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  THE BIG SKY




  When I get to Nice airport, I am expecting my new boyfriend to be ready and waiting, pulling faces at me through the glass as I watch for my suitcase to appear on the

  carousel.




  I’m already in a heightened state of anticipation about this trip because, however it goes, it will influence our future. If I like it here as much as Victor seems to, then we could end up

  together in France. If I don’t . . . well, that hardly bears thinking about.




  When he still hasn’t appeared by the time I drag my suitcase out into the arrivals hall, I feel a spike of anxiety.




  I scan the crowd a few times, walk around the big fish tank – twice – and even read the names people are holding up on their scraps of cardboard, before doubtfully following the

  smokers outside.




  I switch on my phone and adjust the clock to local time – 2 p.m.




  It’s a crisp January afternoon and the sky is deepest blue, the light low and yellowy. It’s exactly the same weather as the last time I came to Nice and I wonder if it is always this

  way. I check my mobile and start to compose a text message asking Victor where he is but am interrupted by two hands slipping around my waist from behind.




  ‘Hello, sexy lady. Don’t turn around,’ he says in a dodgy French accent.




  I giggle and attempt to turn but Victor hops around and manages to remain behind me.




  ‘What are you doing?’ I ask, starting to laugh and finally pulling free before spinning around to face him.




  Victor raises his hands to cover his grinning mouth. My own smile fades.




  ‘I know,’ he says. ‘I’ll get rid of it as soon as we get back.’




  I have had a phobia about men with beards for as long as I can remember. I even saw a shrink once, and we pretty much traced it to the fact that my father had one. But, sadly, knowing the origin

  of a phobia doesn’t seemingly make it go away. Such are the limitations of therapy.




  I swallow hard, and pull his hands away from his face. ‘Jesus, Victor!’ I say. ‘You look like Osama Bin Laden.’




  ‘It’s why I was late,’ he says. ‘They wouldn’t let me into the airport until I could prove I wasn’t a terrorist.’




  ‘Really?’




  ‘No,’ Victor laughs. ‘Not really.’




  I pull a face in spite of myself.




  ‘I know!’ he says. ‘Honestly, I was going to shave but the pipes froze.’




  ‘They froze?’




  ‘Yeah. It was cold last night and both the tank in the van and the standpipe froze. But I’ll do it as soon as we get back, I promise.’




  I nod and just about manage a smile. ‘You will!’ I say.




  ‘Anyway,’ Victor says, moving in. ‘Any chance of a kiss from my little Chelsii?’




  I shake my head. ‘None,’ I laugh. ‘And calling me Chelsii definitely won’t help your case. You know I hate it.’




  ‘Sorry. CC. And just a peck then?’ he says. ‘To say hello?’




  I close my eyes and lean in, trying to push my phobia from my mind. Our lips meet, but then his straggly beard tickles my top lip and I suddenly feel sick. ‘That’s it!’ I say,

  covering my disgust with a false little laugh. ‘Sorry but . . .’




  ‘Hey,’ Victor says, serious now. ‘It’s OK. You told me all about it. I know. I’m sorry.’




  He starts to drag my suitcase towards the car park and reaches for my hand. ‘So how was the flight?’




  ‘Fine,’ I say. ‘Orange.’




  ‘On time, anyway.’




  ‘Yes. Unlike someone I could mention.’




  ‘Yeah, the roads were bad,’ he says. ‘So I had to take it easy. Have you eaten?’




  ‘A sandwich. Horrible but filling. And what do you mean the roads were “bad”?’




  ‘Oh, icy. Slippery.’




  ‘Eek,’ I say. ‘Should I be scared?’




  ‘No. Well, maybe just a bit. Later on, I’ll tell you when.’ He squeezes my hand tight. ‘God, it’s good to see you.’




  ‘You too,’ I say. ‘Well, it will be when you get that doormat off your face so that I can see you.’




  Once Victor has negotiated the traffic and merged onto the motorway, I ask, ‘So we don’t go through Nice, then?’




  ‘No,’ Victor says, leaning forwards to look in my wing mirror before changing lanes. ‘No, we’re, um, west, so . . . But if you want to go down and visit, it’s only

  an hour.’




  ‘Is it hard having a right-hand-drive?’




  Victor shrugs. ‘You get used to it. But ultimately I’ll end up swapping the van for a French car. As soon as I don’t need to live in it any more, I suppose.’




  ‘It’s freaky sitting here,’ I say. ‘I feel a distinct need for a steering wheel.’




  ‘We’ll get you one,’ Victor says, casting me a wink. ‘One of those stick-on kid’s ones.’




  We sit in silence for a minute or so and I steal a glance at Victor’s bearded profile. Surprisingly, I think it suits him. He looks rugged and sexy. It’s just the sensation of it

  against me that I can’t stand.




  After only a few minutes on the motorway we turn off and immediately start to head up into the hills. ‘I had no idea that the coastal towns ended so abruptly,’ I say, watching the

  clichéd tableau of French Provençal life sliding past the windows.




  ‘Yeah,’ Victor says. ‘It’s great, isn’t it? And this is still town compared to where we’re going.’




  The road winds past stone cottages and along tree-lined country lanes and then up and over a small hillock and through a copse of dense trees. When we come out on the other side, a majestic

  mountain range comes into view – bleak and grey and stark against the blue sky.




  ‘Wow,’ I say. I point to a raggedy village clinging to the side of the mountain. ‘Is that us?’




  ‘No,’ Victor says with a laugh. ‘No, we’re right over the other side of that mountain.’




  We continue on and up, and around each bend there is another bend, and over each peak there is another peak.




  ‘So many hilltop villages,’ I say.




  ‘Yes. And all empty.’




  ‘Really?’




  ‘Pretty much. Most of them have twenty or thirty old people living in them. When they’re gone, I think that will be it.’




  ‘Incredible views, though,’ I say.




  And they are. As we round another bend, suddenly we can see the road before us. It is a simple ledge carved from the side of the mountain winding around its contours, gradually heading towards

  the peak. To the south I can see the Mediterranean Sea in all its turquoise glory, and in the distance I can see huge, white, snow-capped peaks.




  ‘They’re like proper mountains,’ I say.




  ‘They are, they’re the Alps.’




  ‘They’re not, like, the actual Alps, though, are they? Not really.’




  ‘Yes,’ Victor says, glancing at me. ‘They are. Really.’




  ‘It’s not snowing where we are, is it?’




  ‘No. Not yet at any rate.’ He glances at me. ‘Are you scared?’




  I look down at the sheer drop below and say, ‘No, not yet. Is this where I should start to be?’




  ‘No,’ he says, slipping one hand onto my knee. ‘Not of my driving, anyway. You should maybe be scared of the facilities.’




  ‘The facilities?’




  ‘The bathroom. In particular.’




  ‘Right.’




