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MOMMY, ARE WE FRENCH YET?

The Hilarious and Touching Fish-Out-of-Water Adventures of an American Family

Who Decide to Spend a Year in the South of France

“Given the opportunity to live abroad for a year, leaving friends, family, and fun-filled soccer games, Jif Peanut Butter, pet turtles, kids carpools, parent-teacher meetings, 24-hour access to most everything, would you do it?”





--Shawn Underwood, American Mother and author of 

Shawn Underwood, a Seattle-based suburban mom has never turned down an opportunity to pack her family suitcases, and hop a plane for points unknown.  She began to plan a trip idea her husband, Craig, suggested at dinner one night at a family gathering.  And so began a grand adventure of a family who picked up stakes and moved (along with Shawn’s sister, Shannon, and her family) to Europe for an exciting year abroad.  After some not-too-precise research and travel to decide exactly where the family might live in Europe, they selected the South of France. Their total immersion in a foreign culture without the benefit of being fluent in the French language, is recalled with wit and wry humor by Shawn Underwood in MOMMY, ARE WE FRENCH YET? (Five Star Misadventures; $14.95 trade paperback; June 2010; ISBN: 978-0-615-31652-9).  

“Our search for a country to live in was school-driven,” writes Shawn Underwood.  Between them, there were five children ranging in ages from 12 to 2, and “finding an international school with a good reputation in a desirable area that would accept five children,” would not be easy.  After a futile search in Spain, the family settled on the picturesque South of France.  They found the school in Mougin, and proceeded to rent two houses, one a fading French chateau with a tiny, kitchen, no table and no cupboards and a peculiar odor “emanating from the basement.” But it had a fabulous yard with a pool.  Her sister wisely rented a house with more modern amenities nearby.  

From the beginning, the family negotiates their way through a very different life and culture with a shaky grasp of the language.  Navigating through supermarkets can only be done by pictures and while there’s no Kraft Macaroni and Cheese, there is Skippy peanut butter, enchilada mix, and pancake mix. Purchasing a chicken, Shawn is horrified when she unwraps it and discovers it “still sports numerous feathers and both of his feet.” Everything is a challenge. Baking a cake for her daughter’s birthday put together by measuring in grams and baking in Celsius ends up with “results are worse than I expect, and even I recognize my cake won’t pass muster at school or at home,” she laments.  

Craig’s bicycle is hit during their first encounter with a traffic roundabout circle, resulting in a quick trip to the hospital.  Then disaster truly happens:  The attack on the Twin Towers in New York by terrorists on 9/11/01 leaves them shaken and feeling isolated so far from home.  The family feels compelled to leave the chateau when promised repairs do not materialize and the landlady’s grandchildren arrive daily and uninvited for a swim in the pool.  With a move to a more congenial house, Shawn’s family goes back to concentrating on every day travails such as explaining how two large onions fell out of a truck and bounced off of a roadway and onto the hood of the family minivan when Shawn and Shannon were out on an errand, or Shawn getting the worst haircut of her life. Yet the kids thrive at their French school.  The search for a Thanksgiving turkey ranged through four stores and required two days of thawing in the bathtub “wearing a grimace on his still attached frozen head” (the feet were still attached too).

Throughout MOMMY, ARE WE FRENCH YET? Shawn generously provides some balance and insight from her long-suffering husband of thirty years.  Here are some of Craig’s observations about Shawn’s somewhat cavalier understanding of the French language:  

“Let me ask you, after Shawn’s various language mishaps in France, “I want a short haircut (horse ride),” “I ate (fed) the cat,” “I love (you and your) watermelons,” “Can I taste you?” do you really believe I would ask her how to say anything in French?” After his credit card became stuck in an automated machine accepting credit cards, Craig later learned that Shawn’s words, correctly translated, were, ‘I peed on my credit card and now it is stuck in the machine.’ “This would explain the worker’s coming out from the office with latex gloves on to remove the card and his keen interest in our license plate number.”

A life-long adventuress with a highly tuned sense of the absurdities of life, Shawn chronicles the family’s event-stuffed travels to Florence, Ibiza, London, Paris, St. Tropez, the French Alps, Egypt, and other exotic ports of call as they soak up a very different life in Europe—with Shawn always on the lookout for a funny story to share, mostly at her own expense.  Intent on fitting in, the family joins various clubs--tennis for the adults, a French/English conversation class (in a futile attempt to improve their language skills) for Shawn and Shannon, and a swim club for Shawn’s middle son. The year winds up abruptly and in a harrowing way with a botched robbery attempt by incompetent but menacing thieves who break into their French home and rob them at gunpoint.  Undeterred, Shawn and her family loved their year abroad grateful for “the lack of after school activities, and the slower pace of life in general.  It’s nice to get off the merry-go-round of constant after-school carpooling and six day a week practices.”  MOMMY, ARE WE FRENCH YET is entertaining armchair travel that makes you want to pack your bags and head off for the great unknown.  

#    #    # 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR:  

Shawn Underwood grew up in Bellevue, Washington.  She holds a B.A. in Speech and a Graduate Degree in Audiology from the Washington State University.  Shawn is the humor columnist for her local online newspaper, www.b-townblog.com, where she poses as “Underwood—Undercover.” She also contributes to www.nightsandweekends.com, a website that reviews films, books and music. Her short stories are featured in the “Instant Gratification” humor column.  

Her short story, “Mom Versus Computer” was featured in two anthologies, published in 2009: People of Few Words—Fifty Writers from the Writers’ Showcase of the Short Humor Site, published by Lulu, and in Laugh Your Shorts off:  Short Stories to Make You Giggle by Award Winning Authors, published by CreateSpace. 

Shawn interest in writing about her extensive travels has been documented on her website, www.ShawnUnderwood.com.  MOMMY, ARE WE FRENCH YET? is her first book.  

Shawn divides her time between her “office” at the neighborhood Starbucks (the only place she claims she can concentrate on her writing), her three children, two poorly behaved Cavalier King Charles Spaniels, known as Mr. Big and Mr. Small, her husband of thirty years, and her Red Cross volunteer duties.  

Visit Shawn’s website and sign-up for her blog reports about more travel adventures:

www.ShawnUnderwood.com
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