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        ‘Dance like nobody’s watching;

        Love like you’ve never been hurt.

        Sing like nobody’s listening;

        Live like it’s heaven on earth.’

        Mark Twain
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      Once upon a time, not so very long ago, nor so very far away, an ancient château sat on a hilltop among the vines, high above a golden river.

      It was a hot summer’s night and, with a sigh of relief, Sara sank onto the bed and slid her aching legs across the cool smoothness of the sheet. Every cell in her body throbbed with tiredness. She reached across to set the alarm for tomorrow morning—or, rather, later this morning; the clock already showed one forty-seven. She’d been on her feet more or less continuously for—she counted on her fingers—over eighteen hours, and would be up again in five more. But tomorrow would be easier, now that the wedding itself was over; just the Sunday brunch, most of which the caterers would be bringing, and then some of the guests would start to leave, once they’d waved the bride and groom off on their honeymoon. Brittany and Gary would clatter off down the drive, their hire car covered in shaving foam and bedecked with tin cans and inflated condoms, heading for Bordeaux Airport and a week on a Thai beach.

      Halfway through the first season at Château Bellevue de Coulliac, Sara was beginning to get into the swing of their new business. She enjoyed being part of the magic and helping make each dream wedding come to pass in their ancient stone castle perched on a hilltop above the deep valley of the Dordogne. It was picture-perfect, her new life out here in France with Gavin, beginning to build their business, following their dream...

      So why, in the quieter moments, did she feel such a growing sense of suffocation?

      It wasn’t just the stifling heat and the relentless cycle of arrivals, weddings, departures and then, immediately, preparations for the next event. When she stopped to think—which, admittedly, hadn’t happened very often during the past months as their first season got underway—she had a horrible niggling feeling that she’d made a huge mistake. Perhaps the biggest mistake of her life, so far at least. For Sara had burnt all her bridges coming out here, selling her tiny London flat and saying goodbye to her burgeoning landscape gardening business, leaving without a backward glance as she set her sights firmly on the seductive promise of a sunny future in France, married life with Gavin, a home, a family...

      Until now, she’d always thought herself cautious and capable. But this certainty was wobbling, doubt creeping into her very fabric like dry rot, her confidence shaken. It had been an impulsive move, unlike her really. Who knew what other major messes she’d be capable of making in the years ahead?

      It wasn’t the workload, although it had been harder than anything Sara had ever done before in her life—and, as a landscape gardener with her own embryonic business, she already knew a thing or two about hard work. In fact she’d loved getting on with the practicalities: the whirl of activity to renovate, decorate and tidy the buildings, make a start on the landscaping to create some stunning settings as backdrops for wedding photos and, at the same time, set up their website and get their marketing plan rolling. The sense of achievement made it all worthwhile. And, through it all, there was nothing more guaranteed to focus the mind entirely than the immovable, terrifying, brick-wall deadline of the first wedding of the season looming ahead of them in the diary.

      She reminded herself that to have embarked on this adventure together in this wonderful part of the world and be creating something with the man she loved was the most amazing, exhilarating, fulfilling opportunity. It would have been completely terrifying, too, were it not for the fact that she and Gavin were in it together, supporting and encouraging one another through the occasional dispiriting days of that first cold, damp winter with builder’s dust clogging every pore of their bodies and hands blistered and scarred with unaccustomed labouring.

      But as she reminded herself of this, unconsciously Sara raised a hand to her throat, as if to soothe the feeling of choked panic that seemed now to have lodged itself there.

      It was only once their first wedding season had started that she’d noticed Gavin seemed to need to bolster his own ego by finding fault with her in hundreds of little ways, criticising her efforts and undoing her decisions. It had seemed insignificant at first, but, as time went by, subtly and inexorably since the move here two years ago, she’d felt her sense of self being eroded. It was nothing major, nothing concrete that she could put her finger on but, little by little, Gavin had taken over, their partnership morphing into a dictatorship as he began making unilateral decisions, disregarding her suggestions, overriding her plans. Of course it was her fault too. Maybe if she hadn’t let things go at the beginning, deferring to his superior knowledge of the events business, she wouldn’t now be lying here feeling that she’d lost her voice completely. Because that’s what it felt like, if she was being completely honest with herself: as though when she talked, no one listened. It had become easier just to do things Gavin’s way in the château and instead to channel her own creative energy into the garden, studiously avoiding the sneaking suspicion that the foundations of their relationship were anything less than solid. In any case, most of the time the two of them were so busy that there was no time to think. It was only in these very occasional, precious, solitary moments that the old, capable, confident Sara resurfaced, trying to make herself heard.

      The trouble was, the only person listening these days was Sara herself.

      So perhaps it was just as well she was kept so busy most of the time, keeping these panicked thoughts firmly at bay. She needed to reserve her energy for the guests, making sure each wedding was perfect. Every event had its own very particular character, a projection of the personalities of each unique set of participants, and she really did enjoy seeing how each couple stamped their own mark on the proceedings, making their own private fairy tale come true.

