a
triumphant, and for the shop, extremely successful conclusion. `So you think this one is best for
the diarrhoea?' said the male American, picking up one of the packets. He spoke in such an
exaggerated Southern drawl that I thought at first that he was acting a part. The female assistant
nodded. `And this for the sore eyes?'Another nod. The American placed the selected eye
remedy next to the nominated anti-diarrhoeal. `And this one for the skin rash?' I had by now
realised that the American's drawl was for real. Again, the female assistant nodded. This time
she added a smile. `Oh I'm not sure,' said the female American. She pointed to a larger packet. `I
think that one might be more suitable.' She too sounded as though she had come directly from
the set of some Southern drama. I looked around, half expecting to see a couple of faithful black
retainers standing by, ready to carry the parcels back to the mansion. The argument which
ensued was heated but neither participant seemed in the slightest bit embarrassed. `Why don't
you just have them both?' suggested the male assistant. The male American obediently picked
up the product his wife had selected and added it to their chosen pile. His wife thought about this
for a few moments before nodding her agreement. `I guess so, honey!' she drawled. Five
minutes later, and a large traveller's cheque lighter, the two Americans staggered out of the
shop, each carrying a huge plastic carrier bags full of pills and potions. I held the door open for
them and watched them leave. `They'll be back tomorrow,' said the male shop assistant,
laughing. `Wanting remedies for ruptures and backache.' `I expect they will,' said the female
assistant. `Do they come in every day?' I asked. The female assistant smiled. `They've been in
Paris for two weeks and so far they've been in here every single day except Sundays.' `Maybe
they go to church and pray on Sundays,' suggested the male assistant. He shrugged to let it be
clear that he neither knew nor cared. `If they come here they don't see me anyway,' he said
rather sourly. `I don't work Sundays.' `Can I help you, sir?' the female assistant asked me
suddenly. `I'm here about the job,' I said. They both looked at me rather blankly. `The job as an
assistant,' I explained. `It was arranged through Mr Tennyson.' I rummaged in my jacket pocket
and pulled out my passport, my train ticket, my boarding pass for the cross channel ferry and
finally, with some relief, the letter confirming my appointment. I took the letter out of its envelope
and handed it across the counter. The male assistant took it, read it and handed it back to me.
`I'll fetch Monsieur Baptiste,' he told me. `The manager,' he explained. He disappeared through a
door at the rear of the shop. `Did you have a good crossing?' asked the female assistant. She
spoke excellent English and did not seem to have an accent. `I wasn't sick,' I replied. The woman
smiled. `Well, that's a good sign. I am always sick on boats. Even when the sea is calm I am still
sick. Are you English?'`Yes. Are you?' The woman laughed. `No. I'm French. My name is Sylvie
Roland. And that was Peter,' she added, nodding in the direction that the male assistant had
disappeared. `Your English is very good.' `Thank you. Mr Tennyson only employs people who
speak good English. His shops are designed to cater for English people and for Americans -
particularly the ones who don't speak any French.' There was no criticism or accusation in what



she said, or the way she said it, but nevertheless I felt guilty at the fact that I was one of the
travelling English citizens who did not speak French. It occurred to me for the first time that this
might not be Mr Tennyson's only shop. `Does Mr Tennyson have other pharmacies?' `Oh yes. He
has a chain of them. I think there are over thirty now. Rome, Madrid, Amsterdam, Nice, Athens -
all the cities favoured by tourists. I think he plans to have one in every city in Europe which is
regularly visited by British and American travellers. Did you apply for this job in England?' `I was
a medical student,' I explained. `But I fell ill and have had to take a year off. The Assistant Dean
at the medical school arranged this for me. He's a friend of Mr Tennyson's.' `I'm sorry to hear you
have been ill.' `Everything is pretty much OK now, thanks. I had hepatitis.' `That can be very
debilitating.' `It was. Horrible.' I shrugged. `But at least I now get to spend some time in
Paris.' Just then the male assistant returned with a short, thin man beside him. `I hope you will
enjoy your stay here,' said the woman, before moving away. The thin man, clearly the manager,
was not wearing a white coat. He wore a neat pin striped suit, a plain white shirt and a dark blue
tie. His neatly cropped hair had been oiled and was brushed straight back from his forehead. The
manager asked me my name and asked to see my passport. I handed it to him. He looked at it,
checked the photograph and handed the passport back to me. I slipped it into my inside jacket
pocket. `I am Monsieur Baptise,' he told me. He wore expensive looking tortoiseshell half
rimmed spectacles which were perched on the tip of his nose. He lowered his head and looked
over the top of them when he spoke. `I am the manager of this store. Do you have any retail
experience?'`No.' `Do you know anything about drugs?' `No, I'm afraid not.' I admitted. `I was
about to start studying medicine,' I added and regretted it almost immediately. `I am aware of
that. But a few days at medical school do not qualify you to make any decisions or take any
responsibility.' `No, of course not.' `You are healthy now?'`Oh yes.' `You are free of infectious
diseases?'`Yes.' The manager stared at me over his half-moon spectacles as though trying to
decide whether or not I was telling the truth. `Mr Tennyson has asked me to employ you as a
favour to a friend of his. This shop is open twelve hours a day and seven days a week. As the
most junior assistant you will naturally work on our rota system. By and large you will work the
hours that no one else wants. Your job will be to stock shelves, sweep floors and run
errands.' `That's fine,' I said, anxious to please. `I have arranged a room for you at a tourist hotel,'
continued the manager. `It is very conveniently situated, not far from the shop.' He handed me a
small brochure advertising the hotel. `You will find a map showing the location of your hotel on
this brochure. We will pay the hotel directly for your room.' Chapter TwoAlthough the pharmacy
was owned by an American called John Tennyson, the friend of the Assistant Dean, it was
managed by a young man called Sylvestre Baptiste, a dapper, bilingual Frenchman who had, I
was quickly to discover, a rather elevated sense of his own importance and almost no sense of
humour. I travelled to Paris on the cross channel ferry, arriving at the Gare du Nord at 3.30 in the
afternoon and, following the simple instructions I had been given, and a free map I had picked
up at the railway station, walked down towards the Opera and then down the Avenue de l'Opera
towards the Louvre. I had been advised to take the Metro to the Opera but the £20 worth of