  ‘It’s cold.’




  ‘Nice. I love a cold bathroom.’




  ‘Very, very, very cold,’ he says.




  ‘OK,’ I say, pulling a face. ‘I shall prepare myself for that.’ I turn back to look out at the scenery. ‘I’m in awe. I had no idea the Riviera could look like

  this.’




  ‘No,’ Victor says. ‘It’s surprising, isn’t it?’




  ‘It’s just so big.’




  ‘You said you’ve been here before, though?’




  ‘Yes, but just to Nice. And along the coast a bit.’




  ‘On a date, you said.’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘You didn’t want to tell me about it.’




  ‘No,’ I say.




  After a full minute of silence, Victor laughs. ‘OK then. I’ll just try to imagine it, shall I?’




  ‘If you want,’ I say.




  As we bump over the numerous potholes in the final stretch of ‘road’ to La Forge, the hamlet in which the house is located, I check the time on my phone. Though the drive has taken

  almost an hour, the torturous road and the setting sun make it feel like more.




  ‘You have reception?’ Victor asks, glancing over at me.




  ‘On and off, yes. I was just looking at the time. It’s hard to believe that it’s not even four, what with the sun setting and everything.’




  ‘Well it’s not really setting, is it?’ Victor says. ‘It’s just dipping behind the mountains.’




  ‘Sure . . . God, this road’s bad!’ I exclaim as the van bumps around.




  ‘Ha! You think this is bad? You just wait!’ And as if to prove his point he turns off down a dirt track – in fact, even dirt track would be overstating it. It’s a

  muddy wheel-stain which crosses a field.




  ‘Don’t you worry about getting stuck?’ I ask. ‘I mean if it rains . . .’




  Victor shrugs. ‘It doesn’t really matter if I can’t get home, this being my home,’ he says, gesturing about the van.




  ‘No,’ I agree. ‘I suppose not.’




  When we finally pull up in front of the farmhouse, words fail me. ‘Gosh!’ is the best I can manage.




  ‘Gosh?’ Victor repeats, pulling on the handbrake and releasing both of our seat belts.




  We climb down from the van and Victor slides one arm around my waist. ‘Home!’ he says.




  The farmhouse is a large single-storey building of the same grey stone from which all the drystone walls around the property are made. It is set into a niche carved from the hill behind. The

  building has only two tiny windows on the visible side and a gaping hole in the roof. To the right and left of the main house are two outbuildings, each about two-thirds the size of the main house,

  neither of which has any roof whatsoever.




  The three buildings enclose what must once have been a gravelled courtyard, only most of the gravel has long since been driven into the mud. Vast amounts of junk sit in piles strewn around the

  courtyard: a rusty bike, a half-burnt settee, an almost entirely decomposed oil drum over there; a broken lawnmower, a garden chair, an old gas cooker and a toilet seat over here.




  The sun is dipping behind the mountains now, the whole ensemble sliding into grey and, to be perfectly honest, I’m struggling to see the potential. The overriding ambience is cold,

  derelict and rather sinister.




  ‘You have to use your imagination,’ Victor says, pulling me tight. With his free hand he points as he describes what I’m apparently failing to imagine on my own. ‘This

  whole area nicely gravelled. Roses growing up the walls. No, um, hole in the roof. That cherry tree in blossom.’




  I nod at the gnarled skeleton of a tree. ‘Is that really a cherry tree?’




  ‘Yep,’ he says.




  ‘It looks dead, though.’




  ‘You’ll find trees do that in winter,’ Victor says. ‘Come! I’ll show you the house before it gets dark.’




  He leads me across the desolation zone to the front door and then pushes and kicks it until it opens. The inside isn’t as bad as I expected. That is to say that it actually looks like a

  house, albeit one that has never heard the words ‘interior design’ or ‘cosy’. With the exception of the gaping hole above our heads, it looks like a basic, old-fashioned

  Provençal farmhouse. It looks like someone lived here once.




  ‘Nice range,’ I say, nodding at the huge iron wood stove.




  ‘Yes,’ Victor says, releasing my hand and crossing the room to stroke it. ‘It’s rusting because of the roof. I wonder if it will clean up?’




  I follow him across the room and look up through the hole. ‘It’s not going to fall on us, is it?’




  ‘What, the sky?’




  ‘The rest of the roof, silly!’




  Victor shakes his head. ‘No, I went up there to check it. It all seems pretty solid. The hole is a bit of a mystery, actually.’




  ‘Yes,’ I say, thoughtfully. ‘It’s not like there’s anything to fall on it.’




  ‘Big bird?’ Victor says in an ironic tone.




  ‘Bloody big bird,’ I laugh. ‘Meteorite, more like.’




  ‘Maybe.’




  ‘When are they fixing it?’




  Victor shrugs. ‘I can’t get anyone to even come and have a look. They all say it’s too remote.’




  ‘Well, we need to get it covered,’ I say, ‘even if it’s just with a tarpaulin.’




  Victor grabs my hand and squeezes it. ‘You have no idea how nice that “we” sounds,’ he says.




  ‘Actually, I have,’ I say, bumping his hip. ‘It felt nice to say it, too.’




  Victor looks up at the darkening sky again. ‘I thought about fixing it myself,’ he says.




  ‘That’s dangerous.’




  ‘Nah, not really. It’s just that the roof is made of these corrugated sheets and I can’t even lift one. Anyway.’ He pushes me towards the hallway. ‘So you’ve

  seen the lounge-cum-kitchen-cum-dining room.’




  ‘Have I?’




  ‘Yes. Here’s the rumpy-pumpy room,’ he says, steering me into the next room.




  ‘Hmm,’ I say. ‘Needs some work before it’ll be seeing any rumpy-pumpy.’ The walls are bare stone. The floor is peeling vinyl. The hole in the roof extends over a

  rusty metal bed.




  ‘Indeed,’ Victor says, already leaving the room. ‘And then this is the second bedroom or office or—’




  ‘Cupboard,’ I say, peering into the gloomy, windowless box room.




  ‘Probably need to put a window in here.’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘And then, finally . . . La pièce de résistance . . .’ He grabs my hand and pulls me excitedly through to the final room. ‘The facilities.’




  ‘Jesus!’ I exclaim. For though comfortably sized, the ‘bathroom’ is absurdly basic, comprising a toilet bowl in one corner, a rusty yellow sit-up bathtub, and a stone

  sink.




  ‘All mod cons,’ Victor says.




  ‘Yes, I can see that.’




  ‘Madame will note the complete absence of a flushing mechanism,’ Victor says, sliding his hand across the wall behind the toilet bowl.




  ‘How lovely!’




  ‘And . . . wait for it . . .’




  ‘Yes?’




  ‘No hot water.’




  ‘Jesus, Victor.’




  ‘I know.’




  ‘Can’t we get that working?’




