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Prologue





Dawn in Montpellier is not a bit like dawn in England where nothing much stirs before 8 am. It is 6 am now and already there are hundreds of start-of-the-day sounds: people sounds, traffic sounds, birdsong, wooden shutters being flung open, café canopies being cranked open along creaky rollers, metal chairs being noisily unstacked on pavements, stray dogs fighting over bits of stale bread thrown out by restaurants, the first tram scattering unwary pedestrians in the Place de la Comédie with its warning bell. Here a baby crying near an open window; there a violin warming up.


In one of the prettiest and most secretive alleys running off the square where the covered market already has thousands of gleaming aubergines and peppers and dewy peaches on display in a dozen different stalls, a man wearing a crumpled linen jacket, staggers into what looks like a hole in the wall laden with heavy boxes of books which he carries up the alleyway steps from the open boot of an old Renault van.


When he has finished this backbreaking chore and parked the Renault elsewhere, he gets a bucket and mop and, with increasing fury, attempts to scrub the nightly offerings of the local graffiti artist off his ancient wooden front door. Eventually, he gives up and goes back inside to fetch a freestanding sandwich board and places it just outside to the left of the door. In he goes again, this time to return with a large rolled up bolt of material which he carefully attaches to a rather makeshift flagpole to the right of the door. He unrolls it to reveal a large flag, the red and white and blue of which come together to form the familiar pattern of the Union Jack as the cloth catches an early morning breeze and unfurls itself properly.


This is curious enough, but if you approach the top of the alleyway, you can make out the lettering on the board which explains it all: WUTHERING HEIGHTS ENGLISH BOOKSHOP. At least, it explains it all to the many passing English tourists who, fortunately for its owner, cannot resist an English bookshop in France even though they rarely step inside one at home. The French mostly find it inexplicable and scuttle past as though they were being invited to betray their country just by glancing in.


Gerald Thornton, the bookshop’s owner, meanwhile, feels like a mountaineer who has struggled to the top of some inaccessible peak and proudly planted his flag, only to be greeted with bemused if not hostile stares from the natives and sheepish grins, if lucky, from his own countrymen.


This is my corner of a foreign field that is forever England he thinks, as he contemplates another long, hot day.
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“School for Scandal”





The London Evening News, June 5th


From our Education Correspondent:




 





“In the most delicate of circumstances, the deputy headmistress of a leading public school, The Chase, near Warwick, has quietly resigned after a distinguished career of 16 years. She had developed what was described as a ‘schoolgirl crush’ on the headmistress, Mrs Veronica Templeton.


It appears that Miss Judith Hay, 38, had developed an obsessive affection for Mrs Templeton, 52, who was only appointed to the post at the beginning of the Spring term. The friendship took the form of poems of endearment and it is believed that when this became known, some of the parents took the matter into their own hands and informed the school governors who accepted Miss Hay’s resignation with immediate effect.


Mrs Templeton confirmed: ‘It is true that Judith Hay has written a lot of poetry and I have seen some of it. An awkward situation has arisen but I would like to remind everyone of the devoted service Miss Hay has given to the school over a long period. She will be sadly missed.’


The Chase, in common with many of our foremost boarding schools, has seen a slump in numbers in recent years, but Mrs Templeton is expected to reverse the trend. Sir Charles Forres, the chairman of the governors of the school, commented: ‘The appointment of Veronica Templeton in January this year has already paid tremendous dividends and we can look forward with renewed confidence. We have acted in the best interests of the school in putting this unfortunate incident behind us, and now we should like to get on with providing the first-class education for which we are known.’


Old girls of The Chase include the High Court Judge, Miss Mary Owen-Wright and the actress June Lafitte.


Miss Hay, who is believed to be staying with friends in London, was unavailable for comment.”



















