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‘Peter took great delight in
referring to his rosé as Rosie.
He thought it was harmless fun.’
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Extremely Pale Rosie
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It was a lunch that changed our lives. Just six months later my wife and I and our good friend Peter Tate would set out on a remarkable journey, but at the time our thoughts were culinary not revolutionary – was the foie gras too heavy and rich for lunch? Could we really manage yet another deliciously intense daube? And, more worryingly, would we get served at all?


We arrived one hour late for our booking at the Hôtel Sénanque, a squat, faded building set in the flat plains beneath the Provençal village of Gordes. Behind the hotel, amid great bushes of thyme, rosemary and tarragon, was a small restaurant. Five tables, laid in crisp pink linen, nestled under a white awning that flapped gently in the breeze.


We waited at the entrance to the herb garden in the limited shade offered by an old olive tree. A menu rested on an ornate iron stand. Côte de veau aux morilles, gigot d’agneau aux herbes, gambas au feu de bois – I mentally devoured each option, attempting to sate my stomach with the mere thought of food, but the likelihood was that we were too late. In France, lunch is taken between midday and 2 p.m. – the optimal hours for digestion. It is not to be rushed or undertaken as a mid-afternoon afterthought.


An elderly waiter served the whole restaurant. He was formally dressed in black trousers and a white shirt left open at the neck. In the breast pocket of his shirt sat the tools of his trade – a pen, notebook and corkscrew. He moved slowly among the tables, clearing plates, filling glasses and exchanging pleasantries.


Minutes passed. I felt the despair of the foreigner unsure of local custom. Should we just sit ourselves down? Would the waiter treat his fellow countrymen like this? I fidgeted from foot to foot. By now my mind had reached the petits fours and my stomach was threatening open revolt.


Finally, with a dramatic glance at his watch, the waiter acknowledged us. Once appropriately chided for arriving at 2 p.m., we were shown to our table. The other diners were just finishing dessert. As we sat down, reverential conversations about the sweetness of the tarte aux pommes ceased. Spoons and forks were dropped heavily on to china plates. We felt like food pagans arriving at a feast of the righteous.


When the waiter returned to take our order he nodded approvingly as we all chose foie gras and then the regional speciality – daube, a slow-cooked beef stew flavoured with anchovies and tapenade. But then came the wine.


For us, there was only one wine to choose. We were sitting beneath a wonderful white awning in the middle of a delightful Provençal garden. Leaning back on my chair, I could pick sprigs of rosemary. A resplendent purple carpet of lavender encircled the restaurant, and, above, the sky was a clear blue. In the distance we could see the town of Gordes perched on its rocky promontory. It was high summer in France and the cicadas were beating their afternoon lament before the heat gradually faded from the sun.


As I announced our choice the waiter’s pen ceased its frantic scribble. He turned and looked sheepishly away. Thinking I had been misunderstood, I pointed to the wine on the list. He affected to study a small fly that had landed on his shoulder. I pointed to the wine again. He flicked the insect away and suddenly developed an intense interest in a speck of dust on his black shoes. Nobody spoke. What had we done? How long could he ignore us for? Then, with pursed lips and hunched shoulders, the waiter snatched the menus away. He tucked them under his arm and disappeared without a word.


We had asked for rosé. It was the perfect accompaniment to the landscape. Beyond the herb garden stretched fields of vines. Peeping through the green foliage hung an abundance of grapes, already heavy with juice. As each day passed they would swell and slowly change colour. At the end of each row roses bloomed a deep luscious scarlet.


A glass of chilled rosé was our salute to the blissful view that lay before us. We would raise our glasses, wish for a bumper crop and bid our farewells to another wonderful week in Provence. By nightfall we would be on a plane back to London, already dreaming of next summer, of air heady with herbs and the perfumed pale rosé that for us epitomised the whole experience.


Of course, our elderly waiter could not possibly understand this – to him, we had just committed a sacrilege. Never mind that we knew we should have asked for a glass of sweet wine to accompany our foie gras. The best value on the wine list appeared to be a Muscat from a vineyard just outside the Roman town of Béziers. And then a full-bodied red to bring out the intense meaty flavours of the daube. By ignoring the pricier Bordeaux and Burgundies, we would doubtless have pleased our host by opting for a ’98 from Bandol, a small fishing village to the west of Toulon.


If ignorance was not our excuse, then ordering rosé in the full knowledge of our sins against gastronomy, and hence the French nation, was quite possibly enough to have us evicted from the restaurant. Rosé was fit for peasants, certainly not this restaurant’s €40 menu.


But eventually it turned up, pale, crisp and delightfully cold, wearing a white napkin round its neck like a dinner shirt and dipped in a stainless-steel bucket piled high with ice.


‘Marvellous,’ said Peter.


Peter is sixty years old, wears a pacemaker and lives for the three ‘f’s – friends, family and France. Late at night it became the four ‘f’s.