      Today’s wedding had been particularly hard work though. The mother of the bride, Mrs Nolan, had been a Fusser, incapable of leaving Sara and Gavin to get on with their side of things, popping up at Sara’s elbow at frequent intervals to add some more requests to the already lengthy list of her daughter’s special requirements.

      ‘Ever so sorry, but have you got some pink ribbon? Only Brittany wants Melanie to have Bitsy accompany her up the aisle and we’ve only got the yellow lead with us. And yellow will clash with the bridesmaids’ dresses. No, not that pale pink, more of a cerise... Oh, well, if that’s all you’ve got, we’ll just have to make do. Brittany’s not going to like it though.’ Eventually Sara had managed to unearth a length of bright pink ribbon from a drawer-full of wrapping paper and Brittany’s own personal sun had re-emerged from behind that particular black cloud.

      There had been a nerve-wracking moment in the chapel when Melanie, the maid of honour, had lost her grip on the length of pink ribbon tied to the diamante collar of Brittany’s handbag-sized Chihuahua, Bitsy, and the little dog had made a run for it, almost making it out of the door. Luckily Gavin’s fast reflexes had saved the day and, muttering, ‘Never work with children or animals...’ he’d returned Bitsy to the waiting arms and abundantly displayed cleavage of Melanie.

      Mrs Nolan was not just a Fusser, she was also a Talker. Sara’s ears still rang with the stream-of-consciousness chatter that had accompanied her for much of the day. ‘Of course, we wanted Colchester but Brittany said, “No, Mum, this is my big day, it’s got to be somewhere really classy.” And with a name like hers, France it had to be. We named her after the place she was conceived, you see.’

      ‘How nice,’ Sara responded politely, only half listening as she stacked plates into the dishwasher. ‘So you named her after the region.’

      Mrs Nolan had looked at her blankly.

      ‘No, love—the ferries. First night of our honeymoon, the crossing from Portsmouth to Santander and then we drove down to the Costa Blanca for a fortnight. Not so many cheap flights in those days, and of course it was before Derek’s business had taken off, so there was no spare cash back then. Our little princess doesn’t know how lucky she is, off to Bangkok and God knows where for her honeymoon.’

      We’d better hope her first child isn’t conceived on the first night too then, thought Sara, going out to meet the florist and oversee the flower arrangements in the chapel as per Mrs Nolan’s detailed instructions.

      Mr Nolan, in contrast to his garrulous wife, was a man of few words. He’d made a fortune in the trucking industry, which his wife and daughter were now doing their best to spend. He’d spent the morning sitting in a deckchair in the shade of a cedar tree, with the desperate air of a man who’d been sentenced to deliver a wedding speech for his daughter when he’d really rather be drinking beers in the local bar with the rest of his mates. He’d risen to the occasion though and made a fond and funny speech, only once making reference to the dire fate, involving a locked room and a shotgun, that would befall Gary if he didn’t look after Brittany in the manner to which she’d become accustomed.

      Sara stretched her aching legs and flexed her feet to try to ease some of the tightness out of her ankles. This heat was a killer. But perfect wedding weather, of course, and, after all, that was partly what people were paying for when they opted for a wedding in a French château, the odds of a beautiful sunny day more in their favour here than in Britain. But having to work in temperatures of thirty degrees or more was draining.

      When they’d moved here the year before last, Sara and Gavin had sought out the sun, enjoying the novelty of the sensation of heat on their skin, tanned to a healthy glow as they worked to transform the château into the perfect wedding venue. They’d been so excited: who’d have dreamt that they’d be able to afford this beautiful place? But by scraping together every penny of their combined savings, Gavin’s inheritance and the money from the sale of Sara’s flat, and by haggling hard on the price, they’d managed it. As Gavin gleefully remarked, even a major worldwide recession offered opportunities for the lucky few. It was a buyer’s market and the château owner had been desperate to sell, having half completed the renovation project that the château so urgently needed and then discovering that he’d bitten off more than he could chew. And so, miraculously, Château Bellevue de Coulliac was theirs and they were well on track to their goal of establishing a successful events business out here, living the dream. And next year, at the end of what would hopefully be their second successful season, they’d hold their own fairy-tale wedding in their very own French castle, set amongst some of the finest vineyards in the world...

      So, like all the brides she’d seen come and go this summer, Sara should have been fizzing with a sense of joyful anticipation—instead of these feelings of dread, this sense of voiceless suffocation. Not to mention a longing for the comfort of physical affection that had lodged itself under her ribcage like an ache. Of course, it wasn’t surprising that Gavin no longer had the energy to make love; he was working so hard and for such long hours. In the early days, intoxicated with the sunshine and the adventure of it all, she’d felt closer to him than ever before, as if she’d managed to outrun the shadows of her past—her unhappy childhood, her previous failed relationships—and finally escaped with him into a new world where love and joy were simple gifts, bestowed daily in this setting that was so beautiful it took her breath away. She tried to remember when they’d last lain together like that, the feeling of his sun-warm skin, his arms, strengthened and tanned a deep mahogany after days spent labouring outdoors, holding her...

