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This is a true story that happened as written and only the names of individuals have been changed to protect their identities.


Three women arrive in Girona, North East Spain, to attend a new-age metaphysical workshop based on the mysteries of this ancient city. They have never met. What do they have in common? They find they are all grandmothers. They know little about metaphysical or psychic dimensions. What do they want? To keep a good face on things. Things being quite a lot of difficult issues. What do they really want? Life change? Reclaiming their dreams? What do they actually get? The Holy Grail. And all they were looking for was a way out of sudden old age.




Chapter 1


Lady Cynthia Seymour-Coy and Mia Zang took the same cheap flight from London to Girona, North East Spain. Mia did notice Cynthia’s ebullient mass of blonde hair as she was moved to a preferential seat and Mia with her lacklustre appearance was kept back in steerage. The bright hair helped by a little bleach looked young and had been that way, Mia decided, since the woman had had her first conquest. It had worked then. Why change it? She generated good nature and a desire for the best outcomes.


Later in the passport queue they, two English women of a certain age travelling alone, started speaking. Cynthia had a smart voice, confident and crisp and had been to the right schools. She was going to join a metaphysical group in Girona. She didn’t know much about it except treatments were included at an old-fashioned spa somewhere in the countryside and this appealed to her. ‘Mud and sulphur water, that sort of thing.’ She was desperately tired and hoped there would not be too much physical activity and no obligatory diet. There had been mention of some advanced yoga, a pilgrimage and sightseeing which seemed to include climbing a mountain. She would stick to what the spa had to offer. Mia supposed this was the well-known Balneari Prats at Caldes de Malavella, a wonderful family-run establishment that had survived decades and had no need to change. Cynthia generously suggested Mia join her and try it out. ‘The group leader who runs it gives talks on other dimensions. She’s well known on that subject.’ Cynthia couldn’t remember her name.


Mia had brought her painting equipment and as she had little money, perhaps she could give one or two art classes in exchange for payment.


‘Transformation,’ said Cynthia. ‘That’s what it’s about. You come out supercharged.’


For Mia this was too Hollywood. She’d heard it a hundred times. But she liked Cynthia and found her comforting. A group? She’d join it. At least she’d have somewhere to stay while she revisited whatever it was in that city that could kick start her life.


She helped Cynthia with her outsize luggage and spoke enough Spanish to get them to the hotel, located in the town centre, by the river. The eighteenth century building had once housed ecclesiastical students. In front of the entrance a wide pedestrian passageway with shops and bars on both sides and public benches placed in a row down the middle, offering at one end, shadow, the other sun. Mia suggested a walk and Cynthia would be delighted but first she had to let her husband know she had arrived. ‘He always wants to know exactly what I’m doing. You know how husbands are.’


Mia did. But not that kind of husband.


The clanking iron bridge crossing the main river marked the place where the modern town met the old quarter. The atmosphere was light, lively and meaningful. Good things had happened in this place. It was early spring and for the first time in a long while Mia felt optimistic. Several old bridges crossed the narrow river which curved through the centre of town and the buildings on both sides were centuries old and colourful. The huge cathedral rose above it all and church bells across the town joined its sonorous rich chime and rang out the new hour. Yes, it was as Mia remembered. The iron bridge designed by Eiffel was unchanged and swayed a little in the wind. Even the essences in this wind from the south had survived the passing of time and she thought she could still smell the toilet water the men put in their hair, wood smoke, and anis liquor.


Cynthia was impressed and her spirits rose further as she sat at one of the many outside bars and sampled a glass of local wine. Mia remembered the light pink innocent drink that kept her dancing through till dawn. ‘It comes from Perelada, a village near here. This is a young wine.’ They had another and then two more and they even started to feel young.


‘You’ve been here before,’ said Cynthia.


‘Just passing through.’ Mia ordered local toasted bread smeared with tomato, oil and garlic, topped with strips of the finest Iberian ham. Now was the moment to put their best cards on the table. Mia introduced herself as the painter Mia Zang and implied she was well known in the States. She was here to find a fresh direction to her work for the forthcoming show in LA. Cynthia assured her she knew her name. In return, to match this outbreak of fame she, Lady Cynthia-Coy, brought forward the husband who now had the presence and danger of a Marlon Brando.