  ‘It’s not that it doesn’t work. It’s that there isn’t a hot water system in the house.’




  I frown and scan the room, then peep back down the hall. ‘I also just noticed – no heating.’




  ‘Other than the range, none.’




  ‘God, whatever happened to the French art de vivre?’




  ‘I know. But I can imagine it finished,’ Victor says, heading back outside. ‘Can’t you?’




  ‘Sure,’ I say. But it’s a lie. Maybe I’m just too tired to imagine anything this evening.




  Back out in the yard, the light is fading fast and, with it, the temperature is plummeting.




  Aware that I’m sounding like a real killjoy, I try to think of something positive to say about this tumbledown farmhouse he has inherited. I’m a terrible actress, so any outright

  lies about finding the place appealing are only likely to make things worse.




  ‘I bet you can see masses of stars up here, can’t you?’ I finally offer.




  ‘Yes. It’s amazing.’




  ‘I love that,’ I say. And it’s true. ‘I’m actually quite good at spotting all the constellations. Waiine had a telescope when we were little.’




  ‘Waiine? Oh, your brother. Sorry, I forgot. Sorry.’




  ‘It’s fine. Even I forget sometimes,’ I say, clearly a lie. ‘It was a long time ago.’




  I stroke Victor’s arm and then add, ‘But yes, I’m sure it will be brilliant up here for star-spotting. God, it’s going to be cold, though. I can see my breath

  already.’




  ‘Yes, as soon as the sun goes behind the hills. Still, it is January. And we are eight hundred metres above sea-level.’




  ‘Right,’ I say.




  I turn to look back at the house and shiver. Victor wraps his arms around me and slips his hand into the pocket of my jeans. ‘It’s bad, isn’t it?’ he says.




  I sigh deeply. ‘It’s a lot more work than I thought. If you want to make it nice, I mean.’




  ‘Is it a mistake, do you think?’ he asks. ‘Do you think I’ve bitten off more than I can chew?’




  I shrug and gaze at the buildings. ‘To be honest, I’m not sure,’ I say. ‘Can you ask me again tomorrow?’




  ‘Sure,’ Victor says.




  ‘I’m freezing.’




  ‘Me too. Can I tempt you with an aperitif in Château Volkswagen, Madame?’




  ‘Does the heating work in Château Volkswagen?’




  ‘Oh yes.’




  ‘Then that would be a pleasure, sir,’ I laugh. ‘But it’s mademoiselle, thank you very much.’




  Drinking gin and tonics in the van is cramped but rather lovely. Victor produces chilled tonic and even ice cubes from the mini-fridge and a bag of Japanese rice snacks from a

  cupboard, then we settle on the bench seat, my back against his chest, his knees either side of me.




  Slowly, beyond the windows, the sky flames red and then gradually fades to black.




  ‘You hate it all, don’t you?’ Victor says after a long silence, during which the only sound is the clinking of ice cubes against the side of the glass and the hiss of the gas

  heater.




  ‘What? This?!’ I exclaim. ‘You’re joking! I love being here with you like this. It’s fun.’




  ‘But you hate the house.’




  I reach up and stroke his head until my hand reaches his beard. ‘I hate this thing,’ I say, tugging on it.




  ‘Oh, God!’ Victor laughs. ‘I nearly forgot. I’ll shave in a minute. But don’t change the subject.’




  ‘I don’t hate it,’ I say. ‘It’s just, well . . . it’s a far bigger project than I imagined. I’m a bit daunted, I guess.’




  Victor takes a few sips of his drink before replying. ‘Can I tell you a secret?’ he asks.




  ‘Of course.’




  ‘I’m not very proud, but, so am I.’




  ‘You’re what?’




  ‘Daunted.’




  I arch my back so that I can look up at him. ‘I’m not surprised,’ I say.




  ‘It is too much, isn’t it?’




  I think about this for a while, and it slowly dawns on me that what Victor needs most from me, what he is silently begging me for, is to not agree with him.




  ‘It’ll be OK,’ I tell him, struggling at first for authenticity. ‘Projects always feel like that at the beginning. You just have to get stuck in. Do one thing at a

  time.’




  ‘But I haven’t got stuck in, have I?’ he says.




  I smile. ‘I wasn’t going to say anything, but I did wonder what you’ve been doing.’




  ‘It’s not that I’m lazy or anything. I just can’t think where to start. I’ve just been sitting, staring at it mostly.’




  ‘Well, that’s easy,’ I say. ‘You start with the hole in the roof.’




  ‘Yes, I know. That’s what I thought. But when I tried . . .’




  ‘You couldn’t lift the sheets of stuff.’




  ‘Yes. I drove down to buy them. All the way to Nice. But when I couldn’t even get them into the van, I realised that there was no point.’




  ‘They’re really that heavy?’




  ‘Well, about forty kilos. It’s more the size. They’re pretty unwieldy.’




  ‘So it’s a job for a proper roofer.’




  ‘Only I can’t get one. I phoned at least ten but they’re all busy or they say it’s too far, or . . .’




  We slip into another less comfortable silence, and then Victor squeezes me between his knees. ‘You’re not regretting this, are you?’ he says. ‘Because I can drive you to

  a hotel tomorrow. I can drive you to a hotel now, if you want. You are on holiday. We can still make this into a nice one.’




  ‘No,’ I say, thinking as I speak. ‘I think we need to get this whole project under way. I think that’s why I’m here.’ As I say this, it strikes me as a

  mini-revelation: this is why I am here. Because that is what love is – giving the person you love whatever they need at that moment in time no matter how uncomfortable it is to do so.

  And right here, right now, what Victor is silently begging me to be – even without realising it – is a roofing partner. So a roofing partner I will be. And strange as that may seem, it

  feels like the most amazing opportunity to turn our relationship into something real. It’s not that is isn’t real, of course. But being so recent – we only got together a month

  ago, after all – it all still feels rather fragile and new.




  ‘We could do it together,’ I say.




  ‘You think?’




  ‘Or are they too heavy? I mean, I’m not that strong, but I can lift one of those thirty kilo bags of soil. Well, just about . . . Could two of us lift your roofing thingies if we put

  our backs into it?’




  ‘You don’t want to spend your holidays roofing.’




  I laugh. ‘You know what? It’s exactly what I want to spend my holiday doing. I’m funny that way.’




  ‘We could try, I suppose,’ Victor says, his tone superficially doubtful, but already I can hear the first spark of hope breaking through.




  ‘I’ll tell you what else I’m itching to do.’




  ‘Hmm? Yes?’ Victor says sexily.




  ‘Well, that too, of course. But I meant get rid of all of that junk in the yard. The place will feel much better then.’




  Victor sighs deeply and then puts his drink down and slips his arms around me, pulling me tight. He’s wearing the same Aran jumper he had on the day he left England, and the hug feels no

  less magical than the one we had then. ‘Thank you.’