2





Tim Lavery was probably in the wrong job. He had landed the post of features writer on the Tribune about three months previously and, to be honest, he was a bit out of his depth. He had been able to cope pretty well on his London local paper, but a national paper, especially the Tribune, a tough middle-market tabloid (motto: ‘We Deliver’), was he discovered rather more demanding. The name of the game as Gisella, the loathsome features editor, kept reminding him, was to be ‘proactive’, a buzz word Tim thought, that she had quite possibly picked up from the marketing department. ‘Ideas, Tim, ideas!’, she would shriek at him in morning conference. Tim did his best, but it clearly wasn’t good enough judging from Gisella’s daily wrath and the pitying glances of some of Gisella’s hag-like cronies on the aptly named Self pages (Me, my breasts, my fitness regime, my boyfriend, my little money worries and even more about Me tomorrow). Why, he thought, on especially bad days, had he not heeded his mother’s advice and become a fireman? At least the story came to you.


As if he didn’t have enough on his plate. His personal life was in bad shape too. Tim’s latest Fulham floozie, a rather louche little number called Scarlet, who had more money than sense, had done a bunk that weekend saying she didn’t want to be his cleaner, mummy and secretary, as well as his mistress. OK, perhaps she had more sense than money. With his floppy hair and poetry books and guitar strumming, Tim found plenty of girls – no problem. Keeping them was more difficult.


When he thought no-one was looking he flicked through the book his stepmother had slipped into his stocking last Christmas: Stop getting Dumped. Christ, was it that obvious? ‘I’ve got your best interests at heart, darling,’ she trilled. Your father had the same problem till he met me!’ It was full of brilliant advice that Tim had no intention of following like ‘Always send flowers after a successful date.’ What crap, Tim thought. If it had been successful you would be under her duvet and she would be making you a cup of tea before going off to work. Flowers would be a complete waste of everyone’s time and money.


Now he was sitting at his desk chewing a biro top which turned his teeth a fetching shade of royal blue and, once again, wondering what he could offer up in conference to titillate the coven. It was June and outside he could see that it was deliciously hot judging from the steady stream of the fortunate unemployed clad in the stylish British summer uniform of vest and shorts turning into Kensington Gardens to give themselves a grilling. Bugger this for a lark, he thought. I’ve got to find something that’ll get me on the road and out of this damn office. What he’d really like to do now, apart from joining the great unwashed in the park, was to get on the internet and explore some of the chat rooms but there was no damn privacy here in the open plan office.


It was like Waterloo station with a constant stream of people walking past, carrying coffee in paper cups, chatting on the edge of each others’ desks and shouting into the telephone. Every so often Gisella, separate from the mere hacks in her transparent box cubicle at the end of the room, would look up and give him the evil eye. When this happened, Tim would pick up his phone and speak urgently to himself. Now he saw her put down one of her telephones and start her perambulations around the office prior to conference. Swiftly he started to look through last night’s evening papers hoping to pick up a news story that could possibly trigger a feature.


‘School for Scandal’. He read the headline in the Evening News and then chuckled as he read the story. The Chase was the school that Scarlet had been chucked out of if he remembered rightly. He then turned to that morning’s scandal sheet, The Star. What had been a rather muted story with just a hint of prurient innuendo in the Evening News had been blown up in torrid tabloid fashion in The Star. ‘Sapphic Sex Shock at Top Totties’ Boarding School’ screamed its headline accompanied by a completely irrelevant glamour photograph of June Lafitte, a former pupil who was now a topless model.


Gisella hovered near his desk. ‘Anything in the papers?’, she asked idly. Tim showed her the school story. ‘Perhaps I should go up there and do a background feature on lesbian antics at our top girls’ schools,’ he suggested. ‘Good idea,’ drawled Gisella. ‘Get as much steamy sex detail as you can and then wax indignant about declining morals, corruption of young, yada yada, and demand some action – you know the kind of thing – where is the Church of England when we need it? – and so on. There’s not much else happening, god knows. Go up there this afternoon and speak to as many people as possible.’ She looked again at the Evening News report. ‘The Hay woman has scarpered to London according to this – I’ll get the news desk on to her, if they aren’t already. They can find out who her friends are and doorstep them. You get the girl-on-girl action in the dorms and see if you can talk to the Templeton woman. If she won’t squeal, you can try to talk to other members of the staff. See how much they all knew and get an idea of how much of this kind of stuff goes on there. Take a photographer with you and at least get some shots of the pretty ones.’


Hurray! He was out of the office. He could drive up to Warwickshire in a leisurely way, perhaps stopping at a country pub en route and then spend a pleasant afternoon being confided in by sex-starved schoolgirls – wait till they got their hands on a real man, he thought. That’s obviously what those little minxes need….