He is a perfect holiday companion. When in France, he believes everything is marvellous. Sometimes wonderful, but more often than not, marvellous. Being woken by the incessant reports of shotguns as the local peasantry tries to annihilate anything with wings or a snout – come to think of it anything that moves – is to most people annoying, but to Peter, it’s marvellous.


As is his first glass of rosé at 10.30 in the morning. ‘It’s twelve o’clock somewhere in the world,’ he declares, in a deep gravelly baritone. Later he strolls into a nearby village, buys ham, bread, cheese and of course some rosé. Shopping complete, he sits, a picture of contentment with a cigar, coffee and pastis in the village square.


Typically, he wears sandals, shorts and an unbuttoned shirt. Tufts of hair mushroom from his chest and plumes rise from his eyebrows. A pair of glasses usually rests on the bridge of his rounded nose. Laughter lines play around the corners of his eyes. Take away the hire car and throw in a Deux Chevaux and he would pass as a local artist.


Back at the villa he’ll play boules all afternoon, have a game of tennis before supper and still find time to push a few people in the pool. At dusk a transformation takes place – linen trousers, a pressed cotton shirt and hair swept back to reveal a sun-burnished face. He even wears socks with his boat shoes. A notorious rake in his younger days, my wife, Tanya, assures me he could still charm the tail off a sanglier.


Joining Peter, Tanya and me for lunch at the Hôtel Sénanque were my sister-in-law, Claire, and her baby, Rosie. They had recently emigrated to France and lived in Montpellier. Rosie was twelve months old and taking her first few tottering steps. Blessed with kiss-curls and a wide, ever-present grin, she was a magnet to the child-loving French. Unfortunately – or fortunately as it turned out – that day she was not particularly well. It was Rosie’s pale face that started this story.


On the adjoining table a French lady was dining alone. We later learnt her name was Madame Etienne. Later still Miriam. We never learnt her age. She dressed like a thirty-year-old – wearing her straight blonde hair at shoulder length and an off-the-shoulder dress cut just above the knee to highlight long brown legs – but her hands were those of an older lady. Her skin bunched over her knuckles and creased around her wrists. She wore two opulent gold rings set with rubies and diamonds. Jackie O sunglasses masked any tell-tale wrinkles around her eyes.


Dining next to Madame Etienne was an experience. Eavesdropping and food were treated with equal seriousness. She operated rather than ate – holding her spoon and fork precisely between thumb and forefinger like surgical tools and dissecting her dessert into tiny morsels. Each mouthful was accompanied by a sip of sweet white wine. As she chewed, her head swivelled to pick up snippets of conversation. Periodically, she paused to wipe the corner of her mouth and to smooth the folds in her black dress.


By the time our starters arrived we were on to our second bottle of rosé and the restaurant had nearly emptied. Madame Etienne remained, stirring the dregs of her coffee and pretending not to notice us. Then a teddy bear landed on her lap.


What followed was the type of chaos that new mothers seem so anaesthetised to. Rosie flung away the book she had been quietly flicking through, knocked over a glass and demonstrated the full power of her year-old tonsils. The waiter gave Rosie a small flower in a fruitless attempt to mollify her and then began sweeping up the shards of glass. The flower was immediately ripped to shreds, and another glass was deposited into the colourful mélange under the table. I recoiled in shock at the explosive force of a teddy-bear-less baby. Claire smiled benignly. Rosie forgot her lost cuddly toy and began eating a flower petal.


‘Excusez-moi. I am sorree. Parlez-vous français?’ Madame Etienne stood rigid-backed, thin-lipped, overly made-up, apparently intent on garrotting Rosie’s teddy.


Claire nodded an affirmative.


‘I think this belongs to your baby,’ she said, still holding the teddy in a stranglehold as she looked with evident disdain at Peter.


I assumed that she was used to men standing up for her when she arrived at a table, or at the very least acknowledging her. To be fair, Peter usually would, but he was apparently oblivious to the baby-induced bomb-site around him and was staring with rapt satisfaction at the colour of his wine. He was probably still recovering from a traumatic experience earlier in the week when he’d asked for the rosé to be passed to him. Instead of the wine, a relieved Claire had plonked Rosie on his lap and he’d been left wine-less and holding the baby for over an hour. Ever since, as revenge, he’d taken great delight in referring to his rosé as ‘Rosie’.


It was harmless fun until, still ignoring Madame Etienne, he held his glass up to the sun and gazed with admiration at the resulting reflection of the pink-tinged landscape. ‘I think it’s the palest, most beautiful Rosie in France,’ he declared.


Something about this upset Madame. She pointed directly at Rosie, who was sitting on Claire’s lap apparently intent on adopting our bottle of wine as a surrogate teddy. As Rosie clasped the wine, Madame Etienne released a torrent of words that washed through my wine-addled brain.


Claire speaks fluent French, Tanya passable, and Peter and I struggle to order a loaf of bread in a bakery, even if we can manage a beer in a bar. Guesswork has, however, got me through many a situation and, as Claire – our supposedly fluent French-speaker – was looking more than a little bemused, I interpreted for the rest of the table. Never again. My only excuse was that I am sure Madame Etienne mimicked Peter and used the word ‘Rosie’ instead of ‘rosé’. In any event, lulled by our long lunch, I momentarily confused wine and baby in my head, and so began an unlikely challenge.