  ‘Any time.’




  ‘Can I tell you another secret?’ he asks.




  ‘Yes?’




  ‘I think you’re the bee’s knees,’ he says.




  ‘Well, good,’ I reply. ‘Because I think that you’re the bee’s knees too.’




  While dinner cooks, Victor shaves. We eat spaghetti for dinner and drink a bottle of wine, then simply fold out the bed so that we can lie side by side and look up at the night

  sky.




  The stars, when they appear, are astounding in number and clarity, so we stare at them and talk quietly about everything and nothing: about my best friend Mark and his new boyfriend Iain, and

  France and Victor’s missing aunt, who supposedly lives next door but hasn’t been spotted yet. And when we have seemingly caught up on the gossip, I begin the far more soothing job of

  pointing out the constellations.




  Just as I am describing Orion, with Victor’s head squashed against mine so that I can point out the individual stars, I am overcome by a deep sense of belonging, an overpowering and rare

  sensation of being in exactly the right place at the right time within this vast universe, and, for once, of being with the right person too. It hits me unexpectedly just how improbable this is in

  this infinite space, how stunningly lucky we are to have bumped into each other, and the realisation is so moving, so humbling, that my voice cracks and my vision blurs, and I have to wipe away an

  unexpected tear before I can continue stargazing.




  ‘You and me in the middle of all this,’ Victor whispers, and I know that he is feeling it too.




  







  NOT A HOT TORRENT




  When I wake up the next morning, Victor is attempting to make coffee, something which is fairly challenging in the confined space left when the bed is folded out.




  ‘Hello,’ he says, grinning, presumably at my sleepy head. ‘I tried to be quiet, but . . .’




  I stretch and yawn. ‘It’s fine,’ I say. ‘God, I slept so well! What time is it?’




  ‘Nine,’ Victor says. ‘The sun’s just coming over the mountain now. Check out the frost before it vanishes.’




  I blink to clear my eyesight and sit up, pulling the heavy quilt around me. ‘It looks like snow,’ I say.




  ‘I know. Beautiful, isn’t it?’




  ‘Yeah, but it must be cold out there.’




  ‘Oh it is. Good job Le Château has heating, huh?’




  ‘The range?’




  ‘No, I meant, Château Volkswagen.’




  ‘It works well. What’s that smell?’




  ‘Smell?’




  ‘Yeah. Toast or something.’




  Victor grins and nods over at the cooker. ‘They’re only long life croissants, but grilled, they’re fine.’




  I yawn again. ‘They smell fabulous.’




  ‘Hey, look out the other side.’




  I shuffle around to face the other way and stare as the sun creeps down the front of the farmhouse, bouncing off ice crystals as it hits each frosted item of junk. ‘Beautiful,’ I

  murmur.




  ‘The frost melts almost instantly,’ Victor says, and I see the sparkling reflections fading even as he says this.




  ‘It’s lovely,’ I say, thinking as I say it that it will be all the lovelier once all the junk has gone.




  Victor lights the stove underneath the coffee pot and then joins me on the bed. He slides his legs around me, cradling me in his arms, and together we sit and watch the advancing sun.




  When I was single – which went on for a very long time – I remember having wished for a man who was capable of sharing the simple pleasures of life with me. I remember imagining a

  virtual boyfriend lying on a lawn with me, watching ants dragging breadcrumbs through the jungle of blades – a childhood memory, no doubt. Watching the sparkle and melt of the frost until the

  smell of coffee joins the buttery burn of the croissants is close enough for me.




  The rest of the day is, though, less idyllic. I am saved from the ignominy of having to refuse an icy shower by the fact that the water is frozen again.




  ‘It’ll be thawed by this afternoon,’ Victor promises.




  ‘But not warm.’




  ‘No,’ he laughs. ‘No, it really won’t be warm.’




  ‘We need to find a solution for that,’ I say.




  ‘We do,’ he says. ‘But until I can get a plumber to redo the whole system, I’m at a bit of a loss.’




  On my insistence – Victor seems to be lacking the efficiency gene – we load the van with a first batch of junk before heading off. We stop first at the nearest village –

  a ten-minute drive – and drink coffee in a tiny bar-tabac, mainly so that we can ask where the nearest dump is. Most of the locals seem to be starting the day with wine rather than

  coffee.




  Victor chats fluently to the bar staff in French. Though I knew he could do this – he is, after all, French, even if he did grow up in England – it still comes as a bit of a shock.

  Everything about him is different in French, from the timbre of his voice to his body language, to the way he moves his hands; it’s like watching a stranger, which is a little unnerving, but

  also rather exciting. It’s like having two boyfriends for the price of one.




  The half-hour detour to the dump completed, we head back through the village, past La Forge, and back down the same stunning road as yesterday.




  ‘It looks totally different with the sun coming from the other side,’ I comment.




  ‘It’s jaw-dropping, isn’t it? I suppose you must get used to it eventually. I bet the locals don’t even notice any more.’




  I stare out at the crazy rock formations, at the deep blue sky and the white-tipped mountains. ‘I somehow doubt that,’ I say.




  Eventually we reach the industrial outskirts of Nice and Victor swings into the car park of a DIY superstore. ‘There,’ he says. ‘Don’t say I never take you anywhere

  nice.’




  I laugh.




  ‘You said you wanted to go to Nice.’




  ‘Not quite what I had in mind.’




  ‘No, sorry about that. I have to load the roofing stuff over there,’ he says, pointing to an outdoor building supplies section. ‘Do you want to come with me, or look around

  inside?’




  ‘I thought you needed my help?’




  ‘Not for loading. They have staff there. It’s at the other end I have a problem.’




  I shrug. ‘I don’t . . .’ I’m about to say that I have no great desire to visit the French version of B&Q, but then I think about using their bathroom to at least wash

  my face.




  ‘Actually, yes. I would like to have a look,’ I say.




  ‘Meet you here in half an hour, then,’ Victor says. ‘And don’t go spending a fortune on jewellery.’




  ‘Copper bracelets, anyone?’ I laugh, climbing down from the van.




  Once inside the bathroom, the hot water gushing from the taps feels heavenly. And it gives me an idea. Somewhat excited at the idea of being able to demonstrate my resourcefulness, I head into

  the store.




  Though the front of the store is big, it doesn’t prepare you for the crazy size of the inside. This is truly a cathedral of DIY.




  When I eventually find the plumbing department, I think that my problems are solved. Three salesmen are leaning on a counter joking amongst themselves, clearly bored.




  Forcing myself to remember that French was once my best subject, I launch myself into it. ‘S’il vous plaît, est-ce que vous pouvez m’aider?’ I ask.

  Please, can you help me?




  The older, more senior of the guys sighs deeply, stands, and straightens his body.