      Maybe things would be different again once they had their first successful season under their belts.

      Sara massaged hand cream into her work-roughened hands, easing round her engagement ring, now slightly tight on her heat-swollen finger, and then reached over to switch off the bedside lamp beside her. She’d leave the one on Gavin’s side of the bed on, for when he finally made it back to the cottage. During the season, they moved into this basic little stone house, with its one cramped bedroom and single living area with a galley kitchen in one corner, tucked in behind the château next to the walled vegetable garden. At the moment the walled garden was a jungle of weeds set solid in the heavy clay which had been baked cement-hard by this stage of the summer, nothing useful growing there other than the ancient, lichen-crusted pear tree in the corner and some herbs that she’d planted up in an old stone trough. But this coming winter, Sara had plans to get to work to create a proper potager with neat raised beds of fresh produce in time for next year’s season.

      As she lay waiting for sleep to come, the heat seemed to press in on her from all sides. A faint, sulphurous waft of French drains hung in the hot night air, a reminder that the sink in the cottage’s tiny bathroom was blocked yet again. Their priority had been to get the guest accommodation perfect in the time available: their own summer digs had had to wait, and so things in the cottage were still pretty basic. She’d need to sort the blocked drain out again tomorrow—another task to add to her already lengthy list.

      The disco in the barn, which Gavin had been DJ-ing, had fallen silent about half an hour ago, so hopefully he’d join her in bed soon. As long as he didn’t settle down with some of the hardier wedding guests and get stuck into another bottle of whisky. It had happened a few times now. But when Sara had questioned the wisdom of this—after all, they had to be up early again the next day and back on duty—he’d just laughed and told her that socialising with the guests was an essential part of the business, good for public relations, it was all part of the job. She’d get up first in the morning to set out a few breakfast things for any early bird guests and leave Gavin to lie in for a precious extra hour or two of sleep.

      She gave a little sigh of relief as she closed her eyes, sliding her legs onto a cooler patch of the cotton sheet and letting the tiredness seep out of her neck and shoulders, her whirling thoughts beginning to settle.

      But then she immediately sighed again, with annoyance this time, as someone tapped on the door of the cottage.

      Taking a deep breath, she heaved her tired legs back over the side of the bed and pulled on a dressing gown.

      ‘Gav? Sara? It’s me, Brittany.’

      Sara opened the door to find the bride, in a skimpy wedding-night negligee of peach satin trimmed with black lace, standing on the doorstep. ‘Sorry to disturb you so late, only I saw your light was still on. It’s Bitsy, she needed a tinkle so I brought her out for a second but now she’s run off. I don’t know what’s got into her; she never does this at home. Could Gavin come and help me find her?’

      ‘He’s not back yet, must still be over at the barn finishing up. Come on, I’ll help you look. Don’t worry, she won’t have gone far.’ Sara grabbed a torch from the chest of drawers and tied her dressing gown (white cotton, nothing as exotic as Brittany’s) firmly round her waist.

      They picked their way carefully along the path and then across the lawn, Sara sweeping the torch beam under the trees and into the shrubbery.

      ‘Bitsy! Here Itsy-Bitsy!’ called Brittany.

      ‘Shh, better call quietly,’ Sara held a finger to her lips. ‘Most people are probably sleeping by now.’

      They tiptoed on and then suddenly heard a faint yapping, coming from the swimming-pool area.

      ‘That’s her!’ Brittany’s anxious expression relaxed into one of delight.

      ‘Come on, but quietly now, we don’t want her to run off again.’

      They crept across the gravel path and Sara eased up the latch on the gate in the railings surrounding the pool.

      But as she swept the beam of the torch across the paving, she froze in horror, stopping in her tracks so abruptly that Brittany bumped into her from behind. Because on one of the loungers a couple was lying in a particularly intimate position, bucking and gasping as they reached a climax. The torchlight picked out a discarded champagne bottle lying on its side, the crumpled cerise silk of the maid of honour’s gown, and then the merry sparkle of Bitsy’s diamante collar. The diminutive dog was busily humping the foot of the man who lay on top of Melanie, a foot clad in a distinctive blue, pink and lavender Sebago shoe. And Sara knew, because he referred to them as his Disco Docksides, that the shoe belonged to her very own—and now all of a sudden ex—fiancé.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Morning After the Night Before

          

        

      

    

    
      There wasn’t much that Sara didn’t know about etiquette. She had a pile of books on the subject. She knew how to word a wedding invitation, how to draw up a seating plan, the correct side of the church on which to seat the bride’s and groom’s families. She knew which cutlery and glasses should be used in complicated table settings and she knew (just in case!) the right way to address a duke or duchess.

      But what was the etiquette for managing a post-wedding brunch when your fiancé had been caught shagging one of the bridesmaids? She suspected that this particular predicament wasn’t something she was going to find in any of her books.