 





Some hours later, fortified by a ploughman’s and a couple of pints, Tim arrived at The Chase, a Victorian gothic monstrosity closely resembling Dotheboys Hall. Only here, it was Dothegirls. Ha! He felt a headline coming on. Cheerfully, he rang the brass bell, realising as he did so that he hadn’t really given a thought as to how he would tackle the monstrous regiment of women within on their sexual proclivities. God, this could be tricky. Minutes passed and finally a fussy-looking woman appeared. ‘Can I help you?’ She peered at him over her pince-nez spectacles. Tim explained who he was and asked in what he imagined was a voice of firm authority to see Mrs Templeton.


The tweedy woman made a moué of distaste at the words Tribune and told him sharply to wait where he was. When she came back she told him Mrs Templeton would not see him, had no comment to make, and would like him to leave the premises immediately. Part of Tim was obscurely relieved. What was he going to say to the woman, anyhow, even if she had appeared – ‘Good Afternoon, Madam, are you perchance a Citizen of Lesbos? And what about your good handmaidens here? Any chance of some action shots?’


Fortunately, he had left that gorilla of a photographer, Ron, in the car. Better to keep him out of sight for a bit. He really would put the wind up these tweedy termagants. He wandered round to the side of the building hoping to catch someone outside the school. In the distance he could see girls darting around a games pitch waving what looked like fishing nets over their heads. Blimey, what game was that? Or was it an ancient fertility rite? Dimly, he recalled the existence of lacrosse. This was like stepping into a time warp! He wondered if he could weave lacrosse sticks into his piece – it would give it a raffish, Angela-Brazil-meets-Emmanuelle air: ‘Cradle, girls, cradle!’


A side door opened and a woman came out and made for the car park. Tim bounded up to her. ‘Excuse me, are you a member of staff?’ The woman turned, trying to control a look of annoyance. ‘I am, can I help, she asked briskly. ‘Um, I wonder if you could spare me a few minutes to talk generally about The Chase,’ started Tim. ‘We, at the Tribune, would very much like to set the record straight. Of course, I’m referring to the sensationalist stories that have appeared in the gutter press this morning.’ The woman’s polite smile froze. ‘I mean, I expect you’ve got a few things to say about that, haven’t you?’ he added hopefully. ‘If you like, we could talk somewhere else off the record.’


The woman now visibly shuddered. ‘I’m not in the habit of talking to the press,’ she now said sternly. ‘And you won’t find anyone else here is either. Does the headmistress know you’re here?’ ‘Yes, she does,’ said Tim truthfully. ‘I only want to establish the facts about why Miss Hay had to leave and whether this kind of thing goes on much here?’


‘I have no idea ‘what kind of thing’ you’re referring to,’ said the woman coldly. ‘And now I think you’d better go.’ She turned on her heel.


Tim saw that it was hopeless. ‘The kind of thing I mean,’ he yelled after her, ‘is lesbian lust, romps in the dorm, seduction in the staffroom – just the usual’, his voice trailed off as the door slammed.




 





Damn, he thought. Why didn’t I think this thing through? I should have pretended that I’m a prospective parent. Then I’d have been in the Head’s study in a flash with a prospectus in one hand and a direct debit form in the other. Now I’ve gone and alerted the whole school to the fact that I’m a hack and the next thing will be that I’ll be escorted out of here by a posse of Latin teachers with moustaches.


He started off back towards his car where he could see Ron the photographer with his feet up on the dashboard lighting up another fag. Better get the gorilla out to take some snaps of Dracula’s Castle at least, he thought, before it’s too late. Ron eased himself out of the passenger seat, paunch first. ‘Aven’t seen any posh tottie, yet’, he complained. ‘Where are all these porn queens then? I wos looking forward to taking some “snatch” shots.’ ‘He laughed wheezily. ‘Very funny,’ replied Tim. ‘They’re all locked up in there waiting for a god like you to rescue them. Let’s take some pics of the school of shame and then go into the town and see what we can learn there.’