  ‘Bonjour,’ he says in a strange, questioning tone.




  ‘J’ai un problème,’ I continue. I have a problem.




  ‘Bonjour,’ he says again.




  ‘We have just bought a house,’ I tell him, in what I’m pretty sure is perfect French.




  ‘Bonjour!’ the man says again.




  I start to frown. I feel like I’m stuck in a time loop.




  ‘We have no hot water,’ I say, deciding to simply plough on.




  ‘Bonjour,’ he replies again, causing his mates to snigger.




  I frown.




  ‘En France on dit, “Bonjour”,’ he explains. In France we say, ‘Bonjour’.




  I blush. Have I been rude? I try to retrace my words. Surely I said, ‘S’il vous plaît.’ Is that not enough?




  ‘Bonjour,’ I stammer, still unsure if this is the key to making progress here.




  ‘Bonjour!’ he says yet again, but in a happier tone of voice. This time, he continues, ‘Qu’est-ce que je peux faire pour vous?’




  I take a deep breath. I feel like I’m in an adventure game and have only now unlocked the right to proceed to the next level.




  But the salesman remains surly and recalcitrant as I explain, in very dodgy French – I seem to lack a number of useful technical terms, such as ‘heater’ and ‘pipe’

  – that we have just bought a house with no hot water system, and that we urgently need a temporary solution. He frowns and wrinkles his nose throughout. He resists my attempts at humour,

  refuses to cave in to my most coquettish attempts at charm and, finally declaring what I think means, ‘You need a plumber, not a salesman,’ he turns and walks away.




  ‘Au revoir!’ I say, annoyed now. ‘En France, nous disons au revoir!’




  Quietly fuming, I start to head back towards the exit, but a voice behind me says, in a plummy home counties accent, ‘Do you have electricity, dear?’




  I turn to see a tiny, red-faced man who looks not unlike Ronnie Corbett.




  ‘I’m sorry?’




  ‘No, I’m sorry,’ he says. ‘But I couldn’t help overhearing your dilemma. Do you have electricity? Because if you do, there is a terribly simple solution,

  despite what that rude man would have you believe.’




  When I get back outside, the van is parked opposite and Victor is leaning on the window staring straight at me. Some croony French music is playing on the radio. ‘I

  thought I’d lost you,’ he says. ‘Lord, what have you been buying?’




  ‘My gift to you,’ I say, somewhat proudly.




  He opens his door and climbs down, then reaches out to take the huge bag from me. ‘And that would be?’




  ‘A hot shower!’




  ‘Really?’ He frowns and peers into the bag. ‘What . . . Oh! How obvious. I never even thought of that. I had one of those in my first London flat.’




  ‘That will work, won’t it?’ I ask, watching him pull the electric shower heater unit from the bag.




  ‘Kind of. Except there are no power points in the bathroom.’




  ‘Oh. I thought there were. There’s a light.’




  ‘Yes, there’s a light, but you can’t run an instant water heater off that. The amperage isn’t high enough.’




  ‘Oh,’ I say, disappointed.




  ‘But it doesn’t matter. I can run a long temporary cable to the fuse box. It won’t win any safety inspections but . . . yes . . . With a couple of bits of extra tubing.

  Actually, that’s a brilliant idea. Thank you.’




  ‘Thank God for that,’ I say. ‘I thought you were going to make me attempt a refund in French.’




  On the way home, we stop at a different bar-tabac and sit in the winter sunshine to eat the only thing on offer: ham and cheese sandwiches.




  Whether it’s the crisp mountain air, the quality of the ingredients, or simply the joy of being on holiday I couldn’t say, but that sandwich is the finest meal I’ve had in a

  long time.




  Back at the farmhouse, we drag the roofing supplies from the van – I have serious doubts whether we will be able to get them onto the roof – and then in less than an hour Victor

  manages to screw the Daffy Hot-Torrent shower heater to the bathroom wall and run a long length of wire to the fuse box.




  ‘I’ll go first,’ Victor says, ‘just in case I get electrocuted.’




  I laugh and watch him strip and climb into the tiny sit-up bath. But just as he reaches for the unit to switch it on and says, ‘Here goes . . .’ I shout, ‘Stop!’




  ‘What?’ Victor asks, looking alarmed.




  ‘Can you tell me the number for an ambulance? Because I wouldn’t even know who to call.’




  ‘I’m only joking,’ he says. ‘It’ll be fine.’




  ‘OK!’ I say, raising a hand to stop him continuing. ‘But just in case something happens, what is the number?’




  ‘One-one-two works,’ he says.




  ‘OK,’ I say. ‘Do your worst, Mister Dodgy Electrician.’




  He turns the switch and water starts to flow.




  ‘Hot?’ I ask.




  ‘No,’ he says, running one hand under the spray. ‘Hang on. Give it time . . . ooh, it’s lukewarm . . . getting warmer . . . Yes!’




  The second I see steam rising, I start to strip. ‘Make room!’ I shout.




  ‘In here? Are you joking?’




  ‘Nope. Love is never claiming that the bathtub is too small for two.’




  Victor laughs. ‘Come on, then,’ he says, momentarily pointing the shower head at me and wetting the floor.




  They should probably have named the Daffy Hot-Torrent the Daffy Warm-Spray instead. The jet from the shower is barely enough to keep us both warm at the same time. But being the first shower in

  thirty-six hours, not to mention the first shower in five years where I have had my back soaped by someone else, it feels brilliant.




  







  THE GREAT CONTRACEPTION DEBATE




  The process of fixing the roof turns out to be far more elaborate than either of us had imagined. Motivated we may be, but roofers we aren’t.




  We first have to remove all of the red earthenware tiles from around the hole. Victor clambers around precariously on the roof, and I climb up and down the ladder a hundred times to ferry them

  to the ground, all the while reciting the emergency number – one, one, two – like a lucky chant. Once the tiles have been removed it transpires that the top edges of the underlying

  sheets are concreted into place, so Victor spends half a day smashing that to pieces whilst I build a huge, incredibly satisfying bonfire from everything that will possibly burn. Bits of wood that

  will fit inside the range I move to a covered area beside the entrance.




  It all ends up being dirty and physical and tiring, but it’s so far from the purely mental stress of my job in advertising that, surprisingly, I find myself enjoying it all. Whether

  it’s carrying tiles or burning old sofas, I find myself somehow lost in the process of it all, and that is strangely restful. Every now and then I become aware of myself and notice that

  I’m humming, or singing, or simply that two hours have passed, and I realise that in some way, this process of being physically busy is precisely the thing that I sensed, but

  couldn’t name – precisely the thing that has been missing from my London life. A change, as they say, really does seem to be as good as a rest.




  By the end of the fourth day, the new panels have been manoeuvred up onto the roof, screwed and concreted into position, and the tiles replaced. Though the ceiling is still

  damaged, the house is, in theory, watertight and – from the outside at least – looks whole again.