French Francs which my father had given me before I'd left home (`for travelling expenses and
emergencies') had been stolen from me on the boat. The pharmacy had been designed to cater
purely for British and American tourists and the outside of the shop left absolutely nothing to the
imagination. Mr Tennyson, I suspected, was not a man who celebrated modesty or had much
time for self-effacing minimalism. Only the registered blind could fail to spot the shop once they'd
managed to get themselves within fifty or sixty yards. There were three neon signs outside the
shop. One said Drug Store. One said Pharmacy. And one said Chemists. The owner was clearly
keen to minimise the risk that a traveller might not understand what the shop sold. Above the
door a fourth sign, more dignified than the others, simply stated: `International Supplier of
Pharmaceuticals'. I walked into the shop and with a sigh of relief put my heavy suitcase down
onto the floor. It was raining and I had no coat. Both my thin, tweed sports jacket, which had, for
several years, been rather too tight for me, and my grey flannel trousers were soaked. There
were four people in the shop. Two of them were American and expensively dressed in matching
Burberry coats. I had no evidence to support this but I suspected that the two Burberry
umbrellas resting against the front of the counter probably belonged to them too. The third and
fourth persons stood behind the counter, both wearing starched white coats. One was a woman
of about thirty, the other a man in his mid-forties. The woman had a pleasant face and a
welcoming smile. The man, tall and well built, had a sour look and no laughter lines. I got the
feeling that he was not a man who wasted a lot of energy in smiling. She looked up when I
walked in. The man didn't. Neither of them made any effort to move away from their two
customers. On the counter, between the two Americans and the assistants, lay a large selection
of patented medicaments. It was clear that the proceedings, which, judging by the number of
boxes and bottles which were sitting on the counter had been a lengthy one, were coming to a
triumphant, and for the shop, extremely successful conclusion. `So you think this one is best for
the diarrhoea?' said the male American, picking up one of the packets. He spoke in such an
exaggerated Southern drawl that I thought at first that he was acting a part. The female assistant
nodded. `And this for the sore eyes?' Another nod. The American placed the selected eye
remedy next to the nominated anti-diarrhoeal. `And this one for the skin rash?' I had by now
realised that the American's drawl was for real. Again, the female assistant nodded. This time
she added a smile. `Oh I'm not sure,' said the female American. She pointed to a larger packet. `I
think that one might be more suitable.' She too sounded as though she had come directly from
the set of some Southern drama. I looked around, half expecting to see a couple of faithful black
retainers standing by, ready to carry the parcels back to the mansion. The argument which
ensued was heated but neither participant seemed in the slightest bit embarrassed. `Why don't
you just have them both?' suggested the male assistant. The male American obediently picked
up the product his wife had selected and added it to their chosen pile. His wife thought about this
for a few moments before nodding her agreement. `I guess so, honey!' she drawled. Five
minutes later, and a large traveller's cheque lighter, the two Americans staggered out of the
shop, each carrying a huge plastic carrier bags full of pills and potions. I held the door open for



them and watched them leave. `They'll be back tomorrow,' said the male shop assistant,
laughing. `Wanting remedies for ruptures and backache.' `I expect they will,' said the female
assistant. `Do they come in every day?' I asked. The female assistant smiled. `They've been in
Paris for two weeks and so far they've been in here every single day except Sundays.' `Maybe
they go to church and pray on Sundays,' suggested the male assistant. He shrugged to let it be
clear that he neither knew nor cared. `If they come here they don't see me anyway,' he said
rather sourly. `I don't work Sundays.' `Can I help you, sir?' the female assistant asked me
suddenly. `I'm here about the job,' I said. They both looked at me rather blankly. `The job as an
assistant,' I explained. `It was arranged through Mr Tennyson.' I rummaged in my jacket pocket
and pulled out my passport, my train ticket, my boarding pass for the cross channel ferry and
finally, with some relief, the letter confirming my appointment. I took the letter out of its envelope
and handed it across the counter. The male assistant took it, read it and handed it back to me.
`I'll fetch Monsieur Baptiste,' he told me. `The manager,' he explained. He disappeared through a
door at the rear of the shop. `Did you have a good crossing?' asked the female assistant. She
spoke excellent English and did not seem to have an accent. `I wasn't sick,' I replied. The
woman smiled. `Well, that's a good sign. I am always sick on boats. Even when the sea is calm I
am still sick. Are you English?' `Yes. Are you?' The woman laughed. `No. I'm French. My name is
Sylvie Roland. And that was Peter,' she added, nodding in the direction that the male assistant
had disappeared. `Your English is very good.' `Thank you. Mr Tennyson only employs people
who speak good English. His shops are designed to cater for English people and for Americans
- particularly the ones who don't speak any French.' There was no criticism or accusation in what
she said, or the way she said it, but nevertheless I felt guilty at the fact that I was one of the
travelling English citizens who did not speak French. It occurred to me for the first time that this
might not be Mr Tennyson's only shop. `Does Mr Tennyson have other pharmacies?' `Oh yes. He
has a chain of them. I think there are over thirty now. Rome, Madrid, Amsterdam, Nice, Athens -
all the cities favoured by tourists. I think he plans to have one in every city in Europe which is
regularly visited by British and American travellers. Did you apply for this job in England?' `I was
a medical student,' I explained. `But I fell ill and have had to take a year off. The Assistant Dean
at the medical school arranged this for me. He's a friend of Mr Tennyson's.' `I'm sorry to hear you
have been ill.' `Everything is pretty much OK now, thanks. I had hepatitis.' `That can be very
debilitating.' `It was. Horrible.' I shrugged. `But at least I now get to spend some time in
Paris.' Just then the male assistant returned with a short, thin man beside him. `I hope you will
enjoy your stay here,' said the woman, before moving away. The thin man, clearly the manager,
was not wearing a white coat. He wore a neat pin striped suit, a plain white shirt and a dark blue
tie. His neatly cropped hair had been oiled and was brushed straight back from his forehead.
The manager asked me my name and asked to see my passport. I handed it to him. He looked
at it, checked the photograph and handed the passport back to me. I slipped it into my inside
jacket pocket. `I am Monsieur Baptise,' he told me. He wore expensive looking tortoiseshell half
rimmed spectacles which were perched on the tip of his nose. He lowered his head and looked