This turned out to be more fruitful. In town Tim spotted small groups of Chase girls – sixth formers probably in their mushy pea blazers– mooching around the shops. He approached one such group who giggled nervously when he explained who he was and that he was doing a newspaper article on The Chase and wanted some background information. One of them, who volunteered that her name was Carinthia, seemed bolder than the rest – certainly if her skirt length was anything to go by. ‘Do any of you want to come and have a cup of tea with me and fill me in on school life’, he asked engagingly. ‘Sure’, said Carinthia. ‘I don’t have to be back till five. I’ll see you two later,’ she told the others.


Once they were out of earshot, she said to Tim, ‘Can we make it a drink at the bar round the corner – and do you have a cigarette on you?’ This was promising, thought Tim as he ordered Carinthia a whisky and coke and himself another beer. ‘What do you want to know?’ asked Carinthia flirtatiously lighting up a cigarette and blowing newly perfected smoke rings in his face. ‘The school’s rubbish. I can’t wait to leave.’


For a while she chatted happily enough about the tedium of school life and the ridiculous way they were made to work so hard and had no social life at all. Tim nodded sympathetically occasionally making notes. Gradually he brought the conversation round to boyfriends. ‘Don’t you all miss your boyfriends whilst you’re locked up at school?’ he asked. ‘God yes,’ affirmed Carinthia. ‘By week seven of term we’re all lusting after the handyman who’s got a hunch back, or someone random like that.’ This was his cue. ‘Do, um, do some of you….’ Tim felt unexpectedly shy in the presence of this attractive and precocious schoolgirl who kept provocatively tossing back her long hair which she had released from its ponytail. ‘That’s to say, do some of you ever… er… turn to each other in this situation?’ he blurted out finally.


Carinthia made a face. ‘Yu-uk. What are you suggesting? That we all leap into bed with each other?’ ‘Er, yes,’ said Tim. ‘I mean that would be perfectly understandable given the lack of men. I expect a lot of that goes on in a girls’ boarding school doesn’t it?’ He looked hopefully at Carinthia. ‘No’, she said. ‘Well, if it does, I’ve never seen any of it, and wouldn’t want to. It goes on in boys’ boarding schools of course but my friends and I are crazy about our boyfriends. We talk about them all the time and we’d never think of doing anything with each other. That would be so gross.’


‘What about the teachers then?’ asked Tim. ‘They’re mostly old spinsters, aren’t they? What do they get up to? Look at Miss Hay – she’s had to leave because of it.’


Carinthia looked bored. ‘I don’t honestly know what they do,’ she said. ‘Look at them, though, they’re all old and as ugly as sin. I should think sex is the last thing on their minds – they wouldn’t even know what it was.’


‘But Miss Hay?’ Tim persisted. Carinthia looked doubtful. ‘I really don’t know why she’s gone,’ she said. ‘There’s been rumours that she got too close to the Head and wrote romantic stuff to her but I find that hard to believe. Of all of them, she was probably the most normal. A bit quiet and shy but really nice when you got to know her. And she was a good English teacher. I’m quite sorry she’s gone actually.’


This was most definitely not what Tim wanted to hear. He decided to come clean with Carinthia – she was clearly the kind of girl who could take it. ‘Look Carinthia,’ he said. ‘To be honest, my paper wants me to write an article, based on this story of Miss Hay which is in the papers today, about lesbianism in girls boarding schools – the more the merrier as far as they’re concerned. Couldn’t you just embellish some stories for me with authentic detail so that it sounds right about what you all get up to in the showers and so on? I’ll even pay you for it.’


An hour later, Tim had enough material for his feature and Carinthia had a fresh packet of cigarettes and a tenner. It was well worth it. She even posed for a photograph for Ron on condition that it was made clear that she was not one of the Sapphic sisters that the newspaper had somehow got to hear about.


Her vanity was, of course, to be her downfall when Tim’s piece appeared two days later (‘Not so Chaste at The Chase’). In the mayhem that followed with the parents and governors up in arms and a Spanish Inquisition in the school as to who was the ‘mole’, Carinthia confessed. She had been the obvious suspect after all with her picture in the paper (she was pleased about that).


The school made a formal complaint to the Tribune and the Press Complaints Commission. Their case was clear-cut. A reporter had bribed a schoolgirl to give him an entirely false account of events at The Chase. The newspaper was forced to apologise on its front page the following day. Tim was told to clear his desk and was actually escorted from the building by Cyril the security guard. ‘Seems a shame,’ Cyril said companionably, as they went down in the lift together. ‘You wos only doing your job. That’s what this game is about, innit? Making up stories.’