  Victor climbs down and we stand side by side to stare at it, and I feel incredibly proud, as proud, in fact, as I have ever felt.




  ‘I didn’t think we’d manage it,’ I say.




  ‘Nor me,’ he laughs, slipping one arm around me. ‘It can rain now.’




  ‘I’d still rather it didn’t.’




  ‘Me too. But at least then we’ll know if we’re any good as roofers.’




  ‘A gynaecologist and an advertising exec,’ I say. ‘What a team!’




  I look down at my hands. Despite gloves, in only four days they have started to look like farming hands, and I’m not sure how I feel about that. ‘So what are we doing

  tomorrow?’ I ask.




  ‘I think we deserve a day off,’ Victor says. ‘Maybe a trip to the coast?’




  ‘Ooh,’ I say. ‘Are you taking me to the DIY store again?’




  ‘You make me sound like a slave driver,’ he says. ‘No, I was thinking more of a wander round the shops and a nice restaurant. A nice, romantic restaurant.’




  I lean into him and he kisses the top of my head. ‘That sounds fabulous. You are clever, you know. I mean, gynaecologist, electrician and roofer . . .’




  ‘So are you,’ he says. ‘Advertising exec and builder’s buddy.’




  ‘We can take another load of this shit on our way down, can’t we?’




  Victor laughs. ‘You see,’ he says. ‘You’re worse than me.’




  That night a wind gets up, buffeting the van enough to make it creak on its suspension. My back aches from too much unaccustomed lifting and, combined with the full moon and

  the fact that my camping approximation of spaghetti carbonara spends the entire night repeating on me, I end up having a thoroughly lousy night’s sleep.




  In the morning, when Victor wakes me by sliding one arm over me and pulling me against his ready-for-action dick, the only thing I’m in the mood for is more sleep.




  I doze for what seems like a few more minutes but could be much longer, and then hearing the door to the van slide open, I roll onto my side and watch Victor climb in.




  ‘Morning,’ I say.




  ‘Morning,’ he replies. His voice sounds unusually flat and lifeless.




  ‘Jesus, I slept badly,’ I groan. ‘Did you hear the wind last night?’




  ‘No,’ he replies, loading coffee into the espresso pot.




  I sigh and stretch, and then realise that he hasn’t caught my eye yet. ‘How are you this morning?’ I ask, suspicious now.




  ‘Fine,’ he says, in a tone of voice that leaves no doubt that he isn’t. Something knots in my stomach. The first inkling of tension reaches my slowly wakening mind.




  ‘Victor,’ I say.




  ‘Hmm?’




  I wrinkle my brow and sit up. ‘Victor!’




  ‘Yes?’




  ‘What’s wrong?’




  ‘Nothing.’




  I rub one hand across my face and glance outside. ‘God it’s all grey outside, is it early?’




  ‘No. The weather’s changed,’ he says, still without glancing my way. ‘All grey.’




  ‘Something is wrong,’ I say. ‘What’s up?’




  He finally turns towards me and his eyes look, for the first time since I have known him, cold and unsmiling.




  ‘Come here, babe,’ I say.




  ‘Just let me do this,’ he says, sounding irritated now.




  I watch him light the stove with a match, and then he turns to face me again, sighs and forces a tight approximation of a smile. ‘Right,’ he says, flatly.




  I pat the bed and he crawls towards me, rolling his eyes. He lies beside me with his head on one hand, a definite frown creasing his forehead.




  I lean forward to kiss him, but because he doesn’t in any way facilitate this, it ends up being nothing more than a peck.




  ‘Something is wrong,’ I repeat. ‘Tell me.’




  Victor sighs, and I’m reminded of how little I know him. I have absolutely no idea what is wrong, or how this is likely to pan out.




  ‘It’s nothing,’ he says. ‘I’m just being an arse.’




  ‘OK,’ I say. ‘But unless you tell me . . .’ I reach out and stroke his hair.




  ‘I’m just being a twat,’ he says. ‘Because you pushed me away.’




  I frown. ‘I pushed you away?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘When?’




  ‘This morning.’




  I shake my head. ‘I’m sorry, I don’t even remember that.’




  ‘I tried to cuddle you and you elbowed me in the stomach.’




  I try to remember but it’s hopeless. ‘I was asleep,’ I say. ‘And I slept so badly, I probably just wanted to stay that way.’




  Victor nods. ‘OK,’ he says, his voice cold.




  ‘I’m sorry. But sometimes you’re just asleep and . . .’ I shrug. ‘It doesn’t mean anything.’




  Victor shrugs back, as much as his position will allow. ‘Sure,’ he says. ‘Well . . . sometimes I get in a hump about nothing. It doesn’t mean much, either.’




  ‘You’re sure?’




  He nods and his features soften a little. ‘I’ll be fine in a bit.’




  ‘Would a cuddle help?’




  ‘It might, I guess,’ he says, sulkily.




  ‘Come,’ I say, beckoning him with a sideways nod of my head.




  Victor swallows. ‘I can’t,’ he says.




  ‘You can’t?’




  ‘I’m too stubborn.’




  I laugh. I have never heard anyone explain so clearly that universal, but oh-so-destructive mechanism of pride. Such self-awareness strikes me as unique and refreshing.




  I shuffle towards him and I see him fighting the desire to smile. ‘Is that better?’ I ask.




  ‘A bit,’ he says.




  I kiss him lightly on the forehead. ‘And that?’




  ‘Yes,’ he says. ‘That’s definitely heading in the right direction.’




  And then he inclines his chin towards me slightly and I kiss him on the mouth.




  ‘See,’ he says. ‘Stubborn.’




  ‘Too stubborn to make up, but not too stubborn to be made up to.’




  ‘No.’




  ‘I’m glad about that. That was almost a row.’




  ‘Yes. Almost.’




  ‘Come here,’ I say, linking one arm behind him and pulling him with me as I roll onto my back, a manoeuvre that he allows but doesn’t exactly contribute to. ‘You can stop

  that now.’




  He pulls his head far back enough to look at me. ‘What?’




  ‘That I’m-all-rigid-so-you-can’t-cuddle-me-properly thing.’




  ‘Oh, this thing?’ he says, turning his body into an uncomfortable plank of wood.




  ‘Yes. Stop it!’




  Victor laughs in spite of himself, and then collapses against me.




  His weight is hurting my back – still sore from yesterday – but I decide that it probably isn’t the moment to mention that, so I grin and bear it, and kiss him until I can

  discreetly roll over and swap positions. We kiss and cuddle for a moment, and then I nod over at the condom box on the side. ‘Go on then,’ I say. ‘Do your enveloping

  business.’




  ‘If you don’t want to, that’s fine,’ Victor says.




  ‘Of course I want to!’ I say, reaching for the packet myself.