‘I am crazy to leave him on his own. Women will do anything. I have to keep awake around him. Maybe that’s why I’m so tired.’ And now as well as women he suddenly collected art. She said, ‘Let’s send him a sample of your work. He likes the real things.’ Cynthia realized to talk like this meant she had careened away from any known reality and must be a little tipsy. Art collector? Him? She decided it was time to go to the hotel and lie down.


One or two people sitting in the foyer looked up expectantly. ‘Are you for the group?’ And a French elfin in a green silk dress belonging to another age, possibly the 1950s, came forward to greet them. Her tiny deeply tanned face was wizened, her eyes, as green as the dress, darted inquisitively from Mia to Cynthia. The eyes didn’t miss much. Mia thought she had been a performer.


Cynthia agreed she was ‘for the group’.


‘Kelly hasn’t got here yet.’ The woman’s tone was deep and smoky. ‘You’ve not seen her?’


Cynthia not knowing who she meant supposed she hadn’t.


‘I’ve been waiting an hour. Not like Kelly.’ She got to the door in one quick movement to get the last of the sun. From behind she looked childlike and the matching huge green silk bow pinned to the back of her hair made her oddness vulnerable.


‘She’d be Edith Piaf if she hadn’t passed on,’ said Mia.


The hotel was gleaming, clean and bright with a dining room known for its good food and affordable prices, popular with the locals. Lining the mirrored walls, glass shelves crowded with dozens of bottles in orderly rows, that gave off a clear light, reflected endlessly.


The receptionist checked Cynthia in as part of the group which would begin the following morning, 10 sharp. ‘Kelly Brooke usually takes breakfast outside one of the cafes opposite.’


Mia said she would check in for the programme and asked for the tour leader. She would offer the art exchange deal directly with her.


‘Not possible right now because she hasn’t yet arrived.’ It was 7 p.m. and Mia asked for a room in the meantime but the receptionist said she’d get a better price if she booked as one of the group.


A well-dressed American woman approached Mia and introduced herself as Lily Bing. ‘Ms Brooke is no tour leader but a global celebrity and teacher and a privilege to work with.’ She thought the tour was overbooked and there were no rooms left. Cynthia said if it came to it Mia could share her room. Cynthia asked if Lily had been on previous tours.


‘All of them. I’ve read all her books. She’s the best.’ She paused. ‘You’ve obviously heard of her.’ Cynthia might have. ‘Deepak Chopra mean anything?’ Cynthia made do with a nod of her tired head. ‘They are close,’ Lily assured her. ‘It was Deepak who nicknamed Kelly “The Cat”.’


With effort Cynthia was moving her bags towards the lift.


‘The Cat is very physical. Gets you working on all dimensions. The known, the unknown. You experience the unseen. You are no longer just vertical or horizontal. She gets us through the portal. She runs at an incredible speed, through the sound barrier. She goes faster and into other dimensions.’


The very thought of it made Cynthia sink down onto a plump lobby couch. ‘As long as I don’t have to run through the sound barrier.’ Her ankles were puffed.


Lily stopped talking as she noticed Mia dragged her luggage to the lift. Surely it wasn’t that heavy. ‘I hope you ladies are not too…’ She paused. ‘… Mature.’


‘Definitely not,’ and Mia took the stairs rather than the lift, three flights and running. She paid for that proud jaunt and with knee jolted out of place made it to Cynthia’s room on all fours.




Chapter 2


By 8 o’clock when the leader had still not arrived, they decided on an early dinner. Lily was already seated in the hotel dining room. She was well turned out in a high fashion cocktail dress with her hair arranged and coiffed to rest obediently in a bun on top of her head. Cleverly applied makeup almost concealed the ravages of the journey. She’d arrived from LA at 6 that morning after a 20-hour travel strewn with problems and was now fighting off jet lag as she waited for Kelly Brooke. She looked as though she was prepared for an event at the White House rather than dinner with two grandmothers in a little-known city in North East Spain.


Cynthia came to the table and said she was appalled. ‘My mobile doesn’t work.’ Mia offered hers but it didn’t work either.