Tim agreed it was a pity. ‘Best piece I ever did, Cyril’, he said. Really, he had to laugh. Gisella had actually shaken her fist at him through her glass partition as he packed up to go. He supposed her head was on the line now too. She had been crazy about the piece. ‘None of the others seem to have got a sniff of this,’ she said. ‘Well done, Tim, I always thought you could do it.’


At about the time Tim was ruefully handing in his office car keys to the reception desk downstairs, Carinthia was insouciantly clambering into her parents’ BMW with her trunk on the roof rack for what should have been a shamefaced journey home for the final time.


In fact, neither she nor Tim, it has to be said, much minded leaving their respective institutions in disgrace. Both felt that they probably faced a brighter future because of it.
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As usual, Judith crash-landed into consciousness, her heart hammering, her sheet twisted. She lay there deep-breathing for a few more minutes, willing her clenched muscles to relax, trying to drive off the butterflies that seemed to nest perpetually in her stomach.


I’m here now; I’m safe, she told herself. I’m not there. I’m here, in France and I’ve got to stop thinking about it. Physical pain would have been easier; it would have been over by now and forgotten about. Shame, it seemed, lingered longer. It might never leave her.


In the crippling aftermath of her ignominious ‘retirement’ from The Chase, she had lain low in London for a while, paralysed by misery and indecision. But even London wasn’t far enough away. Like so many others whose lives have taken a wrong turn, she had opted to start again in a new country, thinking it would make all the difference.


Now, here in rural France – only a few days after the news reports but seemingly a lifetime away – the sun streamed in through a chink in the shutters; it was that which had awoken her. It’s strange, she mused, how I longed for this sun. I thought it would heal me and bring me some peace, but it’s not so. Back in England, it’s all anybody thinks about – it’s absence anyway. In all the ‘olive n’ vine’ books and holiday programmes featuring farmhouses, swimming pools and lavender, the sun is the facilitator of a happy and blessed existence. But, sadly, you finally learn that you can move all you like, but you take your baggage with you. All those lifestyle programmes at home with titles like ‘No Turning Back’ now seemed apocalyptic and threatening.


It wasn’t that she wanted to be back in England particularly; she appreciated all kinds of things about France. It was just that her move here hadn’t really solved anything or, as yet, brought her any lasting contentment. She wondered how many others in the growing expatriate community out here felt the same. God knows, there were enough of them who were finding life pretty challenging. It was probably why they all stuck together like glue.


Thinking of this, she suddenly realised that it was Saturday, which meant two things: the first, market day in Vevey, an enjoyable outing important for socialising and linguistic skills as well as procuring anything from groceries to an ironing board cover. The second was far less inviting. In the evening, and there was no escaping this, there was the dreaded barbeque.


The Saturday barbeque had become an institution among the expatriate community, always held at one of their houses in the area by prearrangement. When Judith had first come to La Prairie, a medieval village close to the sizeable market town of Vevey, she had marvelled at how many other British people had migrated to the region. There must have been a shifting population of about three hundred of them in her village and a few of the neighbouring ones. Naturally they gravitated towards each other and formed a loose alliance. Many of them didn’t speak French, nor even made an effort to do so, but even those who did found it difficult to integrate locally and would have been lost without their fellow countrymen.


Any newcomer was fallen upon with a degree of delight and there was little chance of avoiding them. One could have gone out every night to drinks, to supper or to the local bridge club even, and many did. Many of these invitations in the early days, Judith wisely declined, but it was impossible not to show up sometimes at the Saturday event.


A solitary person, by inclination and temperament, Judith had at first been horrified by such enforced intimacy with people, most of whom she would certainly have avoided knowing at home. A year on, the horror had largely given way to boredom, but even she had to acknowledge that the ex-pats represented a useful support system and she knew she should be more grateful for their overtures of friendship.


And, she had to admit, some of them were perfectly OK. She hadn’t really made a proper friend yet nor felt there were any kindred spirits to whom she could really relate, but she wasn’t overly concerned. There were those, however, whom she positively didn’t want to know. With a shudder she thought now of Lance Campion, the unofficial and self-elected ‘leader’ in his late forties of the Britpack as he called it.