      Above all, though, Sara knew that, in this business, the show must go on. Today wasn’t about her and Gavin; it was about making sure the Nolans had the event they’d paid for and Brittany and Gary had their happy send-off. So, with a shaking hand, she poured herself another cup of coffee, trying to think straight.

      Nightmare! Nightmare! Nightmare! She clutched the sides of her head; she knew exactly how the person in that Scream painting by Munch felt.

      She took a deep breath, trying again to get a grip. She needed to shut out the tidal wave of thoughts that kept washing over her in waves of revulsion and panic: the images of Gavin and Melanie on the sunlounger last night that made her feel physically sick; the white-hot rage at him for getting her into this situation; the humiliation—Oh, the humiliation!—and the sheer blind terror at what this meant in terms of her future, her career, her life... Her hands trembled with a mixture of exhaustion and caffeine-fuelled adrenaline as she cupped them around her coffee mug and took another sip.

      It took every last remaining ounce of her strength, but she pushed these emotions to one side and tried to think clearly. After all, the only people who knew were herself and Brittany (though she’d most likely tell Gary, and he’d tell his mates, guffawing with laughter... it would already be Out There—no, push that thought aside) so the best tactic was to Keep Calm and Carry On in true British style. Sara would just have to hold her head high, sort out the drinks for the brunch, circulate with the coffees afterwards (everybody in the room smirking and laughing or, which was maybe worse still, pitying her...).

      She slumped her head into her hands again in despair. It was impossible. She couldn’t do it alone. Time to use up one of her lifelines and Phone a Friend.

      She reached for the phone and dialled. ‘Karen? Yes, it’s me. Look I’m so sorry to call you this early and I know it’s your day off, but I just wondered whether you could do me the most enormous favour...’
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      ‘Sit. Drink. Eat. And when you’re ready, tell.’ Sara had never felt so grateful for Karen’s down-to-earth, forthright Aussie practicality as she did right this minute. Obeying instructions, she pulled up a chair on the terrace outside the cottage and reached for the mug of tea that Karen had plonked down in front of her.

      ‘Sorry, I might also need to mop first,’ Sara fumbled for a tissue and blotted at the tears that suddenly threatened to spill from her eyes. ‘Please don’t be nice to me, or I won’t be able to stop.’

      Karen had been fantastic. She hadn’t asked for any explanations as to why Sara was calling her at such an ungodly hour on a Sunday morning. She knew her boss well enough by now to understand that it really must be a major emergency and it didn’t take a genius to guess that something must have happened between Sara and Gavin. In any case, Karen had long suspected that all wasn’t quite as idyllic between the couple as it might appear on the surface. She’d arrived an hour later and had taken over the brunch arrangements. And when Mrs Nolan had demanded to see Sara about the whereabouts of the box for transporting the top of the wedding cake back to Colchester, Karen had said, firmly and protectively, ‘Sorry, she’s having a couple of hours off. Let me see what I can find.’

      Gavin had avoided Sara completely, but in fact she was thankful for this. There’d need to be a showdown, but it was infinitely better that it should wait until after the guests had gone. She’d glimpsed him earlier, in the distance, cleaning the pool (presumably straightening the sunloungers and putting the empty champagne bottle in the recycling bin along with dozens of others), and he’d been talking and laughing easily with one or two of the guests who’d come for a restorative swim. In fact, he was putting on a very good act indeed, appearing smoothly unconcerned whether or not anyone knew about his late-night antics. And as she watched from the kitchen window, a horrible realisation dawned on Sara that he had probably had a bit of practice at this... those other post-wedding disappearances could well have involved far more than just a nightcap or two in the barn with the last few lingering guests.

      Thanks to Karen, Sara had had a couple of quiet hours to try and get her head round what had happened. When they moved here, she’d thought her relationship with Gavin was as solid as the buttress of limestone rock on which the château was built. But had it been, really? The niggling doubts in Sara’s mind had amplified themselves into a cacophonous clamour as she considered their engagement in light of the previous night’s ghastly discovery, a light as unflattering as the spotlights in a communal Topshop changing room.

      She and Gavin had known each other for just over a year before making the move to France. They’d met when she was planning a landscaping project at a stately home that the events company he was working for was using for a product launch. Her business was starting to gather momentum, with a solid base of regular clients, whose elegant London gardens she maintained, and then the occasional bigger project on top, like the one where she and Gavin had met. He’d been growing frustrated at having to work for other people, and was worried, too, that the writing might be on the wall for his job as the recession had started to bite and events budgets were being slashed, the splash-the-cash culture of the City being reined in. He was the one who’d been champing at the bit to get out of London, and he’d talked her into the move, his proposal of marriage finally dispelling any last doubts she may have had about abandoning her business at that stage. (‘It’ll need to be a long-ish engagement’, he’d said, ‘but in the end you can have your own wedding in the château that we’ve created with our own hands. Imagine that!’) And her resistance had crumbled. Because, despite the fact that she’d just been reading Men are from Mars, Women are from Venus—which had been most enlightening on the essential masculine habit of retreating into a man cave from time to time—she hadn’t realised that, whilst in Venusian the phrase ‘let’s get married’ means ‘you are the most beautiful woman in the world: I want you, I need you; I’m in it for life’, in Martian it roughly translates as ‘you seem to be a hard worker: I want your flat, I need your savings; I’m in it for a year or so’.