over the top of them when he spoke. `I am the manager of this store. Do you have any retail
experience?' `No.' `Do you know anything about drugs?' `No, I'm afraid not.' I admitted. `I was
about to start studying medicine,' I added and regretted it almost immediately. `I am aware of
that. But a few days at medical school do not qualify you to make any decisions or take any
responsibility.' `No, of course not.' `You are healthy now?' `Oh yes.' `You are free of infectious
diseases?' `Yes.' The manager stared at me over his half-moon spectacles as though trying to
decide whether or not I was telling the truth. `Mr Tennyson has asked me to employ you as a
favour to a friend of his. This shop is open twelve hours a day and seven days a week. As the
most junior assistant you will naturally work on our rota system. By and large you will work the
hours that no one else wants. Your job will be to stock shelves, sweep floors and run
errands.' `That's fine,' I said, anxious to please. `I have arranged a room for you at a tourist hotel,'
continued the manager. `It is very conveniently situated, not far from the shop.' He handed me a
small brochure advertising the hotel. `You will find a map showing the location of your hotel on
this brochure. We will pay the hotel directly for your room.' Chapter ThreeThe drugstore
manager had been honest when he had told me that the hotel he'd booked me in was
convenient. It was less than three minutes away from the drugstore. That was, however, just
about all that could be said in its favour. The Hotel Paradis had somehow acquired and kept
rosettes certifying that it had satisfied certain basic requirements of the tourist industry. But once
I'd seen inside the hotel I couldn't help wondering what a hotel without rosettes would look
like. The reception area was bleak and badly lit. I put my suitcase down beside me and for a few
moments I stood in the murk, waiting for my eyes to become accustomed to the dim light. A
balding man in his late sixties sat on a stool in a cramped space behind a scarred wooden
counter. With the aid of a small unshaded bulb above him he was reading a newspaper. Judging
by the title of the newspaper and the photographs visible on the front page the newspapers
main, and possibly only, content dealt with horseracing. My entrance was clearly not sufficiently
engaging him to persuade him to put down his newspaper. Generally speaking, he did not give
the impression of being excited to be in Paris in 1964. `Good evening,' I said, hesitantly when I
felt that my eyes had adjusted to the light as well as they were going to. The receptionist
continued to ignore me. I did not have enough experience of hotels in general, let alone French
hotels, to know whether or not this was normal. For all I knew it was customary for a hotel guest
to have to stand and wait for half an hour before being allocated a room. And so I stood and
waited. This went on for some time. The man read his paper. I stood and waited. I waited. The
man read. I stood. He read. I tried to occupy myself by reading the notices pinned to the wall
behind him. But they were faded, hand written in French and did not seem to include any
information about pens, bureaux, uncles or aunts. I looked around the rest of the lobby. There
wasn't much to see. A door guarded by thin, colourful plastic strips which had been tied back out
of the way led into a grubby little dining room furnished with scuffed pine tables and old chairs
which did not seem in any way to be related to one another. This was all something of a shock to
me. I had not long left school and there is no more structured, close knit world than a school -



particularly one geared towards propelling its students along the educational shuffle board, as
mine had been. When I left school I had still not been prepared to spread my wings but had,
instead, been mentally prepared for medical school - another structured, hierarchical world. I
was ill prepared for this new world in which there seemed to be no form, no structure, no
predictability, no expectations. I was beginning a year I would never forget; a year that would
change me for ever and which would give me, for the first time in my life, an awareness of the
unusual and the exceptional and a preparedness for the unpredictable. I fear that we might have
both still been frozen there if the telephone had not rung. But it did. When he had dealt with the
caller the balding newspaper reader looked up at me and spoke. I have no idea what he said. `I
think you have a room booked for me,' I said. I gave him my name and mentioned the name of
the drugstore manager. The newspaper reader said nothing to indicate that he might or might
not have understood me and then suddenly reached up, plucked a key from a board to his right
and tossed it onto the scarred counter between us. I picked up the key, thanked him and studied
the tag which was attached to the key. The tag suggested to me that a search for a room marked
number 12 might prove fruitful. I had already spotted a narrow, uncarpeted staircase. I picked up
my suitcase with my other hand and headed towards it. `Thank you,' I said to the man behind the
desk. He was too engrossed in his newspaper to respond. I doubt if he even heard me. He
seemed to have an enviable ability to ignore his surroundings. The stairs were steep, narrow,
uneven and twisted and turned as though they had been built for entertainment rather than
function. I looked, in vain, on the first floor for room number 12. On the second floor I failed yet
again. Eventually I found it on the top floor - I had by this time lost count but rather thought it was
the sixth floor. I put the key into the lock but found, to my surprise, that the door didn't seem to be
locked. I twisted the handle, opened the door and entered the room that was to be my home in
Paris. The room was sparsely furnished. There was a small wardrobe, a dressing table, a chair
and a narrow bed. There was a small square of filthy carpet on the floor by the side of the bed. A
pair of trousers and a jacket were draped over the chair. A dress and various items which I
recognised as feminine underwear were distributed on the floor around the room. And on the
bed, lying on top of the dirty brown coverlet, lay a naked blonde woman of about forty and a
rather older bald man. He, too, was naked except for his socks. I remember noticing that there
appeared to be a large hole in the heel of his left sock. She was lying on her back and had her
eyes closed. He was lying face down on top of her. He was moving, she was pretty well lying still
and the bed was protesting loudly. They weren't playing checkers. I had absolutely no
experience of sexual matters but I was not so entirely innocent that I was not able to guess what
they were doing. He had, I remember, a very large, white bottom which was decorated with a
number of red spots. It was not a pretty sight. `Er...I'm sorry...,' I said, going very red and backing
out of the room. Neither the woman nor the man looked up or showed any sign of registering my
presence. I closed the door. Still carrying my suitcase I retreated, back down the stairs. `There's
a couple in room 12,' I told the man behind the desk when I had got back down to the ground
floor. This time I did not wait for him to notice me before speaking. The receptionist looked up