Madame Etienne’s French went something like this: ‘De plus, vous faites une erreur si vous croyez que ce petit Rosie est le plus pâle de toute la France. Si vous voulez nous rendre visite l’année prochaine, on vous le montrera.’


Tipsily translated by me this became: ‘Madame thinks she knows a child paler than Rosie. She’s invited us to visit her this time next year and she’ll prove it.’ At the time I remember thinking that perhaps the French had some strange cultural attachment to pale-skinned babies. But before I could reconsider and before Tanya or Claire could intervene, Peter had plucked Rosie – still seemingly surgically attached to the bottle of rosé – from her seat and, with a big smile, raised her above his head.


‘Excusez-moi, Madame, but I think you will find that this is the palest Rosie in the whole of France. We will see you next August.’ Setting Rosie down, Peter took another sip of rosé and declared it to be ‘marvellous’.


Madame Etienne took a step backwards and toyed with a stray lock of hair. Now she was looking confused. ‘Bon,’ she said, suddenly making a decision. ‘Amenez-nous le rosé de votre choix. Celui de mon mari, Bernard, sera sans aucun doute le plus pâle.’


She handed Rosie her teddy and removed a business card from her purse, which she placed on the table. Using an old fountain pen, she wrote a short message in big florid letters. As she did so, a smile spread across her face, as if she were treasuring some private joke. Handing the business card to Peter, she gave us all a curt nod and left. I could still hear her heels clicking slowly across the stone as Peter flicked over the card. The message simply read, ‘Bon courage.’


Tanya and Claire began to laugh uncontrollably. They wiped away tears with their napkins. They took deep breaths to try to stop, but each time their eyes met, a fresh round of mirth would begin. Eventually, Tanya choked out the words in between giggles. ‘Do you realise what you have just done?’ More laughter. ‘You have just bet that by next August we’ll deliver to her the palest rosé in France.’


‘And so we shall,’ chorused Peter and I, confident that Claire’s little cherub would be comfortably cuter than any French baby.


The laughter started again. Tears ran down the girls’ cheeks.


‘No, not Rosie, you bet her that you could find a paler rosé than the one her husband makes.’


‘Ah,’ I said.


‘Marvellous,’ said Peter, pouring himself another glass of rosé. ‘When do we start?’


Soon we were all captivated by the wonderful implausibility of the idea. There were hundreds of sensible reasons to forget the misunderstanding had ever taken place, but instead we were intoxicated by our surroundings.


For the next hour we sat relaxing in the sun, dreaming of a summer spent touring vineyards, tasting wine and exploring France. Peter excitedly planned a lopsided itinerary, according to which we would spend nearly all our time in Provence, and by the time the waiter presented us with the bill, we’d all convinced ourselves that the quest for France’s palest rosé was the most natural thing in the world.


We were still chattering animatedly about next summer as we passed the old olive tree that stood at the entrance to the restaurant. It was only when we got into our airless cars and began to drive to the airport that the challenge began to appear an indulgent fantasy. The conversation slowly stopped, and the idea began to slip away.
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Leaving London
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A week later, in London, Tanya was making her usual journey to work. A clogged Northern Line train took her from Balham to Charing Cross. Spewed out with the other commuters, she headed past Saint Martin-in-the-Fields Church towards Shaftesbury Avenue. Stopping at her usual café, she bought a coffee for herself and a pastry for the tramp waiting outside.


She turned into a small side street by the Gielgud Theatre. The detritus from another night in Soho surrounded her. A young lad with peroxide hair, ripped jeans and a tight leather biker jacket lay face down in his own vomit. A prostitute stood and stared, slack-mouthed from chewing too much gum. Tanya rolled the boy over to check he was breathing, and then stepped over him and put her key in the door to her office.


When she was interviewed for a job at Townends TV, her boss-to-be Stephen Eltham, promised a champagne lifestyle. ‘We work with some of the biggest names in television, but, above all, this job is about teamwork and having fun. And every Friday we have a glass of champagne to celebrate working together.’


The champagne never materialised, however. Stephen Eltham’s definition of fun appeared to consist of allowing his employees to be touched up by lecherous celebrities, and teamwork involved passing the buck rather than the ball.


‘Tanya, get that boy off the doorstep and wash the puke away. We can’t have it seen by clients.’ Stephen was waiting by my wife’s desk as she entered the office.


‘I’ll call an ambulance for the boy, but I’m not your cleaner.’


‘Well, do some f★★★ing work, then.’ Stephen’s face flushed red. He swept his hand through his grey, slightly greasy hair and returned to his office. It was the first time that Tanya had spoken to him since she had returned from holiday.


Midway through the morning Tanya looked up from her work.


Stephen had planted both his hands on her desk. His face was still an ugly blotchy red. ‘GMTV have asked for the press pack. Where is it?’


‘You asked me to have it ready for the middle of next week,’ Tanya replied as calmly as she could.