After apparently making bundles of money in advertising, Lance had taken early retirement to the South of France and had written one of the early books on the good life in the sun which had bought him modest celebrity. The fact that he was so pleased with himself took the edge off his leonine good looks, and Judith thought him calculating and opportunist rather than clever. He was one of those people who invaded your space, both physically and mentally. He made her very nervous, and like a dog which shies away from certain people, she knew that she couldn’t conceal her dislike. And he sensed it.


The last time she had seen him at a dinner party, he had fixed her with his oddly pale eyes towards the end of the evening: ‘What are you running away from Judith?’ he asked in a conspiratorial voice, low enough not to be overheard. She felt herself go cold and after a beat too long had forced herself to answer in what she hoped was a light-hearted manner. ‘Do I look as though I’m running away, Lance? ‘You do’, he replied and turned away. He didn’t need to say, ‘And I intend to find out.’ Lance didn’t like secrets – other people’s at any rate. Please god let him not be there tonight.




 





Vevey was heaving. The entire length of the town’s longest street culminating in the Place de la République gave way to the market. It was difficult to move. Judith joined the hordes of perambulating people in much the same way as a car from a sliproad finally forces its way into a gap on the Autoroute. Hundreds of determined French housewives, most carrying the obligatory baguette under their arm which usefully doubled as a crowd control weapon, shouted up at stallholders for cheese, for fruit, for Toulouse sausages, for flowers, or just shouted at each other. Shouting, Judith noted, was the norm here. God knows what they did when they were angry. At first, she, like all the more reticent British, mumbled her requests at the vendors but it was useless. She could speak French more or less fluently, but in the Midi, the South of France, it was ineffectual as a tool of communication unless it was delivered at mega decibels. Other English residents seemed to have caught on to this too. Quite often – disturbingly often in fact – Judith could hear her fellow countrymen bellowing for oysters or ordering a coffee in voices that used to be reserved for running the empire.


There was a brisk trade in overalls, the kind French housewives don in order to scrub their front steps. An awful lot of them were actually wearing the things, along with their slippers. Funny how the French had a reputation for chic clothes, Judith mused. It certainly wasn’t in evidence round here. But then, until recently nobody had really heard of the Languedoc and both the region and its inhabitants seemed largely untouched by contemporary life.


This huge sleepy area to the west of Provence – every inch of it covered with vines and three times the size of the celebrated Bordeaux region – was the source, she had read, of one in 11 bottles of the world’s wine. It had lain undiscovered, basking in the sun, by the French and foreigners alike, until about 30 years previously when a few resourceful vineyard owners recognising the terrain’s potential for producing world class wines, brought in young, enthusiastic winemakers, largely from the New World, to replant the vines and apply new production methods. The startlingly good results had taken everybody by surprise and seen a huge influx in recent years of refugees from northern France as well as Britain, Germany and Holland attracted to the region by its space, climate and renewed commercial opportunities. Many of them now seemed to be in Vevey market, she reflected ruefully.


It was past midday when, feeling particularly sticky, she wandered off the main drag and into the historic heart of the town thinking she would find a café in the shade away from all the bustle. Her mind in neutral, she found herself dawdling in a part of town she didn’t know very well. Here the alleyways were darker and narrower and there were no shops, just houses either side and washing hanging out on lines above her. Off the alleyway in which she found herself were several impasses – small cul-de-sacs – and glancing to her left down one of these as she strolled, she froze for a split second as she took in two people she knew rather well in a passionate clinch. Recognition gave way to shock at the scene she had witnessed. Rapidly and as noiselessly as she could, she half sprinted down the alley and rounded the corner into a small square at the top. There she paused to catch her breath before hurrying back to the main thoroughfare another way, unable to compute in her mind the meaning of what she’d seen until she was safe amongst the crowd.


Once there, she took a table in the nearest café and ordered an espresso which she drained with shaky hands. Could she have been mistaken? No, she didn’t think she could. Could she have misinterpreted what she saw? No, again. In which case, she thought, her brain firing like a scattergun, what shall I do about it? Shall I tell someone, or shall I keep quiet? Then something even worse occurred to her: supposing she herself had been seen? Now suddenly she knew with absolute icy certainty that this was the case. Small wonder she was so upset. Upset, though, wasn’t the word. She had to admit it, it was something more akin to fear that she felt.