and stared at me. He said something but I understood as much of what he said as I think he had
understood of what I had said. I stared at him and then, in desperation, drew an imaginary bed in
the air and, on top of it, drew first a female figure and then another figure on top. The man spat
onto the floor, and looked at his watch. He then spat again, cursed, stood up and walked around
to my side of the desk. He clearly understood my mime. I was grateful for this because it saved
me adding the sound effects. He then walked slowly but steadily up the stairs. I followed. My
suitcase, obeying unnatural laws, now seemed to weigh considerably more than it had weighed
when I had first made this journey. When he got to the top floor the bald and ill-tempered
receptionist opened the door and walked into the room. He did not knock and nor did he hesitate
before entering. The man was no longer lying one on top of the woman; he was now lying half off
her. He looked up as we walked in and for the first time I could see his face. He was sweating
and red from the exertions he had made; his hair was dishevelled and damp. Only afterwards did
it occur to me that there was no sign of happiness or contentment in his eyes: merely an
emptiness. He looked exhausted and relieved rather than exhilarated or excited. The receptionist
turned his wrist so that the man could see his watch and said something I did not understand but
which, it was pretty fair to assume, referred to the time. The man grunted and sat up. He reached
for his clothes and started to dress. The receptionist left immediately, without another word. The
man getting dressed made no effort to cover those parts of his body which a man might normally
regard as private. He left as soon as he was dressed. When he had gone I noticed that he had
left his tie lying over the back of the room's solitary chair. `Your husband has left his tie!' I said to
the woman. She stared at me. `My husband?' she said. At first she seemed surprised. Then she
laughed out loud. I blushed. I was embarrassed then to realise that he was not her husband. It
embarrasses me now, to remember my innocence. Embarrassment was not an emotion which
troubled the woman. She did not seem in the slightest bit surprised or put out at being naked in
the presence of a stranger. But then, on reflection, why should she have been? What was to me
very new was to her an oft repeated daily ritual. She very slowly sat up and swung around so
that her feet were on the floor. Her breasts hung down to her waist and were heavily veined. Her
nipples were as big as thimbles. You can judge my inexperience when I tell you that they were
the first female breasts I had ever seen. She stood up, walked around the bed and started to
dress. I tried to look away but found it more difficult than I would have imagined. The receptionist
turned and left the room. When the woman had dressed she bent down and smoothed the
covers. She smiled at me, patted my cheek and blew me a kiss. I didn't know what to do so I
smiled back. She stopped for a moment, thought and then kissed me full on the lips. Shocked, I
neither did nor said anything. Her breath smelt of aniseed. She said something in French which I
did not understand. `I'm sorry,' I said, in English. `I don't understand.' `You want we make love?'
she asked me. She spoke English with a theatrical French accent. I felt myself blushing and
beginning to sweat through nervousness. `No, it's all right, thank you,' I replied. `But thank you
very much.' `You very young,' she said. `You pay half normal price.' `No, really,' I said. `But thank
you. Thank you very much indeed.' To my relief she did not seem put out by this. She shrugged,