      She’d thought that this time she’d found someone she could genuinely trust. A man different from the others she’d known, one not afraid of Commitment (that most taboo of ‘c’ words). But now, in the bright glare of the French sunshine, with the image of last night’s discovery branded indelibly onto her brain, Sara reluctantly admitted to herself that in fact all had not been well in their relationship for quite some time. If they hadn’t had the monumental distraction of the move to France, would they have stayed together in London? She had a sneaking suspicion that the novelty had already been wearing off for Gavin... It was a classic relationship mistake, wasn’t it? Whereas, in a paradoxical attempt to glue things together, some people decide to get married or have a baby, she had sunk her life savings into a terrifying project in a foreign country. It wasn’t like her to have been so reckless: usually she was overly cautious where both business and relationships were concerned. But maybe, she now admitted reluctantly to herself, her turning thirty had tipped the scales in favour of making the leap with Gavin.

      And she’d always longed—more than anything else—for a home of her own. One of her most vivid childhood memories was of standing at the school gates, long after the last parents had arrived to collect their children, and, as a soft drizzle began to fall, realising that she’d been forgotten. They were all still adapting to the new routine in the aftermath of her parents’ divorce, Sara shuttling back and forth between two new houses, neither of which felt like home. It was the first Friday of term and she was supposed to be being picked up by her stepmother. So when Lissy didn’t show, the eleven-year-old Sara bent down, pulled up her school socks, hefted the heavy bag full of weekend homework onto her back and began to walk. She had no money and the school office was closed so she couldn’t go and use the phone there. So she'd walked through the south London streets, head down against the raindrops which were growing fatter and colder by the minute, plodding onwards, her bag weighing down her shoulders almost as heavily as her sense of having fallen through the holes in the family net was weighing down her heart. She shrank into a shop doorway to avoid a gang of boys, boisterous and noisy with Friday night freedom. Buses swooshed by, splashing her sodden shoes with muddy gutter water, their lights bright in the gloom; she felt in her pockets once again, just in case a miraculous coin or two lurked there to pay her fare, but knowing already that it was hopeless. She picked her way amongst the other passersby, purposeful as they made their way home to warmth and suppers and people who had missed them.

      She’d made a detour to the front door of her mum’s new flat, just in case she might be in, even though it wasn’t Sara’s day to be there. She heard the doorbell echo in the emptiness within but lingered for a few minutes, pressing herself into the shallow shelter of the doorway. The rain was a steady downpour now and she was soaked, the cold raindrops mingling with the warmer tears on her cheeks. She set off again, her shoes squelching down the steps, and carried on through the streets, plodding the last couple of streetlamp-lit miles towards the house where Dad now lived with Lissy and her toddler daughter Hannah. And with each step, Sara vowed that she would work hard at school and get a job as soon as she could so that she could have her own home and never, never have to be in this situation again. She decided as she walked that she would demand a house key, beg for a mobile phone, save an emergency bus fare from her pocket money and always keep it on her. Sara’s fierce determination to be independent and her yearning for a home of her own dated back to that lonely, broken-hearted evening.

      She could still remember the look of shock on Lissy’s face when she finally opened the door and saw Sara there, bedraggled and forlorn as a drowned kitten. ‘Oh, God, I completely forgot. I was supposed to pick you up. Don’t tell your dad, will you? He’s already stressed out enough as it is with everything that’s going on at work and your mum being so unreasonable about the maintenance. Go upstairs and get changed. I’ll fetch the hairdryer for you. Hannah, leave Sara alone,’ she’d prised Hannah’s chubby arms open to free Sara who was now dripping, most inconveniently, onto the hall carpet, ‘and let’s go and finish your tea.’

      ‘Lissy, could I babysit Hannah sometimes for you as a job? Be paid for it, I mean?’

      ‘Don’t be silly, you’re far too young!’ retorted her harassed stepmother, even though she sometimes did leave Sara in charge of Hannah when she ‘popped out’ to the shops from time to time.

      Sara had gazed out of the dark, rain-rinsed window to the small patch of scruffy grass beyond. Neither Lissy nor her dad had either the time or the inclination to tend to it. ‘Well then, could I do your garden? You wouldn’t need to pay me much. I can cut the grass and clip the edges. Do the weeding. Maybe plant some flowers for you.’

      Lissy peered at Sara quizzically. ‘What a funny girl you are! Eleven going on thirty. But yes, okay, if you really want a job then I’m sure we can come to an arrangement. Now hurry up, go and get out of those wet things before your dad gets home.’