‘There’s no signal,’ said Lily. ‘Only certain servers have coverage. Mobiles from the UK do not usually work because of the mountains.’


Cynthia was beyond appalled. She would have to get a local mobile phone. Was there anywhere still open? Who spoke English around here? The receptionist came to the table smiling and said English was not the problem. The group would be Cynthia’s problem. ‘No mobiles allowed on Kelly Brooke’s tour so you only have to get through this evening. You start early tomorrow.’


Cynthia looked at Mia. ‘What about you?’


That was not a problem for Mia, she realized, as most of her close friends were dead. She almost said, ‘People die around me like flies.’


‘Look, you won’t need a mobile,’ said Lily.


Cynthia’s eyes closed with exasperation.


‘If you use a mobile on Kelly Brooke’s course, she’ll tell you to make the next call to God. So, let’s sit down and eat.’


‘How about the spa?’ said Cynthia.


‘Yes, they have intermittent service there but the same guideline applies.’


‘I doubt it,’ said Cynthia. ‘I need this phone.’


‘You do seem attached,’ said Lily. ‘You obviously need this course.’


‘Has anyone actually seen Kelly Brooke?’ asked Mia. The dining room was almost empty. Only a few tourists were being served, it was too early for the locals.


‘She’ll be here.’ And the American woman opened the menu and pointed out the popular dishes. Mia asked if Kelly had to come far.


Lily did hesitate before saying, ‘Miss Brooke will be ready to go 10 o’clock sharp tomorrow morning.’


The hesitation was enough for Mia to go to reception and get one of the last rooms. She asked for it to be on the same arrangement as the rest of the group. The tour leader’s lateness was not her problem. Although she rarely spoke Spanish anymore, she was still fluent with the important questions. ‘Where is she?’ The receptionist didn’t know. ‘She was supposed to greet Cynthia when she arrived at 5 this afternoon. And where are the others?’


‘People come from afar to see her. The group is already booked so don’t worry.’ She checked the screen. ‘At least 15.’ She gave her a key to a single room next to Cynthia and said she’d adjust the price.


For one carefree moment Mia was going to ask if she knew of Sal Roca, the love of her youth. He was the first warm person she’d ever met. He was kind, all embracing. With him nothing bad could happen. Light around him gave no place for harm.


She took the key from the receptionist before she gave in to unwise questions and quickly went back to her present life. By the time she reached the table her knee was swollen and she was limping. Cynthia was halfway through a large glass of full-bodied red wine and enjoying every moment. ‘I needed that.’


‘I hope not,’ said Lily. ‘No alcohol on these tours. Miss Brooke doesn’t allow it.’


‘Don’t be silly,’ said Cynthia and refilled her glass. She examined Mia’s knee and said an icepack would get the swelling down. She asked the waiter for ice cubes in a plastic bag.


Over the dinner of Escudella, the regional broth with meat dumpling, followed by seasonal fresh asparagus and ‘fideus’–noodles cooked with prawns and served with a garlic sauce–the women introduced themselves and kept it high end. After hearing Cynthia’s account of her life in the country which gave her the richness of a close family and also freedom to do what she wanted, not to mention the still youthful successful husband, Mia could no longer afford to be a has-been past her best with two lonely last years to prove it. Her successful times as an artist in London knitted together with those in LA and there were no gaps for any of the despondency and failure to show through. And even sitting here in this unknown hotel with these new strangers was powered by her keenness to create an impression. She was looking for a new style to her work for an exhibition the following year. She elaborated a little more on the story she had already told Cynthia. The exhibition became global.


‘So, your work will also be on show in London?’ said Cynthia. ‘My husband must see it. He snaps up new talent. He’s got an eye for it.’ She almost added–‘Especially in the bedroom.’ She decided to put the wine aside in favour of mineral water and prudence.


‘In London,’ Mia agreed. ‘And LA.’


‘Oh great!’ said Lily. ‘Which gallery? I’ll be there. I live there.’


On thin ice now Mia named a venue she had got her movie star, art class clients into on occasion. She said something about having to decide in which city to start the show so nothing was quite firmed up. And she quickly turned the conversation around to Lily and what she did in LA.


‘I work at Cedar-Sinai.’