left the room and clattered across the landing and down the stairs. She wore absurdly high heels
which made a great deal of noise but these did not seem to impede her rate of progress. When
they had both left I shut the door behind them. My heart was beating so fast I thought it would
burst out of my chest. I remembered the words of the Assistant Dean. `We would like you to
come back a wiser person with a broader view of the world.' I looked around. It was, without any
doubt, the most depressing room I had ever seen in my life. It was cramped, dingy, dirty and
poorly furnished. There was not a single redeeming feature. You could not say `It is a poor room
but...'. There was no `but'. I walked across the room to the window, hoping that there might,
perhaps, be a view to make up for the room's other varied shortcomings. I did not expect much
and I was not disappointed. When I pulled back the grey net curtains I could see that the room
looked out onto a tiny grey courtyard. Across the courtyard there were other windows. They were
all covered with dirty white net curtains. Below one window someone had fixed up a washing
line. It was empty. Down below the tiny courtyard was full of rubbish. I turned away from the
window. It seemed to me to be not so much a room as a cell and I felt very lonely, very young
and rather frightened. I was a long way from home and a long way from the world I knew.Chapter
ThreeThe drugstore manager had been honest when he had told me that the hotel he'd booked
me in was convenient. It was less than three minutes away from the drugstore. That was,
however, just about all that could be said in its favour. The Hotel Paradis had somehow acquired
and kept rosettes certifying that it had satisfied certain basic requirements of the tourist industry.
But once I'd seen inside the hotel I couldn't help wondering what a hotel without rosettes would
look like. The reception area was bleak and badly lit. I put my suitcase down beside me and for a
few moments I stood in the murk, waiting for my eyes to become accustomed to the dim light. A
balding man in his late sixties sat on a stool in a cramped space behind a scarred wooden
counter. With the aid of a small unshaded bulb above him he was reading a newspaper. Judging
by the title of the newspaper and the photographs visible on the front page the newspapers
main, and possibly only, content dealt with horseracing. My entrance was clearly not sufficiently
engaging him to persuade him to put down his newspaper. Generally speaking, he did not give
the impression of being excited to be in Paris in 1964. `Good evening,' I said, hesitantly when I
felt that my eyes had adjusted to the light as well as they were going to. The receptionist
continued to ignore me. I did not have enough experience of hotels in general, let alone French
hotels, to know whether or not this was normal. For all I knew it was customary for a hotel guest
to have to stand and wait for half an hour before being allocated a room. And so I stood and
waited. This went on for some time. The man read his paper. I stood and waited. I waited. The
man read. I stood. He read. I tried to occupy myself by reading the notices pinned to the wall
behind him. But they were faded, hand written in French and did not seem to include any
information about pens, bureaux, uncles or aunts. I looked around the rest of the lobby. There
wasn't much to see. A door guarded by thin, colourful plastic strips which had been tied back out
of the way led into a grubby little dining room furnished with scuffed pine tables and old chairs
which did not seem in any way to be related to one another. This was all something of a shock to



me. I had not long left school and there is no more structured, close knit world than a school -
particularly one geared towards propelling its students along the educational shuffle board, as
mine had been. When I left school I had still not been prepared to spread my wings but had,
instead, been mentally prepared for medical school - another structured, hierarchical world. I
was ill prepared for this new world in which there seemed to be no form, no structure, no
predictability, no expectations. I was beginning a year I would never forget; a year that would
change me for ever and which would give me, for the first time in my life, an awareness of the
unusual and the exceptional and a preparedness for the unpredictable. I fear that we might have
both still been frozen there if the telephone had not rung. But it did. When he had dealt with the
caller the balding newspaper reader looked up at me and spoke. I have no idea what he said. `I
think you have a room booked for me,' I said. I gave him my name and mentioned the name of
the drugstore manager. The newspaper reader said nothing to indicate that he might or might
not have understood me and then suddenly reached up, plucked a key from a board to his right
and tossed it onto the scarred counter between us. I picked up the key, thanked him and studied
the tag which was attached to the key. The tag suggested to me that a search for a room marked
number 12 might prove fruitful. I had already spotted a narrow, uncarpeted staircase. I picked up
my suitcase with my other hand and headed towards it. `Thank you,' I said to the man behind
the desk. He was too engrossed in his newspaper to respond. I doubt if he even heard me. He
seemed to have an enviable ability to ignore his surroundings. The stairs were steep, narrow,
uneven and twisted and turned as though they had been built for entertainment rather than
function. I looked, in vain, on the first floor for room number 12. On the second floor I failed yet
again. Eventually I found it on the top floor - I had by this time lost count but rather thought it was
the sixth floor. I put the key into the lock but found, to my surprise, that the door didn't seem to
be locked. I twisted the handle, opened the door and entered the room that was to be my home
in Paris. The room was sparsely furnished. There was a small wardrobe, a dressing table, a chair
and a narrow bed. There was a small square of filthy carpet on the floor by the side of the bed. A
pair of trousers and a jacket were draped over the chair. A dress and various items which I
recognised as feminine underwear were distributed on the floor around the room. And on the
bed, lying on top of the dirty brown coverlet, lay a naked blonde woman of about forty and a
rather older bald man. He, too, was naked except for his socks. I remember noticing that there
appeared to be a large hole in the heel of his left sock. She was lying on her back and had her
eyes closed. He was lying face down on top of her. He was moving, she was pretty well lying still
and the bed was protesting loudly. They weren't playing checkers. I had absolutely no
experience of sexual matters but I was not so entirely innocent that I was not able to guess what
they were doing. He had, I remember, a very large, white bottom which was decorated with a
number of red spots. It was not a pretty sight. `Er...I'm sorry...,' I said, going very red and backing
out of the room. Neither the woman nor the man looked up or showed any sign of registering my
presence. I closed the door. Still carrying my suitcase I retreated, back down the stairs. `There's
a couple in room 12,' I told the man behind the desk when I had got back down to the ground



