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What living in
France taught
me about sex
and marriage

Helena Frith Powell always thought tha

7

having an affair would be a relationship

deal breaker — until she moved to France

t was during a perfecth pleasant
wnd-u lunch with lots of wine and
good cheese that | first realised that
French marriages are different from
ours. We were lunching with some
closefriendswhohave three children
of a similar age to ours and were
discussing thateternally difficult subject of
who should be addressed as vous and who
astu. Thewife told us that she still uses vous
for her parents-in-law.

“Tlike to keep a hint of formality in our
relationship,”she explained.

Her hushand piped up: “T like a touch of
formality too. | always vous my mistresses,
it'ssomuchsexier.”

I looked at the wife to see if she was
getting ready to hit him over the head with
a baguette, but there was not a flicker of
angerin her face,

I have discovered, since moving to
France ten years ago. that the French have
a different attitude from ours when it
comes to marriage and fidelity. And it is
netonly the men. Inasurvey carried out by
the Institut Frangais d'Opinion Publique,
only 2 per cent of French women said they
would never consider having an affair.

Another incident that has stuck in my
mind happened not long after we had
moved to rural France. T was due to meeta
French friend for lunch. She was 15 min-
utes late. “Sosorry,” Claire told me breath-
lessly when she arrived, grinning from ear
toear. T had tosee my lover and vou know,
well, onething led toanother.”

Your lover? Does your husband know
you havealover?”

She laughed. *I'm sure he does. although
we never discuss it. Here in France
everyone doestheir own thing”

“Tdon't,” I told her. “My hushand would

killme." She gave me a Gallicshrug, “Then

don'ttell him.”

Several vears down the line I'm less
shocked by this kind of thing. Have | been
converted by living in France? Would |
haveanaffair? Even forgive an affair?

Yes, I would. What living in France has
taught me is that sex can be just another
sensual pleasure. | would be far more hurt
ifmy husband teld me that he would rather
go for our favourite walk across the vine-
yards with another woman than if he said
he wanted to have sex with her.

| have concluded that, in a funny way,
sex can almost be less intimate than
spending time with someone and gemng
to know and love them. A lot of marriages

: mind?“Notatall,” shesa

in the UK end because one of the partners
has a fling that means nothing, I think
that's a real shame. How can you seriously
expect someone not to be tempted by a
little adventure?

When researching a book a few vears i

ago about French women [ travelled to

Paris every few weeks. Onone of my trips

met a dashing French politician. He made
it clear that he was up for a liaison. | was

seriously tempted, but inthe end | decided :

against it, partly because my (English)
husband has yet fully to accept the French
philosophy of marriage, but also, when it
came down to it, what | liked about my
would-be French lover was the sense of

anticipation, and the fact that he inspired

me to take care of myself. | didn't need to
take things farther. But [ admit that that's
notvery Frenchofme,

So how do the French make it work? A
riend who lives in Toulouse told me

gi

aln)ul her husband, who goes up to Paris

every month “to have his haircut”.

“But when he comes back, his hair is
exactly the same,” she laughed. "I can't
believe how stupid he is” But doesn't she

Iiberté to domy own thing.”

The French notion of liberfé is al the

very heart of their attitude towards fidelity
and marriage. As Professor  Michael
Worton, -provost and Fielden Profes-
sor of French Language and Literature at

UCL, tells me: “The notion of freedom is

deeply inseribed in the French psyche.
Marrying and then misbehaving is seen as
being free.” Are they right? After all, their
divorce rate is slightly lower than oursis—
in Britainitis currently 45 percent.

“The family is the main issue,” says Del- :

phine, a Frenchfriend and motherofthree.
“The reason we accept the natural human

urge to wander is that the family is more

important than the individual, and when |
talk about the family | mean the extended

family; we are talking about 50 or 60 :

peapie. So if you break up the couple, you
affectall those people, it sjust notworth it.”

Delphine had not been unfaithful until
she discovered that her husband had slept
witha colleague onabusiness trip.

“At first I was a little upset, but then T
thought about it and the effect it had had
on our marriage, life or family. None was
the answer. So | just went out and had my
own petite aventure, which made me feel
not only avenged but rather sexier and
vounger than | felt before.”

It gives me the
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Living in France has
changed the author
Helena Frith Powell's
vtews o infidelity
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It is fine
to have an
alfair, but
you dont

‘rubit in your

partners face

”

I started to wonder if the French have a
point. But what happens if vou fall in love

inmy novel Love in a Warm Climate says
onthesubject:"Ifallinlovewiththemallin
a small way.” But not in a way that would
ever threaten the family.

What shocks the French more than a bit

of mine puts

who does not have sex is a monster,” he
says. “Which is why none of us mind eur
ns having mistresses.”

As youwould expect from this egalitari-

rs entre nous,” my friend Delphine
says. “And of course we are loyal to our
girlfriends and remain silent.”

The silence is part of the French code of
extra-marital conduct, which includes a
heavy dose of discretion. [ get the impress-
jon that you would be more vilified for be-
havingin an indiscreet manner thanafaith-
less one. And this again goes back to the
enermous respect they haveforthe institu-
tionof marriage and the family.

Interestingly the French have parame-
ters for their
cing a sept, “the easiest hours to

vou don't rub it in your partner’s face. One
of my friends actually thoughtin all serious-
ness that our "tea” was the same thing.
That rather than eating scones and drink-

withyourfling? Asthecharacter of Audrey

: of “side salad” as one French male friend
is how uptight we British ©
i are about affairs, “We all know thataman

i solciety, women are not condemmned for
philandering either. “We all talk about our

aisons, such as their famous -
le” as -
Charles puts it. It'sfine to have an affair, but
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ing Earl Grey wewere all busy indulging in
salacious extra-marital encounters every
afternoonat4pm. Ifonly.

Thus affairs are almost institutionalised
in France. Marriage may be sacred, but sex
is allowed. So if you're having sex with
someone else, does that mean that ma
r\'age isjustavehicle fcrbrin;.inl,up kids?

“Quite the opposite” says mv French
friend JulieA“Belng sexually active outside
the marriage keeps the m'lrrla;:e interest-
ing. French women sacrifice evervthing to
be attractive, even straight after child-
birth, becauseifthey don't, thereareplenty
ofwomen out there whowill.”

Two of my children were born in France
and both times | was struck by two major
differences to my childbirth experience in
the UK. First, I was practically the only
woman on the ward who breastfed. The
French women were far more interested in
regaining their liberte to saddle them-
selves with a hungry newborn. Second,
once | was home from hospital the state
helpfully arranged for me to go through
the excruciatingly embarrassing experi-
ence of pereneal re-training, which in-
volved a (male} doctor donning plastic
gloves to examine how fit or otherwise |
was “down there”. At the time | asked
Claire what it was all in aid of. “It’s to get
you back into shape for your husband.” she
toldme. " Andwhoeverelse.” Very French.
Helena Frith Powell is theauthor of Love
in a Warm Climate published by Gibson
Square at£7.99

3/5/2011 17:07