      So Sara had found her first client, and the coins and then notes—as she’d proven she could do a good job and taken on the gardens of one or two of Lissy’s friends and neighbours—started to mount up, first in a jar under her bed and then in a building society account, quietly multiplying over the years until at last she could afford the deposit for a flat of her own.

      Sara shook her head to clear away these old, painful images, kicking herself mentally, angry that she’d been so stupid in gambling away her hard-won independence on Gavin: she’d sworn not to make the same mistakes as her parents had; their divorce and subsequent respective marriages stood as more stark, unhappy milestones on the path of her childhood.

      And now the irony wasn’t lost on her: she’d only been to two weddings before they’d bought the château—when her mother married her stepfather and her dad married Lissy. Fairy-tale endings and happy-ever-afters? Not in her bitter experience. Which had made it an even greater leap of faith for her to accept Gavin’s proposal, lured by the promise of a dream home and a dream wedding of her own. But it looked as if she’d simply walked straight into another monumental mistake, all of her own making. Well, she’d certainly had it with marriage now, she thought angrily. Even if, irony of ironies, she did have to make her living out of arranging other people’s weddings.

      Karen pushed the plate of biscuits towards her. ‘C’mon, Sara, you’ve got to keep your strength up at a time like this.’

      They could hear a cacophony of shouts and cheers from the parking area: the bride and groom were about to depart and the brunch guests were seeing them off. And then people would start to drift away, back to the guest houses and holiday villas where they’d been staying, or off to catch flights or to start the drive northwards, leaving only the Nolans and a core of close friends and family who were staying in the château that night and would be departing in the morning.

      ‘You sure you don’t want me to stay and do tonight’s supper?’ Karen asked, patting Sara’s hand.

      ‘No, I’ll be okay now. There aren’t going to be many people left and it’s just a cold buffet.’

      ‘Well, that head bridesmaid’s leaving this afternoon too. I heard her complaining that she has to be back at her day job tomorrow, manning the phones at Sluts-R-Us or whatever the hell it is she does.’

      Sara managed a wan smile. ‘Thanks, Karen. That helps. You go home now and enjoy what’s left of your Sunday afternoon. See you on Tuesday morning.’

      ‘Sure you don’t want me to come in tomorrow?’ The entire team at the château normally had Mondays off to recover, before making a start on the preparations for the next weekend’s wedding.

      ‘Don’t worry, I’ll be fine. The rest of the guests will be out by midmorning. And I guess Gavin and I have some serious talking to do... And, Karen—thanks for today.’ Sara’s throat caught and she stopped to wipe her eyes again and blow her nose.

      ‘No probs my dear, all in a day’s work.’ She patted Sara’s hand. ‘Tell you the truth, I can’t say I’m all that surprised this has happened. Since the season began, I’ve watched you fading away into the background. Gavin seems to...’ she hesitated as she searched, tactfully, for the right words ‘...throw himself into his work, but it’s often looked like it was at your expense.’ Sara understood Karen’s careful, coded message and realised that her growing suspicions about Gavin’s post-wedding activities must be accurate.

      Karen smiled encouragement, reaching for her handbag and car keys. ‘Now, you’d better go and wash your face and slap a bit of camouflage on those eyes before you go back up to the château. Bon courage. And see you Tuesday.’
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      Gavin kept a low profile while there were still guests in the château—she didn’t know and didn’t care which empty bedroom he’d found to sleep in. Finally, once Sara had waved Mr and Mrs Nolan off down the drive, their Range Rover packed to the gunwales with Brittany’s wedding gown and veil, the bouquet, the remains of the cake, and Bitsy’s pink velvet-lined travelling case, she made her way back to the cottage to try and unblock the sink, carrying a plumber’s plunger in one hand and a large adjustable spanner in the other. She found Gavin there, stuffing clothes into a duffel bag.

      ‘Sorry, Sara,’ he muttered, head down, not looking at her. ‘I just can’t do this anymore.’

      ‘Do what, Gavin? The work on the château? The wedding business? Or our relationship?’ Sara was amazed at how calmly she spoke, like a parent speaking gently and reasonably to a recalcitrant child. She felt numb. He’d now strayed so far off the path of reasonable human behaviour that she didn’t seem to be able to come up with an appropriate emotional response. Or maybe it was simply a defence mechanism kicking in so that she could deal with the bare essentials of the situation in which she now found herself, her mind automatically shutting out the waves of anger, terror and pain that had washed over her again and again over the last two days.

      ‘Any of it,’ he mumbled, grabbing the keys of his Audi, not meeting her eye. Then he paused, straightening up to look at her as she stood there with the plumbing tools in either hand. ‘This was a mistake. I’m just not ready for the commitment.’

      There is was again: the ‘c’ word. Her worst fears realised, suddenly a pulse of pure fury surged through Sara’s veins. ‘Is that it?’ she screamed, brandishing the plunger as though it were the sword of truth. ‘You’re leaving, as easily as that? What about the business? What about the future? What about us?’

      ‘Sorry. I just have to get out of here. I’ll be in touch.’