‘If you jeopardise this f★★★ing deal with your f★★★ing forgetfulness, I’ll make your life f★★★ing hell.’


And so it went on. A ten-minute barrage of swear words, during which Tanya calmly collected her belongings and left.


That evening we opened the last bottle of rosé from our summer holiday and sat down to work out what to do next.


At moments of crisis Tanya always argues we should move to France. For her, sitting in a Parisian corner café with a few ramshackle tables, a surly waiter and trails of smoke wafting past is a semi-religious experience. She’s so immersed in all things Gallic that it’s possible there was some sort of celestial mix-up at birth and she was allocated a French soul by mistake.


Until now I’d always relied on the fact that we couldn’t just simply give up our careers. Not after all the hard work. Tanya had paid her way through university with a succession of awful jobs – washing dishes for entire summers, becoming a street-corner cupid signing men up for dating agencies and – my personal favourite – working as a door-to-door saleswoman despite her dog phobia. After graduating, she answered an advert for a marketing assistant at a theatrical PR company and spent the next year making tea and watering the office plants.


Shortly afterwards Tanya started work with Stephen Eltham. Apart from her new boss, it was a real step forward in her career – instead of ensuring the office didn’t run out of paper clips, she was in charge of ensuring all the new output of the production company was vigorously and well promoted on TV and in magazines.


My career path was more consistent, if a lot less colourful. After university I spent two years at law school and then became a solicitor. I successfully swapped firms a couple of times, made plenty of money and in the future I stood to make plenty more. But in return the partners had extracted their pound of flesh. I was rarely home before 10 p.m. and worked most weekends. I felt like part of a well-oiled machine. The moment I finished one piece of work, another would roll on to the production line. If I worked hard for the next five years then I had a chance of making partner. The problem was that most of the partners at my latest firm were overworked, haggard and rarely appeared happy.


What should Tanya do next? What should I do next? The simple option was for Tanya to find another job in the entertainment industry and for me to carry on working as a lawyer. Our future would be secure. I would spend a lifetime not seeing my wife, but at least we could pay off the mortgage and afford to start a family. Eventually, we would move to the countryside around London, and twice a year we could spend a week in Provence. It was probably the right thing for us to do.


On the kitchen table lay a pile of bills, mostly relating to our summer holiday. We discussed what temporary work Tanya could get to help us pay for our extravagance. Amid the credit-card slips and hotel receipts I came across a forgotten business card.




Madame Etienne


DIRECTEUR DE PRODUCTION


Château Etienne


St Maximin la Ste Baume





Tanya smiled and took a sip of her wine. ‘Why not?’


‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ I said.


‘Come on. It will give us a chance to think about our careers.’ She flipped the card over, and we both looked once again at the two words written in such distinctive handwriting on the back. ‘Bon courage.’


David Jakes is one of the most feared lawyers in London. He’s a ball-breaker, a rainmaker, a twenty-four-hours-a-day, 365-days-a-year ass-kicker, devoted to his clients and making money. He gets through secretaries quicker than most people do Biros and was once seen smiling in 1994. Nobody can ever remember him laughing.


‘David, can we have a quick chat? I’ve got something to tell you.’


David raised his left hand to signal I should wait. For the next five minutes he methodically read various papers, occasionally pausing to make an annotation in red ink. Eventually, he looked up and, with a single glance, conveyed his irritation. ‘Yes?’ he said.


My mouth was dry. My eyes darted from the floor to the ceiling to the blank walls. Why hadn’t I just saved the speech and jotted down my resignation on an email?


‘I just wanted to let you know that I am giving notice to terminate my contract.’


‘Very well.’ David picked another document from his in-tray and resumed his reading.


‘It’s just that … ’ Suddenly I wanted him to understand why I was leaving. ‘It’s just that my wife has lost her job and we have a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. You see, we met this woman in France and she challenged us to find the palest rosé. And Tanya loves France, and we can rent out the house and pay the mortgage that way …’


‘Quiet,’ said David in his thin reedy voice.


‘I just feel it is something that I have to do,’ I continued nervously.


‘I said quiet.’ He glanced back down at his notes and made an annotation with a swift flick of his pen. I winced as the nib grated over the paper. Looking up, he seemed surprised that I was still there. ‘I’ll expect you to work your full six-month notice period,’ he said calmly.


And that was it. I shuffled out of his office and sat back down at my desk. David’s reaction had been as blank as my computer screen. I’d been prepared for an angry reprimand but instead there was silence.


For the rest of the day my mind kept returning to those moments in David’s office. Almost anything would have been preferable to the emotional void I’d walked into. I knew that before he went home David meticulously filled out a paper timesheet detailing exactly how he’d spent his day. He’d enter details of which clients were to be billed and any time he’d spent mentoring young lawyers. Every second had to be accounted for, and apparently I was now worth less than ten.


Persuading Peter to join us was not a problem.