Mia knew the hospital only too well as during her marriage to the drug-fuelled rock-star it became his second home. Lily wasn’t a nurse. Admin possibly.


‘I run a new research department sponsored by a pharmaceutical company.’


Both Cynthia and Mia were impressed and said so.


She also looked after an ageing aunt but didn’t mention that.


‘So how did you get into this sort of thing? Transformation.’ said Cynthia.


‘I came across Kelly Brooke on the ‘net and read one of her books and did a tour. And this became my life. Makes everything else possible.’ Lily got the attention back to Mia. ‘So, what kind of art?’


‘Oil on canvas.’


‘Yes, I must have heard of you,’ said Cynthia. She hadn’t. But she had heard of the rock-star husband who’d died on drugs. ‘He was incredible.’


‘Amazing,’ said Lily. ‘The voice. He had such a range. A bit before my time but as a teenager I loved his songs.’ It was now time to say she wasn’t married and looked after her aunt. She said she was 54.


‘Oh, you’re a child,’ said Cynthia.


Although Lily said she wouldn’t have her life any other way it sounded lonely. Cynthia’s life came out the best. The wine helped.


‘So, you are well married but free,’ Mia told her. ‘How come?’


‘Because he’s in the city all week and I’m in the country. Weekends are family time unless he’s on a business trip.’


‘Don’t you mind him going away so much?’


On that occasion Cynthia described it as a gift. ‘The gift of freedom. I can do what I like and wouldn’t have it otherwise.’ She hoped the unexpected tell-tale tear followed by several more would be interpreted as a slight allergy to the prawns.


And then Cynthia confused the women completely by taking the opposite tack and saying she couldn’t be out of reach of a phone because he could call her at any time needing to know where she was and what she was doing. Even her hair flattened with the audacity of the lies.


How free is that? thought Mia.


‘So, I have to go upstairs now because he will call for sure to check I have arrived.’


‘They’ll bring the phone to the table,’ said Lily. ‘So have a dessert. It’s nice having been able to share our lives. We couldn’t do it if Kelly Brooke was here.’


Mia asked why not.


‘The group starts in the present and stays there. One hour at a time. Transformation has no place for gossip or storytelling, ego or rivalry. We start new and end newer. We embrace the moment.’


‘No casual conversation or chat in the dorm. And no drink. Tough,’ said Cynthia.


Mia liked the idea. She felt she could go sinking safe into moments and more moments, ending in a single timeless consciousness. ‘It’s like being sucked down into a warm known space without thought,’ she said.


Lily looked at her with interest. ‘You will certainly get to a place outside of your daily consciousness.’


‘Maybe the time before birth,’ said Mia.


‘Sounds like a very effective tranquilliser,’ said Cynthia. Then she fell in love with the local dessert and ordered another. Crème Caramel with toasted top. Her eyes were closing with exhaustion and a certain sugary delight. How sad her joy of the evening could not be repeated. Lily agreed Kelly Brooke was firm on eating habits.


‘Diet you mean?’ said Cynthia. ‘A horrible word.’


‘She wants us to be at our right weight, right shape. It’s not called a diet but a preference.’


The local digestif, Ratafia, was not a drink Mia remembered from 25 years ago. It had a pleasant taste, deceptively light. The waiter described it as a mixture of caramel, liquorice, herbs, cinnamon, nutmeg, lemons, mint and rosemary, suitable for most illnesses and good for children. It was a tonic. Lily, with good natural sight, read the label and said it was at least 30% proof. Might do the illnesses in but what happened to the children?


They took their coffees outside to a table on the still busy pedestrian pathway and Cynthia asked what kind of people came to the group. There was no kind. The clients wanted to experience more than the four dimensions they were still in. Time made it four.


‘Yes,’ said Mia thoughtfully. ‘I always thought we are padlocked at birth. Break the lock and be free.’ The Ratafia was doing its stuff.


‘Are they smart?’ said Cynthia. ‘I mean do they dress up and go out in the evening?’


‘Most of us are sporty and casual. Boots for the mountains. Dress for dinner? A matter of choice. Time to get things ready.’ She stood up and although exhausted was fiercely loyal to The Cat and the group and would stay in the foyer to greet any arrivals however late. ‘We always start with Happy Hour and that’s the one time you get alcohol. I have to lay out the glasses and put the champagne on ice.’