      A white-hot pain blinded her, a potent hit made up of equal parts of fear, anger and grief possessing her body, taking over her actions, faster than thought.

      Her right arm drew back and then, with every shred of her wordless fury and frustration concentrating itself into that one reflexive action, she hurled the heavy forged-steel wrench at his head.

      Adrenaline may have greatly boosted her strength, but it did nothing for her aim and Gavin easily dodged the missile. Gathering momentum as it spun through the air, the wrench crashed into the wall behind him and there was a dramatic explosion of splintering wood and pulverised plaster as the old, crack-raddled surface disintegrated in a cloud of dust.

      Shocked into silence, Sara stood motionless, horrified by her own action and its explosive outcome.

      Without a word, without even turning to look at the damage behind him, Gavin bent down to pick up his bag and walked out into the sunshine, leaving her standing there, shaking, as the dust cloud settled slowly onto her hair and her shoulders.

      She heard him start the car and drive away, the fading sound of the engine drawing her, stumbling, through the doorway of the cottage, along the path to where the château slumbered, oblivious, in the afternoon sunshine.

      She stood, stunned, the tinnitus scream of summer cicadas loud in the silence. A faint cloud of dust, kicked up by the wheels of Gavin’s car, floated in the air above the drive. As she watched, rooted to the spot, it faded away, leaving only a shimmer of heat and the surreal sense that her life for the past eighteen months had been nothing but a magical illusion, one that had now disappeared in a puff of smoke.

      She pressed a hand against the carved cream stone of the château’s cavernous doorway, to steady herself and to reassure herself that something solid and tangible still remained. The sun-warmed blocks of limestone emanated a sense of peace, and history, and imperturbability. She thought of the hundreds of others who must have passed through this doorway down the centuries, and gathered strength from the thought that they would have lived out their own personal tragedies and triumphs within these ancient walls. Could she transform this disaster into a triumph of her own? Or would she have to beat a retreat, returning, defeated, to try to resurrect the tatters of her old life and her old business back in London?

      She rested her aching forehead against the stonework for a moment, craving the comfort of the building’s strong embrace, as a child craves the security of its parents’ arms, gathering strength from its solid presence. Then, on shaky legs, she made herself walk back to the cottage to go and find a broom and start cleaning up the mess.

      It looked as if it had snowed. A fine layer of plaster dust coated every surface in the single room that served as kitchen, dining and sitting room. Her footprints made tracks across the worn floor tiles as she went to inspect the damaged wall. The jagged ends of brittle laths, eaten away by woodworm over the years, framed the sizeable hole where the plasterwork had collapsed so explosively. Dustpan and brush in hand, Sara set to work, trying to focus on clearing up the wreckage of the wall rather than contemplating the wreckage of her life.

      Once she’d swept up the debris, she began to wipe off the remaining film of plaster dust. Mopping alongside what was left of the wall, she noticed that the hole had exposed a bundle of old rags, presumably packed in behind the wooden laths as a crude form of insulation when the wall had been plastered originally. She fetched a black bin bag and then took hold of a corner of the tatty material and tugged gingerly, trying not to let any more pieces of broken plaster fall onto the newly washed floor. Suddenly, with a slither of sleek fur and a sinuous undulation of its thin, rubbery tail, a mouse leapt from the rags and scuttled away under the kitchen units, making Sara screech in fright and revulsion.

      ‘It’s only a little mouse,’ she admonished herself, her voice loud in the silence. ‘Come on girl, get a grip.’ She picked up the metal wrench and hooked the end of it under the rags, lifting them out carefully in case any more rodents lurked in their grubby folds.

      The fabric appeared to be mostly old moth-eaten blankets, but one of the pieces was darker than the rest. She pinched the rough black worsted between thumb and forefinger to pull it from the tangle. Then, with another reflexive shudder of horror, she dropped it onto the floor. She could hardly believe her eyes. The whole day seemed to have turned into some surreal nightmare from which she feared she might never escape. Because there on the damp floor, like a dark ghost, lay a black military jacket. On one of its sleeves was sewn a badge in the form of an eagle with its powerful wings outstretched. And in its talons, clearly distinguishable, the silver threads glinting dully under their covering of dust, it gripped a laurel wreath encircling a stark, geometric form which made Sara gasp again: the unmistakeable outline of a Nazi swastika.

      Dizzily, as the blood rushed to her head, Sara reached out a hand to steady herself against the kitchen units, feeling as though the walls were collapsing in on her metaphorically now, as well as literally.

      She’d looked upon these buildings as her allies, their ancient stones reassuringly solid, and drawn strength from the sense of benevolent history they seemed to exude. But here was proof of a much darker side: what else did these walls conceal?