3


Bernard’s Rosé


[image: Image]






	Dear Madame Etienne,

	23 October









It was so nice to meet you in August at the Hôtel Sénanque. We have decided to take up your challenge to find the palest rosé in France and we look forward to seeing you at Château Etienne next August when we will deliver our findings.


Please could you send us a few bottles of your husband Bernard’s rosé – we need to know what we’re up against.


Kind regards,


Yours sincerely,


Jamie Ivey





While we waited for Madame Etienne’s response we decided to conduct a little research. A brief search of UK off-licences proved depressing. We hoped to discover a few vineyards to visit – domaines hidden in the hills known only to industry buyers, where viticulture is passed from father to son, not learnt at university, and where grapes are picked by hand, not stripped from the vine by machines. Instead, we found Mateus.


The round-bottled Portuguese-produced wine was ubiquitous. Even worse was supermarket own-brand Portuguese rosé. Same round bottle, same nasty fizz, and after two or three glasses I was left feeling distinctly sick. Also common was a wine called white Zinfandel from the Napa Valley in California. It was so dark we could have mistaken it for a red. The few Côtes de Provences we discovered were largely disappointing – or is it just that slate-grey skies and rosés do not mix?


Each morning I checked the post for a reply. Each morning I was disappointed. I took to reading wine books, trawling through them for mentions of rosé. Pages and pages were devoted to Burgundy and Bordeaux. If I wanted to distinguish my Nuits Saint Georges from my Beaune, or my Mercurey from my Rully, then a bevy of experts could assist, but just finding out which vineyards produced rosé, let alone what it tasted like, proved beyond UK wine buffs.


Rosé became an obsession. We drank nothing else with our meals. Friends returning from a skiing trip to the French–Swiss border gushed about a rosé that they swore was local and which was as light as falling snow. I had sleepless nights thinking about this wine until I encountered a bottle of rosé from Savoie in a specialist wine merchant. It was not that pale, but the wine merchant confirmed that vineyards throughout the Haute-Savoie were renowned for rosé.


My father surprised me by producing a bottle of pink Sancerre. It was as crisp as the white Sancerre but delicately coloured. After drinking it, I began to feel that we might succeed.


But there was still no news and the clock was ticking. Before long I would have served my notice period. In France, the labourers would be back in the fields pruning the vines and taking the odd cutting for grafting later in the year. The sap would start to rise and a new growing season would start.


We had made all the preparations to change our life for six months. We’d surrendered our careers, rented out our flat, packed our possessions away and booked a ferry crossing. All to pursue a challenge from a French woman who appeared to be determined to deny our existence.


At the end of February an unusual parcel arrived, accompanied by a letter. The envelope was scented with lavender and lined with silk. The author wrote in luxuriant black ink, and the big circular letters were all too familiar. The letter was signed ‘Miriam’ and the crest at the top read ‘Château Etienne’. At least we were now on first-name terms.


I read and reread the letter to make sure I understood it correctly. Miriam was delighted we had accepted the challenge and suggested we meet one month later than planned, during the September vendange festival, which celebrated the grape harvest. She was clearly confident because if we won, she was offering us a lifetime’s supply of their rosé, which I thought was a nice gesture.


But then I got to the final paragraph. If we lost the bet, Miriam wanted us to agree to find a UK importer for their rosé. There was no indication of the number of bottles they would want us to buy. Just the ominous phrase ‘amounting to a small percentage of our annual production’. And as for the length of the contract, it was to last until we discovered a paler rosé than Château Etienne. The moment I read these words a feeling of nausea gripped my stomach. What would happen if we didn’t win? How small was small? And what choice did we now have but to accept?


After months of research, days skim-reading wine encyclopaedias, hours on the phone to obscure wine merchants, endless tastings and some awful hangovers, we reached one key conclusion. It would have horrified those who had so freely given their time to discuss the intricacies of viticulture. We thought it verged on genius in its simplicity. It cut through all the nonsense about nose, volume and fingers and got to the heart of what makes a good rosé.


The key finding was that rosé was best enjoyed pale, cold and in the open air. Masters of wine may spit into their spittoons at the thought, but there are few better working rules. Try it.


It was one o’clock on 20 April. Our ferry sailed at 7 p.m. We sat outside Peter’s house, near Sevenoaks in Kent, wearing huge overcoats, our breath blowing plumes into the cold air. On a table in front of us sat the box of Bernard’s wine, still unopened. There was no need to chill the wine or the glasses. Peter’s wife, Jenny, watched from inside, shaking her head at our folly.


Taking off my gloves, I prepared to cut the seal. We could not have looked more ridiculous. Three supposed adults standing shivering in the countryside, opening a box with the reverence reserved for a religious artefact. Peter and Tanya crowded round, keen to glimpse the colour of Bernard’s wine. On the table was a sheet of white A5 paper and a digital camera. The tape gave way and I pulled aside the cardboard flaps and removed a tall thin bottle with an elongated neck. The label read ‘Côtes de Provence, Château Etienne, St Maximin la Ste Baume’.