Later, after a feverish siesta – a laudable French tradition – from which she awoke unrefreshed and unresolved, she lay in bed reading her new Margaret Atwood novel. Reading was usually balm to jangling nerves but this latest Atwood was a highly disturbing glimpse into the future. Generally Judith, for whom reading was as necessary as breathing, welcomed any chance to break out of the confines of her own limited experience into another world, whether it was eighteenth century rural England or twentieth century Chicago mean streets. This time, though, the empathetic alarm she felt for Atwood’s protagonist, Jimmy, stranded alone in an alien future, dovetailed with her own sense of panic and served only to enhance it.


I too am alone, she thought a touch melodramatically. Not, it’s true, in an alien future, but in an alien land to some extent. For all its proximity to Britain, France, especially here in the south, was very foreign indeed. And even in England, she had always somehow felt an onlooker, never part of the crowd. Glumly, she reviewed her life so far: the only child of rather elderly, timid parents who lived extremely quietly in a run-down terrace in Wimbledon, her childhood had been dull and conformist. Her schooling, at a local selective high school was traditional and unexceptional. An intelligent, sensitive girl, she had cruised through academically, always doing what was expected of her and never drawing attention to herself. Friends weren’t encouraged at home; nor would Judith have wished to bring anyone back to the stifling atmosphere of her house where nothing, especially not her parents, had changed in forty years.


Her escape, her salvation, was her imagination to which she was able to give full rein in books, in the magical universe of the unreal – or at least other people’s ‘real’. How can other people not read, she had always thought? How can they learn anything from their own necessarily limited experience? How can they not want to escape from the here and now of their own lives, the dreary predictability and banality of it all?


Amongst her new acquaintances here reading as a pastime – as a lifeline – was largely dismissed: responses ranged from puzzled – ‘how do you find the time?’ to witty chat up lines like ‘why read about it when you can do it?’ or ‘what’s a lovely lady like you doing burrowing in books when you could be out enjoying yourself?’ to that of her engaging odd job man Pete: ‘Books? They do my head in.’


A degree in English Literature at University College, London, had followed school as both she and her teachers had known it would. There was no spare money for university accommodation or sharing a flat with other students (what forbidden careless rapture that would have been!) so Judith continued to live at home and life changed not a whit. What a good thing, she thought now, she had also become interested in French literature at university and had mastered the language too. That stood her in good stead here.


Also at university, Judith had become seriously interested in poetry. She responded to its haunting rhythms, its ability to convey a universal truth in a phrase, its melancholic or joyful beauty. In her spare time she tried to write it herself and found that she had a gift for it. A suitable pastime for a solitary spinster she told herself wryly. But it was more than a hobby. After successfully contributing to specialist magazines, Judith was now a published poet with three collections out and a respectful following. Being Judith though, it was only her editor and a couple of friends who realised that she wrote under the pseudonym Howard Hill, known to be a mysterious recluse who would never agree to public readings of his work.


After graduating, she had applied for and got the first post she had seen advertised: a teacher at a big girls’ independent boarding school in the Midlands. The job was attractive because it came with a small flat at the school and by this time Judith thought she would surely implode if she had to spend any more time in Wimbledon.


Shortly after she left home, both her parents died, one soon after the other, tidily and without fuss. Judith was sad, but not unduly distressed. If anything, she felt liberated. The house, she sold for a useful though not considerable sum which she lodged in a building society and almost forgot about. Her requirements were pretty modest, but it did mean she could afford leisurely holidays mostly in France when The Chase broke up for the summer. The Chase, she thought now, as the butterflies returned to swarm in her stomach. No, she would not go there in her head. There was enough going on here.  
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‘Early evening in the south of France in late May when the real heat has gone out of the day but the sun lingers to bathe in a golden glow the rows upon rows of young vines in leaf bordered by banks of wild iris or oleander bushes is my favourite time…’, – from Love at First Sight: A Year in the Languedoc by Lance Campion.