floor. This time I did not wait for him to notice me before speaking. The receptionist looked up
and stared at me. He said something but I understood as much of what he said as I think he had
understood of what I had said. I stared at him and then, in desperation, drew an imaginary bed in
the air and, on top of it, drew first a female figure and then another figure on top. The man spat
onto the floor, and looked at his watch. He then spat again, cursed, stood up and walked around
to my side of the desk. He clearly understood my mime. I was grateful for this because it saved
me adding the sound effects. He then walked slowly but steadily up the stairs. I followed. My
suitcase, obeying unnatural laws, now seemed to weigh considerably more than it had weighed
when I had first made this journey. When he got to the top floor the bald and ill-tempered
receptionist opened the door and walked into the room. He did not knock and nor did he hesitate
before entering. The man was no longer lying one on top of the woman; he was now lying half off
her. He looked up as we walked in and for the first time I could see his face. He was sweating
and red from the exertions he had made; his hair was dishevelled and damp. Only afterwards did
it occur to me that there was no sign of happiness or contentment in his eyes: merely an
emptiness. He looked exhausted and relieved rather than exhilarated or excited. The receptionist
turned his wrist so that the man could see his watch and said something I did not understand but
which, it was pretty fair to assume, referred to the time. The man grunted and sat up. He reached
for his clothes and started to dress. The receptionist left immediately, without another word. The
man getting dressed made no effort to cover those parts of his body which a man might normally
regard as private. He left as soon as he was dressed. When he had gone I noticed that he had
left his tie lying over the back of the room's solitary chair. `Your husband has left his tie!' I said to
the woman. She stared at me. `My husband?' she said. At first she seemed surprised. Then she
laughed out loud. I blushed. I was embarrassed then to realise that he was not her husband. It
embarrasses me now, to remember my innocence. Embarrassment was not an emotion which
troubled the woman. She did not seem in the slightest bit surprised or put out at being naked in
the presence of a stranger. But then, on reflection, why should she have been? What was to me
very new was to her an oft repeated daily ritual. She very slowly sat up and swung around so
that her feet were on the floor. Her breasts hung down to her waist and were heavily veined. Her
nipples were as big as thimbles. You can judge my inexperience when I tell you that they were
the first female breasts I had ever seen. She stood up, walked around the bed and started to
dress. I tried to look away but found it more difficult than I would have imagined. The receptionist
turned and left the room. When the woman had dressed she bent down and smoothed the
covers. She smiled at me, patted my cheek and blew me a kiss. I didn't know what to do so I
smiled back. She stopped for a moment, thought and then kissed me full on the lips. Shocked, I
neither did nor said anything. Her breath smelt of aniseed. She said something in French which I
did not understand. `I'm sorry,' I said, in English. `I don't understand.' `You want we make love?'
she asked me. She spoke English with a theatrical French accent. I felt myself blushing and
beginning to sweat through nervousness. `No, it's all right, thank you,' I replied. `But thank you
very much.' `You very young,' she said. `You pay half normal price.' `No, really,' I said. `But thank



you. Thank you very much indeed.' To my relief she did not seem put out by this. She shrugged,
left the room and clattered across the landing and down the stairs. She wore absurdly high heels
which made a great deal of noise but these did not seem to impede her rate of progress. When
they had both left I shut the door behind them. My heart was beating so fast I thought it would
burst out of my chest. I remembered the words of the Assistant Dean. `We would like you to
come back a wiser person with a broader view of the world.' I looked around. It was, without any
doubt, the most depressing room I had ever seen in my life. It was cramped, dingy, dirty and
poorly furnished. There was not a single redeeming feature. You could not say `It is a poor room
but...'. There was no `but'. I walked across the room to the window, hoping that there might,
perhaps, be a view to make up for the room's other varied shortcomings. I did not expect much
and I was not disappointed. When I pulled back the grey net curtains I could see that the room
looked out onto a tiny grey courtyard. Across the courtyard there were other windows. They were
all covered with dirty white net curtains. Below one window someone had fixed up a washing
line. It was empty. Down below the tiny courtyard was full of rubbish. I turned away from the
window. It seemed to me to be not so much a room as a cell and I felt very lonely, very young
and rather frightened. I was a long way from home and a long way from the world I knew.Chapter
FourMy duties at the pharmacy were uncomplicated. In other circumstances I suppose that I
might have been offended, or felt slighted, if I had been asked to sweep floors, clean out
cupboards and move packets of pills and creams from a store room to the shelves of an
establishment which, although described on the outside as an international supplier of
pharmaceuticals was, on the inside, still no more than a well-equipped chemist's shop.But as a
visitor in a strange country, a long way from home and divorced by the English Channel from
friends and family, I was grateful to accept the comfort that routine offered me. I found repetitive
duties which might have appeared dull and boring in other, more familiar circumstances, to be
curiously soothing. Restocking the revolving rack of toothbrushes, checking that the appropriate
display cabinet was well stocked with penknives, sunglasses, nail trimmers and eyebrow
tweezers and making sure that the drawers in which the more personal items (such as condoms
and creams for the eradication of rashes of an intimate nature) were stored were all full, required
enough concentration to push my fears into the background but did not require enough
intellectual activity to add to my stock of anxieties. In those days the Channel was much more of
a physical barrier than it is today. Back in the 1960s there was no Tunnel, carrying rail
passengers seamlessly from Waterloo to the Gare du Nord, and air travel was still something of
a novelty for such a short journey. Most travellers reached France from Britain via a sea journey
and this gave any continental excursion an air of mystery, romance and excitement. Having to
embark, disembark and, in between these two rituals, suffer the discomfort and indignities of a
journey across a notoriously bumpy stretch of water made even the most undemanding tourist
feel that by the time he reached his destination he had earned the right to describe himself as a
genuine traveller in the true Victorian tradition. The pharmacy was patronised by an endless
stream of fascinating characters who brought with them sometimes strange and always personal