And the colour. Well, perhaps colour is the wrong word. The wine was so transparent that it bore only the memory of a colour – the gentle pink of a cloud lit by a fading sun moments before dusk, or a fleeting reflection of pink coral beneath a still ocean. We held the bottle against the white paper and took a shot with the digital camera. We could now measure all other rosés against this benchmark.


‘Don’t just stare at it – we might as well drink it,’ said Peter.


I poured three glasses. Swilling the liquid around the base of my glass, I took a sniff. ‘Gooseberries. Definitely gooseberries.’


‘It’s zingy, like lemons,’ said Tanya.


‘Flint with just a hint of crisp apples, I think you’ll find.’ We looked up, amazed, to find Peter grinning knowingly at us. ‘It’s just what it says on the label. Or at least I think that’s what it says.’


We each took a sip. It was delightfully light and easy to drink. Château Etienne was simply too good. Even standing outside on a bitter day with dark clouds rolling ominously over the North Downs, the wine brought back memories of towns perched precariously on hillsides and copses of umbrella pines planted all the way down to the sea.


‘Bloody marvellous,’ said Peter.


‘Provence in a bottle,’ commented my wife.


‘It’s so pale they should call it something different,’ I added, holding my glass up against the white background.


‘You’ve invented a new type of wine,’ laughed Peter. ‘Extremely pale rosé. They’ll have to change wine lists across the world.’


‘Extremely pale rosé. It has a certain ring to it,’ smiled Tanya.


‘Or EPR for short,’ I said.


‘Wonderful,’ said Peter.


As we left Peter’s house we felt the delicious freedom that comes from doing something utterly mad. We had given ourselves six months to find the palest rosé in France.


It was time to hunt for EPR. First stop Champagne – or so we thought.


[image: Image]




APRIL


‘And when do the French drink rosé?’ I asked. ‘Maybe with one of your curries.’
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Juveniles
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Peter paced up and down at the stern of the ferry. Seagulls swirled around his wind-whipped hair, and puffs of smoke from his cigar trailed with the wake of the boat back towards Dover. A couple of schoolchildren dodged past him, scattering crisps, and the gulls dived deckwards, uttering harsh cries of thanks for the impromptu feast. Clouds hung in dirty smudges over the coast, but as the boat chugged slowly onward and the sea swallowed the land, the sky cleared.


Looking over the top of his glasses, Peter turned to us and raised one bushy eyebrow. ‘We’ve got a problem. I read last night that there are over two thousand producers in Champagne and over ten thousand vineyards in Bordeaux. God knows how many there are in the whole of France. I’ve just worked out that we could spend all six months in Champagne and still not get round everybody. If we really want to win this challenge, we’re going to have to shorten the odds.’


He was right – our wine books offered us a selection of the best vineyards in France, but even by consulting them and asking for recommendations in local towns, our chances weren’t good. We had to assume that Madame Etienne’s wine was the palest rosé widely available in France. Why else would she have made the bet? Our chances rested on finding a lost wine hidden in the back of a cave, a rosé that a vigneron just made for his own consumption or only supplied to his closest friends.


Peter paused and looked back out to sea. When he judged we had suffered enough, he gave a little wink and said, ‘Fortunately I have a solution. We need to go to Paris.’


‘Why?’ I asked. ‘Paris seems the last place we should go to look for rosé.’


‘Who needs a reason to go to Paris?’ said a delighted Tanya.


For the last half-hour she’d been taking farewell phone calls from a rich variety of friends. Battle-hardened career women slurping overfilled sandwiches at their desk as they snatched a quick conversation, and young mothers dunking chocolate biscuits in their tea and celebrating getting their baby to sleep. I’d watched as she’d talked and absently wrapped her curly golden hair around her fingers. As Dover shrank from view her mobile lost its signal and she fell silent.


Until, that is, Peter announced we were going to Paris and she began to chatter excitedly about the city where we’d got engaged five years earlier.


Peter’s car is a fifteen-year-old BMW convertible. Its bumper hangs loose, its bodywork is rusty, and the hood refuses to fold away properly, but he slaps its bonnet with the type of camaraderie he reserves for good friends. Unfortunately Peter’s determination to visit Paris involved me driving it into an insurance black hole. The world’s first and worst roundabout – l’Etoile, or ‘the Star’ – where twelve broad Parisian avenues meet at l’Arc de Triomphe, and where no insurance company will cover you.


Making it as far as l’Etoile was difficult enough. On the outskirts of Paris there were no lanes, no rules, just cars. Drivers cut across each other, hooted at each other and, if all else failed, rammed each other. A cyclist flashed past the front of the car and I swerved sharply to avoid him, but rather than a grateful wave, he dismounted in the middle of the roundabout, removed his mirrored glasses and started shouting at us.


Everything came to a standstill. Cars hemmed me in on my left and right. A battered Renault with an irate female driver filled my rear-view mirror, but there was simply nowhere to go. Not an inch of road to edge into. The hooting became incessant and the hand gestures more graphic. The roundabout I’d failed to negotiate was Porte Maillot, effectively the Arc de Triomphe’s kid sister.