‘Oh, please don’t do all that if it’s just us,’ said Cynthia. She mentioned again the calls from her husband and how she’d take them upstairs. Mia realized she didn’t have that problem. No one would be calling to see if she had arrived. Cynthia actually dreaded the room and being alone. And having to face a large group of dieting non-drinking strangers, well read in the ‘mystery schools’ and divinations. All she really wanted was a good laugh.


She didn’t know then that she was going to get it.


Mia insisted on trying to identify the group and asked if the people were professional.


‘A teacher now and then. Some in the alternative field. Travellers. Others on their way to Santiago de Compostela. Occasional Corporate wanting a break. Others wanting to change their lives.’ Lily left to lay out the glasses.


Mia found standing up difficult and her knee hot and inflamed. It was the Blue Hour, the lights luminous and clear. People passing along the pedestrian pathway looked good in themselves and some greeted or smiled at Cynthia. She did have a certain allure and looked as though she could be someone well known.


‘I am not altogether looking forward to Kelly The Cat,’ she said. ‘Apart from the ban on alcohol, gossip, egos and rivalry, there’s that careful diet and all this going into other realities. I have enough trouble with this one. And spiritual knowhow. I don’t know about you but I don’t have the vocabulary let alone composure for any of it.’


Mia had been in Hollywood too long to be concerned. ‘It will all come down to breathing. It always does. Whatever you pay.’


Cynthia was doubtful. ‘I think you need to know the language for this sort of thing. Yin Yang doesn’t quite do it. Is she Buddhist? And what strain, or whatever it’s called, does she practice?’


‘We can ask her. When and if she finally gets here.’


‘Lily is optimistic. She’s put out 20 glasses at least and redone her makeup.’ Cynthia sank back in her chair and looked at the full moon. ‘It’s got an aura. I haven’t really looked at the moon for a while. My eyes pass over things but I don’t really see them. “What is this world if, full of care/We have no time to stand and stare.” ’ She kicked off her shoes and rested her feet on a chair. She did seem to let go and absorb the evening. And they sat breathing in the sweet scent carried by the southerly wind. Suddenly Cynthia had to go upstairs as she was certain the phone calls from her husband had not been put through. By now he would be concerned and she shivered as though her body was actually attached to his concern.


Concerned? Or curious? Mia wondered. But Cynthia looked as though forbidden trysts were long past.


‘These types like my husband take a lot of work.’ Cynthia jigged her fingers through her mass of sun-bleached hair making it more exuberant. ‘I’ve spoilt him. He won’t sleep if he doesn’t know….’–she looked at her thin gold watch–‘…what I’m doing,’ she continued lifelessly.


Mia reminded her it was an hour earlier in the UK.


‘9 p.m. He will be watching CNN then reach for the brandy I had the sense to hide. He’s got to keep his blood pressure down. And the shirts from the laundry are still in my room.’ She got up and gathered her jacket, bag, shoes, and room key. ‘It really is beautiful out here. I just want to see the moon as it comes through the trees. It is a special place. I can see why they bring seekers here.’ And as if to charm her more all the bells rang out the hour.


She still didn’t want to leave the table in the now obvious moonlight. Mia was going to suggest she keep it simple and just phone him.


It was as though she’d brought her husband, at least his presence, to the table and Mia was audience to Cynthia’s concern for a way of life with a man she implied she was lucky to have captured. He was someone of importance and not afraid of his power, drop-dead gorgeous but somehow elusive. What would Miss Brooke think of all this making an absent man the centre of the ‘now’? Mia came to realize he was present only through Cynthia’s delivery. This man was hers or even a part of her and you would find out only what she chose to show you. He could want his brandy or his TV programmes recorded or being driven by his wife fast to an airport in their ultimate car. You would get this in simple statements but no more. Mia did wonder after a while if he really existed. Now that Cynthia turned, hair lifting, curls coiling, to get to the room, where the phone was sure to ring, Mia realized one thing–Mr and Mrs Coy had separate rooms–only his laundry in hers.