  The blanket grey sky darkens as we eat our croissants and then shower in the freezing ‘bathroom’.




  ‘Are we really going to Nice today?’ I ask, as I energetically attempt to dry myself on a damp towel.




  ‘Sure,’ Victor replies from the bathtub. ‘Unless you want to go somewhere else?’




  ‘It’d be good to see the sea,’ I say.




  ‘Nice, Antibes, Monaco, Cannes,’ Victor says. ‘They’re all pretty close. They’re all by the sea.’




  ‘Somewhere new, then,’ I say. ‘Somewhere I have never been.’




  ‘Somewhere you have never been on a mysterious date that you won’t tell me about?’ Victor says.




  ‘It was a bad date with a pervy guy. That’s all you need to know.’




  ‘Hmm,’ he says, soaping himself. ‘Pervy. Now I really need to know more.’




  By the time we have loaded the van, unloaded the van at the dump, and driven back past the track leading to our house it is already twelve, but we agree to wait and have

  a late lunch rather than delay our departure any further.




  Victor takes a different route down today and the roads are even steeper, even more precarious than before. The mountains today are swathed in mists – low clouds, in fact – and look

  like Japanese prints.




  ‘Do you think it’s going to rain?’ I ask as we pass a sign saying Villeneuve Loubet Village.




  ‘I don’t know,’ Victor replies. ‘There have been a few days when I thought it might – before you arrived – but so far I’ve been lucky.’




  ‘We’re lucky it didn’t rain when we were doing the roof.’




  ‘Very lucky. Look!’ Victor says, pointing. ‘Blue sky!’




  ‘Is that where we’re going?’




  ‘It is now,’ he says.




  We continue south until we hit the coast and then head west, chasing better weather, fleeing the dark clouds over Nice. We drive past scrappy industrial zones and vast stretches of empty pebble

  beach and on through the outskirts of Antibes, which Victor promises we will visit another time.




  ‘I want to show you the Cap,’ he says. ‘It kind of starts here.’




  And suddenly we’re in millionaire land, where the crinkling coastline has been preserved for the coastal gardens of isolated villas and their gleaming jewel-like swimming pools.




  ‘Wow,’ I say, pointing up at a vast rectangular window overlooking the bay. ‘Imagine waking up to that every morning.’




  ‘Imagine cleaning the salt off the windows,’ Victor says, leaning over the steering wheel to peer up at it.




  ‘I think they can probably afford a window cleaner.’




  At Juan-les-Pins, we park the van and manage to find a pizzeria still willing to serve us despite the late hour.




  ‘I wanted to treat you,’ Victor says. ‘I was thinking of something a little more sophisticated than pizza.’




  ‘A pizza in the sun on a beach in January? Are you joking?’




  ‘Cheap to run then!’ Victor says. ‘As well as being beautiful, easy-going and good with building materials.’




  ‘I wouldn’t count on it.’




  ‘Which?’




  I shrug. ‘Any of them actually.’




  The pizza when it arrives is entirely average, but it being two-thirty, I’m ravenous, and with the sunshine, the sound of the sea and the gulls swooping overhead, it feels like a perfect

  holiday moment.




  ‘I’m sorry the holiday has been so full on,’ Victor says, clearly not picking up on my sense of contentment. ‘I do realise that it’s probably not the best way to

  seduce you into coming back.’




  I fork a huge lump of pizza into my mouth as cover for not replying immediately. Because what I want to say is that what we have been doing – building a home together – feels so

  special that I can’t think of a single thing that I would rather be doing. I want to say that because of the fact that we have worked together and sworn together, and even good-humouredly

  sworn at each other and got over it, I feel like I know him a thousand times better than when I arrived four days ago; that with manoeuvring around each other in the cramped van and eating

  long-life croissants, I now have a real sense that this can work, that we are good together – good enough to negotiate the humps and bumps that life inevitably brings. And I

  want to tell him that for so many reasons, including my past, my aching desire for a child; the fact that I’m running out of time, that my friends in London are moving on and my career is

  floundering as the recession bites; and because, quite simply, I really, really like him, he no longer needs to seduce me. It’s a done deal.




  But I know men or, at least, I think I do. I know that their desire for flattery is proportional to their fear of entrapment. So now is not the moment to say all of that. Even a tenth of that

  would have half of the men on the planet throwing themselves from the nearest cliff.




  ‘I’m loving it,’ is all I finally say. ‘Every minute.’




  After lunch we walk along the deserted beach for a mile or so. I’m aware that with the dipping sun to the west, we must look like some absurd cliché from a

  romantic comedy, but it feels no less wonderful for that.




  We sit for a while behind a permanent windbreak belonging to a closed-for-winter restaurant and watch cormorants dive-bombing the waves for food. And then Victor glances at the setting sun and

  says, ‘We should head back. Before the roads freeze up.’




  ‘It’s so easy to forget we’re in January, what with this sunshine.’




  ‘It’s getting cold already though,’ he says, holding out a hand.




  I take his hand and he pulls me upright. ‘Take me to your château,’ I declare.




  ‘I need to go to the pharmacy quickly,’ he says as we start to walk back along the beach.




  ‘What do you need?’ I ask. ‘Because I have half a hospital in my suitcase.’




  ‘Condoms,’ Victor replies. ‘We’re almost out, and we can’t have that, can we?’




  For ten steps, I say nothing. As we walk on in silence I even stop breathing, desperately trying to calculate whether now is the right time for that conversation. And then I stop walking

  and grab Victor’s arm. He spins to look back at me and grins quizzically.




  ‘Can’t we?’ I say simply.




  Victor frowns. ‘Can’t we what?’




  ‘Have that?’




  ‘Oh. Well, no . . .’




  ‘You’re sure?’




  ‘Oh,’ he says. He coughs. ‘Well, that’s quite a big conversation, isn’t it?’




  I shrug and smile. ‘Is it? Or is it a simple one?’




  Victor smiles vaguely. ‘Unless you’ve gone on the pill or something?’




  ‘I haven’t,’ I say.




  ‘Right . . . then . . .’




  I purse my lips and blow out through them. ‘God, this is harder than I thought. This is where I want to be. You know?’




  ‘Here?’




  ‘No, not here. With you, silly.’




  ‘But you’re going back. You’re just on holiday.’




  ‘Yes, but I don’t want to go back. I want to be here.’




  ‘So . . . You’re coming back then? Is that what you’re saying?’




  ‘If you’ll have me. Yes.’




  ‘Are you saying that you want to come back . . . permanently?’




  ‘I’m not sure about permanently but . . . as long as, you know . . .’ Victor looks confused, so I continue. ‘As long as we both want to be here.’




  ‘I see. Well, I think I do.’




  ‘So do we really need condoms?’




  Victor shrugs and takes my hand as we continue along the beach, me waiting for him to say something, he, presumably, trying to decide what to say next.