I put my head down on the steering wheel and began to laugh. Twenty drivers were now berating me, but I felt in no way threatened – it was simply part of the rich street theatre of the capital. Aside from the fear of crashing Peter’s car, I was actually quite enjoying myself. Within hours of leaving England we’d been transported into a different culture, where it was acceptable to stop your car in the middle of a roundabout, gesticulate furiously at other drivers and then continue on your way as if nothing had happened. The whole experience was just so ridiculous.


Eventually, a traffic policeman intervened. A few short shrill blasts of the whistle and some precise white-gloved hand gestures and we were away. In theory it was one of the most beautiful drives in the world, a time to pull on the leather gloves, put the hood of the car down and parade around town.


The Eiffel Tower played hide and seek behind the elegant houses of Avenue de la Grande Armée, and ahead, through the arch of the Arc de Triomphe, I could see the Champs-Elysées – the road on which I’d proposed to Tanya. Everything was bathed in a wonderful reddish-brown light, the sepia of a negative just before the image crystallises.


The city was on the cusp of summer. Some people clung to the comfort of politically incorrect but infinitely snug fur coats, teamed with fine-leather gloves, warm tweed skirts and high boots; others were already in the clutches of the new season – all pastels, sling-back shoes and designer sunglasses. The weather – a warmish spring day – appeared an irrelevance; as always, the Parisians were determined to parade the fashion of the moment. The only problem was that nobody knew whether it was time for mufflers or minis.


The café seats were laid out in long rows along the pavements, and pictures of Parisian life were momentarily framed in the windscreen as we passed. A young woman with shoulder-length blonde hair was eating an ice cream, dipping her long spoon in a glass of iced water after each mouthful. She had chocolate-brown eyes, full red lips and an all-too-natural pout. Her coat was unzipped, revealing a T-shirt with a sequinned plea: ‘Mend my broken heart, please.’


Observing the street scenes momentarily distracted us from the Arc de Triomphe, which was looming ever larger ahead of us, until Peter commented, ‘Apparently, the secret to driving in Paris is that those on the right have priority.’ A second later he added, ‘Never understood how it works, though.’


‘So, according to you, we don’t stop at the next roundabout. Everyone will stop for us because we’ll be on their right. Right?’


Tanya leant over from the back. ‘Oh, we are stopping. There are twelve lanes of fast-moving traffic, we’re not insured, and there are more accidents here than anywhere else in the world. And you just want to drive straight across it?’


‘We’ve got about five seconds to make up our minds.’


‘Just go for it,’ urged Peter.


‘It’s your car.’


Tanya and Peter closed their eyes. I might as well have closed mine. I pressed the accelerator and seconds later it was over. The cars on the outside lanes of the Etoile parted as we approached, allowing us into the faster-moving centre of the roundabout. As the turning for the Champs-Elysées came closer I’d gathered such pace that I cut easily across the traffic on my outside and made the exit. It was like being sucked into the middle of a whirlpool and somehow spat out just as a life-raft was passing.


‘I’m glad that’s over,’ said Peter. ‘Betty won’t be doing that again.’


‘What did you just say?’


‘I said, “Betty—”’


‘Your car’s got a name?’


‘Of course. Betty the BMW. She’s a girl, you know.’


François Gilbert was one of Paris’s top financiers as well as one of its most respected wine experts. Between brokering deals for the capital’s largest companies, he added to his cellar, which contained over three thousand bottles, including 106 vintage wines. What François didn’t know about wine was apparently not worth knowing – he had personal relationships with vignerons across France and access to wines that never saw a shop shelf. He was also unlucky enough to be closely acquainted with a friend of Peter’s. It was in order to meet him that we’d braved the Parisian traffic. If he didn’t know who produced the palest rosé in the country, he would know a man who did.


As the hour of the meeting approached I became increasingly nervous; it was perfectly possible that we would make fools of ourselves. I considered myself to be averagely knowledgeable about wine – I knew Chablis was made from Chardonnay, and Sancerre from Sauvignon, but I couldn’t list the grape varieties that made up a typical red Bordeaux, and although I understood that a Burgundy grand cru was a superior wine to a Burgundy premier cru, I wouldn’t fancy my chances of identifying the better wine in a blind tasting. As far as I could see, the next hour was going to involve an elaborate game of bluff as we all attempted to hide our ignorance. It felt like going into a Shakespeare exam having read the wrong Henry.


‘If you take a seat then François will be with you soon.’


The reception area was bare apart from a low black sofa and a glass coffee table on which the day’s financial press was neatly arranged. A flat-screen TV showing share-price movements hung on the wall. Across from us was a long corridor lit up like an emergency exit and punctuated by a row of closed doors. Lafite-Rothschild, Mouton-Rothschild, Latour, I mentally rehearsed the names of some great wines I could drop into the conversation. If we were convincing at the beginning of the meeting, then hopefully François would take over and we could gently guide him on to the topic of rosé.