It is very beautiful thought Judith as she drove along the narrow lanes between vineyards stretching as far as the eye could see, but a recent reading of Lance’s mushy book had somehow taken the edge off its charm for her. What he failed to say was that early evening was also the time when he and his cronies start pouring themselves gin and tonics or tumbler-sized glasses of the seductively cheap local wine and congratulate each other on being clever enough to wind up down here for their retirement instead of putrefying in Purley.


Oh hell, she really must stop being so churlish. Just lately, everything seemed to have got on top of her. She supposed it was partly because she didn’t really have enough to occupy herself, in spite of taking on some freelance teaching, and partly because she had yet to meet any kindred spirits. Just one would do. Even so, she was irritated by her own negativity. Grow up, she told herself sternly. I’m really very lucky to have any friends at all, and it doesn’t bear thinking about what I’d be doing now if I were back in England.


After all, what do I miss? The weather? I think not. The people? Well, only a handful. Jane, in particular, a friend from university who had surprised everybody by marrying a rather glitzy banker shortly afterwards and living between London and New York. Jane had been brilliant last year when everything had gone so wrong and Judith had taken refuge with her whilst planning her escape to France. She hadn’t asked Judith for details about what happened. She just accepted that Judith didn’t want to discuss it and just needed somewhere to hide away until she decided upon a plan of action. Yes, she missed Jane enormously, and it was true that there was a close friend-shaped hole in her life right now, one unlikely to be filled tonight. Oh god, there I go again.




 





She could hear them all before she could see them. There must have been around twenty people in the pretty courtyard garden belonging to a retired wine merchant and his wife from Shropshire, Alan and Jenny Knight. ‘Ah, Judith, welcome’, Alan advanced towards her at the gate as she hung back surveying the scene, the smoky smell of grilled meat – not again! – drowning out the more delicate scents of the freshly sprinkled garden. ‘We’re trying out a new red from the wine cave co-operative down the road. Pierre tipped me the wink that this one’s going to be the big seller this summer. Want to try some?’


‘Bloody good plonk, if you ask me,’ added Tony Parsons unhelpfully behind him. Tony was the man everyone used to fix their digital televisions. There was some scam whereby you could access Sky without paying for it. And, of course, watching French TV really wasn’t an option. ‘But it all is down here, isn’t that right, Judy? And all at a knock-down price too! Managed to tear yourself away from your books then?’


Already Judith wanted to scream. How had she got herself this ghastly donnish reputation? She must have made the mistake of talking too enthusiastically about what she was reading, or what she was looking forward to reading, at some supper party in the early days. When all the time she should have been gossiping about reality TV shows and how you could tune into Big Brother on Sky if you bought a digibox over from England and got Tony to tweak it all so that it worked in France.


A little wildly she looked round for help. Somebody spare me from Tony please. Oh Christ, there was Lance advancing. ‘Judith, my dear, what a pleasure’. The manner, as ever, was treacly; the eyes cold. ‘And what have you been up to today?’ The effrontery, thought Judith. She felt her mouth go dry. How can he ask me that when he knows damn well where I was today, and what I saw. Or does he? If he’s bluffing, I’ll have to do the same.


‘Nothing special,’ she said, willing herself to look up at him, ‘just the market in the morning.’


‘Oh yes? See anyone you know? Anything interesting happening?’ Lance raked his hand through his still admirably thick mane of hair.


‘No, not really.’ A pause. ‘Although, come to think of it, I thought I saw you?’ A deadly calm suddenly descended on Judith. I’ve got to see this thing through, she thought. I won’t be bullied by this man whom I think is despicable. I’ve got to let him know that I saw him today and deal with the consequences or I’ll never forgive myself.


‘Really, where? I only slipped out for a baguette early on.’


‘In the historic quarter towards noon. I got a bit lost and thought I glimpsed you down one of the side streets.’


‘I don’t think so.’


‘Yes, I’m almost sure of it. You were with Sophie weren’t you?’ Lance’s eyes registered this information but he said nothing. For a second Judith thought he was just going to walk away. Deliberately, he turned his back for a moment and put his wineglass down. Then he did something unexpected. He threw back his head and roared with laughter. An onlooker might have supposed the laughter to be genuine. Lance was theatrical at the best of times and he loved to strike a pose.
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