requirements, demands and expectations. In retrospect the work may seem undemanding and
tedious. In practice I do not remember boredom being a serious problem during my stay at the
pharmacy in Paris. The pharmacy's patrons invariably came into the shop without a prescription.
Many came in hoping that they would be able to purchase a suitable product over the counter
without going to the expense and trouble of finding and visiting an English speaking doctor. I
soon learned that this meant that they were prepared to bare their souls, and sometimes (to the
embarrassment and amusement of other customers) their bodies, to the pharmacy staff in a way
that might, in other circumstances, have been considered more appropriate for the traditional
privacy of the doctor's surgery than the very public nature of the pharmacy counter. It was at the
pharmacy that I met an American called Archie Trench. Hugely overweight and with a personality
to match Archie `entered' a room as though intent on conquering both the territory and everyone
within it. He was something of a tyrant and the best way I can describe him is to say that when, in
later years, I first met the bullying giant publisher Robert Maxwell I was reminded very much of
Archie Trent. `What have you got for piles?' he demanded, making no attempt to modify his
booming voice and seeming quite unembarrassed by a request which usually led customers
with the same problem to whisper across the counter or even, on more than one occasion, to
writing down their ailment on a slip of paper before sliding it across the counter face down. I
looked around and rather to my horror realised that I was the only person in the shop. This was
most unusual. Normally, Sylvie, Peter or Monsieur Baptiste, the shop manager, would be waiting
to attend to customers while I got on with my work of sweeping, tidying and stocking shelves. But
Sylvie was away for the day, completing some undisclosed family business which required a
train journey to Tours, Monsieur Baptise was on the telephone to a supplier and Peter had
disappeared for a moment, probably taking an illicit puff or two at a cigarette in the tiny toilet
which we all shared. Monsieur Baptiste strongly disapproved of smoking, not for health reasons
but simply because he regarded it as decadent and sinful. `Do you speak English?' the
American demanded. `I am English,' I replied. `Aren't there any Americans working here?' `No.
I'm afraid not.' `Then you'll have to do. I need something for my damned piles. And no continental
crap. I want the good stuff.' I looked around, desperately hoping that Peter or Monsieur Baptiste
might appear. But Peter was nowhere to be seen and I could still hear Monsieur Baptise talking
on the telephone. I couldn't understand what he was saying but from the tone and pitch of his
voice I could tell that he was arguing with someone. `I went to a drug store near to my hotel and
they tried to sell me batteries!' complained the customer. He snorted. `What am I supposed to do
with batteries?' He waved a hand. `Don't even try to answer that.' `The word `pile' means battery
in French,' I explained. `Perhaps that was the cause of the confusion.'`Pile means battery?' `I
think so,' I said. On my second day in Paris I had purchased a cheap radio so that I would have a
little company in my lonely, dingy hotel room. When I got it back to my hotel I found that the
assistant in the shop had forgotten to remind me to buy batteries for the radio. When I looked up
the word battery in the small French-English dictionary I had also purchased I found that the
word I wanted was `pile'. I therefore had the excruciatingly embarrassing task of going into a



shop and asking a complete stranger (who was, inevitably, a good looking woman in her early
twenties) if she had any piles. `Only the damned French could do something so damned stupid,'
complained the fat American. He seemed annoyed rather than amused and I got the impression
that he had a tendency to see the rest of the world as revolving around himself. I suspected that
he would regard every insult, every setback as being devised solely to inconvenience him and
this suspicion proved to be entirely accurate. I never met a more self-obsessed man. Archie
seemed to regard arrogance as a duty and a virtue. `Get me that chair,' he added, nodding
towards a chair on the other side of the pharmacy. `And a cushion.' I moved quickly around from
behind the counter and carried the chair across the pharmacy. `I'm afraid I don't think we have a
cushion,' I said.Chapter FourMy duties at the pharmacy were uncomplicated. In other
circumstances I suppose that I might have been offended, or felt slighted, if I had been asked to
sweep floors, clean out cupboards and move packets of pills and creams from a store room to
the shelves of an establishment which, although described on the outside as an international
supplier of pharmaceuticals was, on the inside, still no more than a well-equipped chemist's
shop. But as a visitor in a strange country, a long way from home and divorced by the English
Channel from friends and family, I was grateful to accept the comfort that routine offered me. I
found repetitive duties which might have appeared dull and boring in other, more familiar
circumstances, to be curiously soothing. Restocking the revolving rack of toothbrushes,
checking that the appropriate display cabinet was well stocked with penknives, sunglasses, nail
trimmers and eyebrow tweezers and making sure that the drawers in which the more personal
items (such as condoms and creams for the eradication of rashes of an intimate nature) were
stored were all full, required enough concentration to push my fears into the background but did
not require enough intellectual activity to add to my stock of anxieties. In those days the
Channel was much more of a physical barrier than it is today. Back in the 1960s there was no
Tunnel, carrying rail passengers seamlessly from Waterloo to the Gare du Nord, and air travel
was still something of a novelty for such a short journey. Most travellers reached France from
Britain via a sea journey and this gave any continental excursion an air of mystery, romance and
excitement. Having to embark, disembark and, in between these two rituals, suffer the
discomfort and indignities of a journey across a notoriously bumpy stretch of water made even
the most undemanding tourist feel that by the time he reached his destination he had earned the
right to describe himself as a genuine traveller in the true Victorian tradition. The pharmacy was
patronised by an endless stream of fascinating characters who brought with them sometimes
strange and always personal requirements, demands and expectations. In retrospect the work
may seem undemanding and tedious. In practice I do not remember boredom being a serious
problem during my stay at the pharmacy in Paris. The pharmacy's patrons invariably came into
the shop without a prescription. Many came in hoping that they would be able to purchase a
suitable product over the counter without going to the expense and trouble of finding and visiting
an English speaking doctor. I soon learned that this meant that they were prepared to bare their
souls, and sometimes (to the embarrassment and amusement of other customers) their bodies,