  When we reach the van, we climb aboard and he inserts the keys into the ignition but doesn’t start the engine.




  ‘What’s up?’ I ask.




  ‘Well, it’s a big thing,’ Victor says. ‘I just feel that there are things we need to discuss, things we need to say before we go down that route.’




  I release my seatbelt and turn to face him. Behind his head, a palm tree is flapping against the reddening sky, making it the perfect romantic moment for what needs to be said. ‘Like

  “I love you?”’ I ask. ‘Neither of us has said that yet.’




  ‘For instance,’ Victor says, turning fully to face me now and grinning in a way that makes him look young and somehow rather dorky.




  ‘OK,’ I laugh. ‘You go first.’




  ‘But I can’t,’ he says. ‘That’s the thing.’




  My smile fades. ‘Oh,’ I say.




  ‘It’s not . . . It’s just . . .’




  I sigh and wonder if this is that strange unexpected moment when everything crashes to the ground. Because history teaches that you never know when that might happen.




  ‘It’s just, well, it’s like this morning,’ he says.




  ‘This morning?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘I’m sorry, I don’t . . .’




  ‘I’m too stubborn.’




  ‘Too stubborn?’




  ‘Yes. You have to go first.’




  I slip back into a confused smile. ‘I just said it,’ I say.




  ‘No, you said that “I love you” is something we haven’t said yet. But that’s not saying it.’ He looks amused, but deadly serious as well.




  ‘I do,’ I say, reaching out to touch his arm. ‘I love you.’




  ‘How much?’ Victor asks.




  ‘Masses,’ I say.




  ‘Me too,’ he says.




  ‘No, no, no!’ I say, laughing.




  ‘No what?’




  ‘You can’t get away with “Me too”.’




  Victor rolls his eyes, licks his lips and takes a deep breath. ‘I love you too. I don’t want you to go back to London. I want us to have this adventure together.’




  ‘Me too,’ I say.




  Victor smiles and shakes his head. ‘You said that “me too” doesn’t cut it.’




  ‘I do!’ I insist. ‘I want to come back. I want us to have this adventure together. And loads of others, too.’




  ‘Gosh,’ he says, taking my hand and squeezing it, and I wonder briefly if have crossed the line and erred into the danger zone of entrapment. ‘How lucky am I?’ he

  declares.




  I lean in and we kiss. ‘How lucky are we?’ I say.




  And then a shadow crosses his features.




  ‘What?’ I ask.




  ‘Well, there’s another conversation people usually have before they, you know . . .’




  ‘Oh. Right.’




  Because the other conversation is of course marriage, and having already been married, it’s such a complicated one for me that I get into a pickle even thinking about thinking about

  it. Right now it’s a subject that can only spoil what was promising to be a perfect moment.




  ‘Have I said the wrong thing?’ Victor asks.




  ‘Are you talking about . . . Do you mean marriage?’




  Victor’s eyes widen. ‘God, I wasn’t proposing.’




  He looks so scared that I can’t help but laugh.




  ‘What?’ he asks, his expression shifting from scared to confused.




  ‘You just looked so worried,’ I say.




  ‘Did I?’




  ‘Yes.’




  He shrugs. ‘Maybe marriage does scare me a bit.’




  ‘And maybe I’ve already been married and I’m not at all sure that I want to do it again.’




  ‘Right.’




  ‘Actually, it’s not even that I don’t . . . It’s just that having taken all of those vows, and broken them . . . I don’t know. I suppose the truth is that I

  don’t have a view on marriage any more.’




  ‘Right,’ Victor says.




  ‘You look disappointed,’ I say.




  ‘No,’ he says. ‘I’m not. It’s just . . . well . . . I’m not sure where that leaves us. In the great contraception debate.’




  I sigh deeply. ‘The only way I know how to do this is to be honest.’




  ‘Honesty is always good.’




  ‘Not sure about the always. But, well, I want a child, Victor.’




  ‘I know.’




  ‘You know that I had an abortion when I split up with Brian. I told you about that.’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘I was worried that I’d missed my chance. I was even thinking of doing it, alone. I told you that when we met.’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘So getting pregnant doesn’t scare me at all.’




  ‘No. No, I suppose not.’




  ‘And I’m quite in love with you.’




  ‘Quite?’




  ‘Quite a lot.’




  ‘Me too,’ he says, then sniggers and adds, ‘I am in love with you too. Quite a lot.’




  ‘So I want things to work out.’




  ‘But even if they didn’t . . .’




  ‘Exactly.’




  Victor turns and looks out at the sea for a moment, then says, ‘So are we sure we don’t need anything from the pharmacy, then?’




  I release his hand and stroke his back. ‘What do you think?’




  ‘I think that I quite like kids,’ he says. ‘And I hate condoms.’




  I laugh. ‘Well, there you go then. We agree.’




  Victor nods, and smirks and reaches down to start the van.




  As we drive inland and the road begins to wind, the weather darkens. For some reason, I start to feel nervous. At first I think that it’s just the steep drop and the

  menacing sky, but then I realise that it’s because I’m feeling nervous about making love tonight. We have done it tens of times already, so it seems silly to suddenly be feeling

  apprehensive, but it somehow seems different and important.




  We stop at a tiny roadside supermarket and stock up on supplies. As we pass a rack sporting packs of condoms, we both look at it, glance at each other, and move on around the store without

  saying a word. I am starting to feel like a teenager who has decided that tonight is the night. For the first time ever. With all of the anticipation, and all of the excitement, and all of the fear

  that that entailed.




  As we load the shopping into the van, the first spots of rain start to fall. By the time we reach La Forge, it’s a deluge.




  Victor parks right next to the front door of the farmhouse. ‘I want to see if our handiwork is holding up,’ he explains.




  We run the three yards from the van and burst into the dark, cold space of the kitchen. We peer up at the broken ceiling and listen to the sound of the pummelling rain.




  ‘It looks OK!’ I comment.




  ‘It does,’ Victor agrees, bumping me with his hip.




  ‘It’s ever so damp in here though,’ I say.




  ‘It’s just the rain I think,’ Victor says. ‘We’re kind of in the clouds up here.’




  ‘Maybe we could try to light the range tomorrow. We have all that wood I put aside.’




  ‘Exactly what I was thinking,’ Victor says. ‘Now, can I tempt you to a little salmon in white wine sauce at Le Château?’




  ‘Do you think it’s defrosted?’




  ‘It’s boil in the bag,’ Victor says. ‘I don’t think it matters.’




  ‘Then that would be lovely.’




  ‘Little’ turns out to be the operative word. The meal is surprisingly delicious, but the packet, which says, serves three-to-four people is, even for two,

  ungenerous to say the least. But after bread, cheese and half a bottle of wine, I’m feeling warm and satisfied.
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