‘Welcome. Please come through to my office.’ François had emerged from a door at the end of the corridor. He wore a deep-blue shirt with a contrasting white collar and flame-red tie. Pinstripe trousers were hoisted by braces well above his waist, revealing bright-yellow socks and a pair of immaculately shined shoes. His swept-back hair accentuated the roundness of his face and glasses. In contrast to the minimalist reception area, François had turned his office into a grotto full of antiques. Silver carriage clocks perched on mahogany sideboards, watercolours hung in gold frames, and four ornately upholstered armchairs appropriated the corners of the room. As we entered, a relay race of clocks from around the office chimed the hour.


François sat down behind a Victorian writing table; its feet were shaped like lion’s paws, and the polished dark-wooden surface of the desk was inlaid with green leather. There was no computer, just a dog-eared diary, a packet of Gitanes and a silver lighter, which François tapped against the wood as he waited for the clocks to fall silent.


To my great relief, we didn’t even need to ask him questions. François leant back in his chair, with a massive smile on his face and a shine to his eyes. He chose his words with the care of an academic – afraid of over-simplifying yet anxious we should understand his points – but spoke with the enthusiasm of a child. Rather than test our knowledge of wine, he excitedly ran through the history of his wine collection. Relaxing into his wonderful armchairs, surrounded by beautiful paintings, we could have been whiling away a lazy Sunday afternoon in a country house, chatting about our host’s favourite subject.


The English, he argued, thought too much in terms of good and bad wines and not enough about the food a wine complemented. For example, plenty of people were derogatory about Alsace wines, but, for him, many of them were a perfect accompaniment to foie gras. By contrast, every Frenchman was passionate about wine. It was part of the country’s cultural heritage, and it was embarrassing, even a sign of ignorance, not to be able to offer an opinion on a wine and the food it might complement. If a wine was matched with the right food, it should provoke an explosion of easily identifiable flavours in the mouth.


‘When I was younger, my father told me, “You taste, you buy, you leave to rest, then you will be a collector, my son.” I’ve heeded his advice ever since.’ François continued, running through his collection of very special wines – Pomerol, Margaux, Hermitages – rather than an explosion of flavour, drinking these wines was – and at this point he sat back in his chair with a beatific grin on his face and closed his eyes – ‘like having an orgasm in the mouth’.


In retrospect, it was an inappropriate moment to introduce rosé into the conversation. François was almost recumbent in his chair, enjoying the last imaginary sips of a 1966 Pomerol, when I tentatively asked, ‘And when do the French drink rosé?’


He opened his eyes and reached for a cigarette. Taking a deep puff, he adjusted to the alarming reality that we were there to discuss rosé. ‘Maybe with one of your curries. I once had one and asked for the hottest they could make. Rather than an orgasm in the mouth, my mouth nearly exploded.’ He laughed and held his breath until his whole face was red, and then popped his cheeks with both hands.


‘Who do you think makes the palest rosé in France?’ I asked.


François looked perplexed and then inexplicably left the room. I have to admit that even to me it sounded like an odd question, so what thoughts it must have conjured in François’s brain, a man who’d spent his life devoted to discerning the delicate flavours of wine, I can only imagine. I assumed he had either called security or simply left for another meeting, firmly convinced that we were not worth any more of his time.


Instead, he returned clutching a magazine and a bottle of sherry. The grin was back on his face as he handed over a photocopy of an article. ‘I’ve just remembered reading this a couple of months ago.’ It was from Le Point, a current affairs and lifestyle magazine. The headline read, ‘Rosé becomes fashionable – sales of white and red fall. Rosé sales continue to grow.’ Beneath the article was a long list of vineyards throughout France.


He shrugged. ‘Perhaps the world is changing. I’ll mark some producers I think you should visit. They make good red and whites, but who knows about their rosé, and as to whether it’s pale or not … ’ He raised his hands with palms up to the sky in a gesture of supplication – we would have to trust to the gods.


While Tanya and I relaxed back at the hotel, Peter took on the important task of finding us a restaurant for the evening. Letting him loose alone in Paris was a bit of a risk – on previous French holidays Peter had promised to buy lunch and then disappeared for hours. At the butcher’s he would discuss which particular innards went into a pâté, then later at the baker’s he would debate the merits of oil versus butter croissants. Almost inevitably, he would make a friend in the queue and be whisked away to buy goat’s cheese from a farm or mushrooms fresh from the field. Meanwhile we would wait back at the house, getting hungrier and hungrier.


Allowing him to choose a restaurant in Paris meant we might not eat until midnight. Most people when they read a menu look at the prices and check there are a couple of things they’d like to eat. Instead, Peter analyses each dish and pictures the work involved. Is a starter of aubergine caviar, wrapped in smoked ham and accompanied by a salad of rocket and nutmeg sorbet too ambitious for a young chef? Will the combination of flavours work? Since any given menu in France will contain at least ten dishes for Peter to evaluate, it’s a time-consuming business. His aim is to find a secret gem, either a locals’ local hidden in a forgotten back street or a new restaurant with an up-and-coming chef – a place to enjoy the food and the atmosphere before a Michelin star sullies both. It’s a search he takes great delight in.
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