to the pharmacy staff in a way that might, in other circumstances, have been considered more
appropriate for the traditional privacy of the doctor's surgery than the very public nature of the
pharmacy counter. It was at the pharmacy that I met an American called Archie Trench. Hugely
overweight and with a personality to match Archie `entered' a room as though intent on
conquering both the territory and everyone within it. He was something of a tyrant and the best
way I can describe him is to say that when, in later years, I first met the bullying giant publisher
Robert Maxwell I was reminded very much of Archie Trent. `What have you got for piles?' he
demanded, making no attempt to modify his booming voice and seeming quite unembarrassed
by a request which usually led customers with the same problem to whisper across the counter
or even, on more than one occasion, to writing down their ailment on a slip of paper before
sliding it across the counter face down. I looked around and rather to my horror realised that I
was the only person in the shop. This was most unusual. Normally, Sylvie, Peter or Monsieur
Baptiste, the shop manager, would be waiting to attend to customers while I got on with my work
of sweeping, tidying and stocking shelves. But Sylvie was away for the day, completing some
undisclosed family business which required a train journey to Tours, Monsieur Baptise was on
the telephone to a supplier and Peter had disappeared for a moment, probably taking an illicit
puff or two at a cigarette in the tiny toilet which we all shared. Monsieur Baptiste strongly
disapproved of smoking, not for health reasons but simply because he regarded it as decadent
and sinful. `Do you speak English?' the American demanded. `I am English,' I replied. `Aren't
there any Americans working here?' `No. I'm afraid not.' `Then you'll have to do. I need
something for my damned piles. And no continental crap. I want the good stuff.' I looked around,
desperately hoping that Peter or Monsieur Baptiste might appear. But Peter was nowhere to be
seen and I could still hear Monsieur Baptise talking on the telephone. I couldn't understand what
he was saying but from the tone and pitch of his voice I could tell that he was arguing with
someone. `I went to a drug store near to my hotel and they tried to sell me batteries!' complained
the customer. He snorted. `What am I supposed to do with batteries?' He waved a hand. `Don't
even try to answer that.' `The word `pile' means battery in French,' I explained. `Perhaps that was
the cause of the confusion.' `Pile means battery?' `I think so,' I said. On my second day in Paris I
had purchased a cheap radio so that I would have a little company in my lonely, dingy hotel
room. When I got it back to my hotel I found that the assistant in the shop had forgotten to
remind me to buy batteries for the radio. When I looked up the word battery in the small French-
English dictionary I had also purchased I found that the word I wanted was `pile'. I therefore had
the excruciatingly embarrassing task of going into a shop and asking a complete stranger (who
was, inevitably, a good looking woman in her early twenties) if she had any piles. `Only the
damned French could do something so damned stupid,' complained the fat American. He
seemed annoyed rather than amused and I got the impression that he had a tendency to see the
rest of the world as revolving around himself. I suspected that he would regard every insult,
every setback as being devised solely to inconvenience him and this suspicion proved to be
entirely accurate. I never met a more self-obsessed man. Archie seemed to regard arrogance as



a duty and a virtue. `Get me that chair,' he added, nodding towards a chair on the other side of
the pharmacy. `And a cushion.' I moved quickly around from behind the counter and carried the
chair across the pharmacy. `I'm afraid I don't think we have a cushion,' I said.

The Young Country Doctor Book 1: Bilbury Chronicles The Young Country Doctor Book 2:
Bilbury Grange
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Readerx, “Every character is nicely drawn, and each cafe and street is sketched .... Paris in my
Springtime is a well written, light hearted, more-or-less autobiographical account of the author's
first adventure when, as a young Englishman, he spends a year or so in Paris before going on to
Med School. I say more-or-less because the author says that most of what he has written is
factual, and we readers have to decide what may be merely colorful additions to the story. Every
character is nicely drawn, and each cafe and street is sketched in detail. As one who has visited
Paris several times, I could walk the streets with the author, and smile and nod at the sights and
sounds, the people watching, the death defying antics of pedestrians and the "frenchness" of
those with whom he was closely associated at one level or another. More than once, my smiles
became laugh out loud pleasure as I became absorbed in the story. This book is an easy read,
and I can recommend it to all who love Paris and want a feel for Parisian life in the 1960s and
1970s, although I must quickly add that not a lot has changed in the "frenchness" between then
and when I was last there in the Summer of 2014. I was sad when I turned the final page of Paris
in my Springtime - as if I was leaving the City of Light, rather than simply putting down the
book. :-)”

GinnyReader, “Truth or not?. I read this book, including the ending where the author searches
out the characters in the book after all these years. I could not help but feel that this was a true
compilation of events that happened to Vernon Coleman as he waited for medical school. The
opinions of the French regarding Americans was a little funny but I know the attitudes are true to
form as I've heard similar comments (more recently) on my travels. A unique inside look at Paris,
for sure!!The setting was years back, but nothing made the book have an "old" feeling. It's a
fresh, new look back at quite an interesting story!”

Jeanne Marie Lambrianou, “Wonderfully Honest. This is the second book I've read by Mr.
Coleman, and it was brutally honest and touchingly funny at the same time. What a great time in
a young person's life to render in print - that shift from innocence to knowing that you know
nothing! Lovely read.”

Lee, “Not fluff. A reader could dismiss the book as simply a collection of young man's fantasies &
adventures but there is actually quite some depth to the characters and stories. It is also a good
view of Paris from the eyes of an unsophisticated traveler [or a recent divorcee].”

Eva M. Carlile, “Not usually my type of fare but this was very well done.. No violence - the first
plus.. I enjoyed the portrayal of the various people involved. I particularly liked the re-visit, at the
end, of those involved, where possible. Coleman didn't resort to the current faddish things like,
"She tucked the strand of hair behind her ear.", He didn't have anyone met in the boarding/
deplaning area at the airport, which area has not been accessible to non-ticket holders for a very



long time. The absence of all the over-used phrases was refreshing. Coleman's Mom was right -
keeping a journal of that time was well worth it.”

Ebook Library Reader, “I wonder. I wonder how this book would have been written, if the author
had actually written it immediately after, not 30 years later.”

Judy Dylan, “delightful. It's a joy to read about his coming of age in Paris. Gorgeous lines are
sprinkled throughout, delighting along the way.”

Jane, “I read it and really enjoyed it.. I read it and really enjoyed it.”

Shirley Mitchell, “Why no film version?. The humour and the pathos, the drama and the scenery
are all there and the cast of crazy characters lined up for allocation. This book has been my
evening companion for a week or two because it is a dish to be savoured slowly, not gulped
down at speed. I shall miss it dreadfully.”

The book by Vernon Coleman has a rating of  5 out of 4.0. 45 people have provided feedback.
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