Upstairs in her hotel room Cynthia unpacked and wondered why she had to behave as she had. Her husband would only ring if there was a national emergency. He would be out enjoying his freedom and her absence. She thought she must keep a good face on it all. Don’t tell this unknown artist anything. ‘Thank God she didn’t suggest I phone him. The only good thing about it.’ And for no reason she sat on the bed and started shaking with tears. And down in the narrow, cobbled streets Mia thought, I like her although she’s not my sort. These tough English women! Bet she’s never had a rough day.




Chapter 3


Cynthia came back down to the foyer because she had some cold compresses and homeopathic cream for Mia’s knee. The truth was she could not bear to be alone in that room. Of course, she’d tried to phone her husband but he was not at home and his mobile was switched off. ‘How do you feel about the stand-in for Ms Brooke?’ said Cynthia.


Mia thought Lily would calm down once the woman actually arrived.


‘I didn’t like her attitude about the mobile phone. I won’t be doing this tour if this goes on,’ continued Cynthia.


‘Oh, you must!’ Mia sounded over-enthusiastic but a few painting sessions might actually hold the imminent money problem at bay.


Cynthia put the cream onto Mia’s knee and covered it with a compress. ‘Should do the trick. I use it on my husband.’


Mia felt if she heard ‘my husband’ one more time she’d resort to the Ratafia bottle. If he was going to be part of their exchanges and Mia thought he was, she’d better know his name.


‘Ed Coy.’


She liked the name and asked what he did.


‘Investment.’ That covered a lot of ground.


Cynthia had had a shower, washed her hair, changed her clothes and felt marginally better. But she could not be alone. ‘Are all those for us?’ She pointed at the glasses and champagne buckets when Lily came back.


Lily said members of the group were due in from Barcelona and others were coming by car. Mia asked if there was any sign of Kelly Brooke. Lily opened another bottle as though she hadn’t heard.


Mia asked the girl at reception if she had actually spoken to Miss Brooke. She said she had.


‘We seem to be only three in this group.’


‘There’s at least two upstairs sleeping.’


And then Mia did wonder if this was part of the deal–new character-challenging courses that had replaced for many the boring holidays in exhausted resorts. They did include testing practices. How do you manage a few let-down moments on arrival? How do you deal with the unfamiliar? Hate on sight? Or a big favourite–the wrong room. These alternative breaks had begun even when Mia was in Hollywood.


Lily decided to take the women’s minds off Ms Brooke and onto themselves.


‘Is your diet sugar-free?’


‘Of course not,’ said Cynthia.


Lily topped up Cynthia’s glass and spent some moments on the downfall of the good old comforter, sugar. She said the group dropped the intake daily. ‘Do you know cancer cannot survive in a sugar-free body?’


Cynthia was not having it. Mia said she’d think about it. A few more questions and Lily had filled in the enrolment sheet. ‘Any health problems?’


‘None on this occasion,’ said Cynthia.


Lily asked if she practised any kind of meditation.


She didn’t.


Lily asked what she did do.


‘I do horses.’


Lily stood up and saw the pedestrian passageway still lively. ‘Let’s go and have a walk in the old part and…’


‘I couldn’t,’ said Cynthia.


Lily was alert. ‘So how much exercise do you take daily?’


‘None,’ said Cynthia.


Mia had done her share in Hollywood but the displaced knee from the show-off run up the stairs earlier was a measure of what she once did but did no longer.


Lily rearranged the glasses. ‘I’m waiting for two people coming by car and another from Barcelona airport.’


And then Mia thought she had the answer. Kelly Brooke probably had an A-list guest and had gone to the airport in Barcelona to meet him or her. And the plane was delayed. Mia had done enough of that with the movie-star painters in LA. Lily said an actor was coming from a movie break in Canada.


‘Who?’ said Cynthia promptly.


‘Kelly likes to make the introductions. But he’ll go anywhere to work with her.’ She looked at Mia’s knee. ‘I want you to take it easy. You’re not spring chickens. Either of you.’ She stood up ready for the walk and decided to finish off the bottle. ‘I haven’t had such a good evening for ages. And so much to drink! While I look like this, I hope The Cat won’t show up.’


No chance of that.