      During the course of the building work in the château, she’d come across piles of mildewed newspapers in the attic, dating from the 1920s; and more ancient history was written into the ancient beams, the rough stone walls, the time-smoothed grain of the polished wooden floors. But they’d found no other evidence of the war years, despite the fact that Château Bellevue had stood here through both World Wars, not to mention the struggles of earlier centuries. Sara knew that this particular area of France had seen as much of its share of the horrors as anywhere else in the country. She’d seen the discreet monuments, dotted here and there on the streets of Sainte Foy La Grande, marking the places where members of the Resistance had fallen. But people didn’t seem to want to talk much about those dark times, keeping the memories firmly locked away from the light of day and, on the rare occasions when she’d had the chance to ask, no one had been forthcoming about the part the château had played in it all.

      Looking more closely at the jacket lying on the floor in front of her, she realised it must have been the mouse’s nesting material of choice as it was completely eaten away in places. In spite of this, as well as the eagle-and-swastika badge, one lapel sported another emblem picked out in the same silver thread, a double lightning flash forming two angular letters: SS.

      Sara shivered, despite the warmth of the early evening air. Panic rose in her throat once again as the tangle of thoughts and images in her head threatened to overwhelm her. Get a grip, she warned herself. Losing it is not an option. Gathering her inner strength, she briskly picked up the jacket and shoved it into the bin bag along with the tattered blankets that she’d pulled out of the wall space. She swept up the last few fragments of plaster, gave the floor a final wipe with the mop and then, determined now, feeling surer of herself, she caught up the bag of rags and a box of matches and marched out into the walled garden. In one corner, the furthest from the old pear tree, she raked together a pile of dried weeds and sticks and then, as the setting sun cast the dark shadow of the walls across the ground towards her, she knelt and set a match to the tinder. A bright flame licked its way along a slender filament of grass, flickered doubtfully for a moment as it met a dry twig, and then caught, drawing in air, gathering strength. Sara felt her own strength growing with the flame, her recent anger, fear and revulsion feeding it, helping her shake off her former sense of suffocation.

      Perhaps Gavin’s departure was the best thing that had happened to her in a long while.

      She pulled the jacket from the bin bag and bundled it into a ball, setting it on top of the blazing sticks so that it would catch. The fire licked at the wingtips of the silver eagle, before starting to devour the swastika. She watched, making sure the emblem was completely consumed, before feeding the rest of the tattered blankets into the flames. And as the smoke rose into the night sky, she stretched her arms above her head, breathing deep, finding her voice had returned with Gavin’s departure. ‘Good riddance to bad rubbish,’ she said out loud, her words flying upwards with the sparks and disappearing into the darkness.

      She watched until the fire had died own completely and then poured a watering-can-full of water over the smouldering embers to make sure they were safely extinguished. Clapping the ashes from her hands, she closed the gate of the potager behind her and then stood for a moment, defiant in the darkness, surveying the cluster of buildings slumbering before her.

      She’d invested so much in this place... In terms of physical hard work, she’d grafted on the buildings, lovingly re-pointing stonework, sanding and limewashing beams, painting walls in colours that glowed with serene depths of tone befitting these ancient rooms. With the help of Claude, their part-time gardener, she’d laboured in the grounds, carving out a structure and a logical flow in the haphazardly laid-out gardens, and working the heavy clay, digging in tons of compost to improve it so that she could establish her planting schemes, soft carpets of prairie plants interspersed with obelisks of English roses and silver-leafed olive trees. In financial terms, she’d risked every penny she had on a future that had seemed to have such a good chance of succeeding when the two of them were committed to it, but now seemed distinctly tenuous. And emotionally, she’d invested everything she had too: her hopes and dreams, her love, her trust. She took stock now, steadying herself against the castle’s walls, sensing its ancient foundations solid beneath her feet, taking a deep breath.

      Okay, so the emotional investment was a write-off. Gavin’s behaviour had ensured that there could be no way back on that score. But she had the château, with six more weddings booked through August and the beginning of September. Daunting though it seemed, she’d just have to manage without him. Thank goodness she had the support of such a good team. And then, at the end of the season the château could be sold and she would return to London and try to pick up the threads of the life she’d left there. She just needed to get through the rest of this summer...

      Back in the cottage, she stood under a lukewarm shower until the plaster dust and the smell of smoke from the bonfire were washed from her hair and skin. She lay down on the bed, loneliness her only companion, and the silence closed in around her.

      But then, in the quiet darkness, a tiny scuffling sound made her sit up and listen. The mouse had returned to the space behind the wall and was busily making itself a new nest, rebuilding its ruined home. She smiled to herself. It was quite nice to have the company.

      And if that mouse could do it, then surely she could too.

      [image: ]

      Sara smiled in turn at each member of the company gathered around the kitchen table. ‘So that’s the situation, I’m afraid.’ She’d decided that there was no point trying to whitewash it. ‘Gavin’s gone back to England.’ (Had he? She had no idea, but it seemed the most likely scenario. He’d probably have run home to that bossy mother of his—and of course she’d be delighted to have him back. ‘Goodness me!’ she’d exclaimed on first meeting Sara, ‘but she’s really quite petite. I was expecting something more along the lines of Charlie Dimmock!’ Sara suspected no one would ever be good enough for Mrs Farrell’s golden boy.)
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