Two women struggled through the revolving door with substantial luggage. They’d arrived at Barcelona airport from Kentucky and as there was no transport at this hour took a taxi the last 60kms of the journey at great expense. Lily was deeply relieved. Perennial group members, they were the real thing. They were given champagne before their rucksacks left their shoulders.


‘Now Happy Hour starts ticking,’ said Lily. There followed some moments of friendly exchange. These women were seasoned travellers and had been on the road three months through South America by various means of transport. They talked with awe of the mountains in Peru, the jungles in Columbia. ‘You can’t get tougher than that. Or more isolated. Didn’t see a person for a week. Saw everything else.’ Rachel, a dental nurse from Kansas had always promised that when she reached 40, she’d hit the road and never look back. ‘Couldn’t have done it without Kelly Brooke and the groups.’ Her travelling companion Abigail, who in search of the feeling of freedom had taken a sabbatical from teaching at Rutgers University New York, had joined Rachel on her journey.


‘South America beat the road trip we did last year in Australia,’ said Rachel. ‘That in comparison was surface experience. Next we take the old train across Russia.’ She was weathered and sunburned and a little travel worn. Abigail in comparison looked as though she took care of herself. She was still pretty with a light energy, her skin pale, translucent, eyes bright and clear. Travel exhaustion had made no dent in her appearance.


Cynthia asked Abigail what made her want to travel.


‘I read Kerouac, On the Road. On this trip got into William Burroughs.’


‘Oh, you would,’ cut in Lily pleased. ‘I knew you would travel.’ She took hold of Abigail’s hand. ‘You are going to be reborn. It’s all going to be better.’


And Mia got the feeling the travelling teacher had gone through quite a lot before she started on the road reading Burroughs.


Suddenly the new arrivals, worn out, said goodnight.


‘Breakfast as usual,’ said Rachel. ‘Outside on the patio in the sun. One of my best memories.’


Lily hurried after them with two large bottles of mineral water. ‘Drink plenty. Don’t dehydrate. Keep your feet raised so your ankles don’t swell and before you go to sleep a little meditation.’


Esmee, the diminutive French performer, still in the green silk dress, crossed the foyer. She waved a greeting but her eyes saw only the champagne. ‘I like champagne,’ she said. That was no lie. ‘I have come to appreciate Prosecco; people say they prefer it to champagne. They prefer the price maybe. Prosecco is a juvenile wine that used to do the trick when you couldn’t afford the real thing. But we must not even compare it to champagne. I admit I have made quite an evening of it. Old friends and too many old bars.’


‘Maybe you should go to bed,’ said Lily.


‘Are you crazy?!’ Esmee took over the pouring of the drinks.


‘I just realized who she is,’ whispered Cynthia. ‘Esmee Pont. She was quite a name.’


Mia didn’t know her.


‘It must be her. A singer in the 1950s. Always on the bill with the French star, Charles Trenet.’ Cynthia sang one of the Frenchman’s hits.


Esmee turned around smiling. ‘Le Mer, so you remember Charles Trenet?’


‘I remember you,’ said Cynthia.


Esmee made no comment and turned back to the unfinished champagne. At some point in her boisterous evening the green bow had slid down sideways, almost lost. It had met trouble in some dark alley and one proud silk skein was spotted with ash and street dirt. ‘So how many are we this time? Are they all drinking in the Arc Bar?’


Arc Bar resounded down through Mia’s memory. The bar she had loved in her youth.


Lily declined another refill. ‘Don’t be so silly,’ said Esmee and poured it anyway. ‘Ms Brooke doesn’t let us enjoy things too much. Physical things. So, let’s make the most of her unusual absence. On these little tours everyone has a night before the long days that follow and all of them dry. Her groups, always overbooked, are sought after. She keeps them small. They are not like the groups the American writers bring. Forty seated along the table with a pre-set menu.’


‘Luis ran the Arc Bar,’ Mia said suddenly. How could she have forgotten the Arc, even more, let it slip from her existence? She saw the present moment was a mere mean pinch of time focused on survival compared with the multi-layered colourful past. ‘It was the first bar of its kind open till dawn, playing the great American jazz and Luis cooked sausages on the grill and wore shades even at night. It was always full. There was no one like him. Eloquent, witty, understood politics, loved gossip.’
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