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Rule 1


Be careful where you put your (matching) underwear


The French Art of Having Affairs





“Since when did you start wearing a bra?” I ask my husband as he walks into our bedroom.


This is not typical of our Sunday afternoon conversations, which on any other Sunday might include a discussion about crap articles in the Sunday papers, his latest round of golf (possibly worse than the articles), what to have for dinner or whether or not the children should have a puppy.


But today is different.


Ten minutes ago, dutiful wife that I am, I started to repack his black Mulberry leather bag, a Christmas present from me last year. He is still commuting back to England for work while I stay in our lovely new home in France. Only Nick has clearly been doing more than just working.


Unpacking the bag I found socks, crumpled shirts, boxer shorts; all the usual stuff. I rummaged around to reach the last few bits. Then I touched something that felt somehow unexpected. It felt like lace and silk. I took it out. It was a bra. And it was not for me. Unless he bought it for me eight years and three breastfeeding children ago and just forgot to hand it over.


I dropped it as if it had burned me. It lay there on our blue and white patchwork bedspread, as real as everything else in the room but totally out of place. I wanted to scream, but the sound stuck in my throat, as if someone was trying to throttle me.


I tried to breathe deeply and calm down. Just because there was a bra in his bag didn’t necessarily mean he had been shagging its owner. There might be another, perfectly reasonable, explanation. He might be a cross-dresser. Would that be better or worse?


Or maybe it was a joke. Nick had just been on a business trip to New York. Perhaps one of the other traders thought it would be a good wheeze to liven up his homecoming. But if that were the case, they would have chosen something slightly more garish. A red lace number with tassels, perhaps? Or maybe black PVC in size quadruple D. But not the cream lace and silk item with a delicate floral pattern lying on our bed, which is the kind of bra you buy for a woman you actually like, as well as want to shag.


I picked it up again and turned it over a couple of times. It was a B-cup. It looked new. The label said La Perla. My best friend Sarah has underwear from La Perla; she is the fashion editor of a glossy magazine so gets sent it for free. I picked up some La Perla knickers up once when I strayed into the posh underwear section of Peter Jones. They were over £100, which is more than I would usually spend on a fridge. When the sales assistant asked if she could help me I was worried she might charge me just to hold them.


“So why are you carrying a bra in your bag?”


“Ah,” says my husband and stops dead in his tracks as he spots the bra in my hand. There follows one of those silences that are more noisy than quiet.


“Ah … ‘I’m sorry I forgot to tell you I’m a cross-dresser but I only do it on Sundays and I am getting help’?” I try.


Nick laughs uneasily and tries to flash that cheeky Irish grin of his that never fails to charm people. It’s failing now, however.


“It’s not mine,” he begins.


“You surprise me,” I respond, adding. “And I suppose that’s supposed to make me feel better.”


“I can explain. You see; it’s like this.”


He walks towards me slowly across the wooden floor. I can see he is trying to buy time before he comes up with a good enough excuse for the bra in the bag.


“Is this one of your famous Irish jokes?” I ask. “The one about the Scottish bloke, the English bloke and the…er, expensive bra?”


“No, Soph, I’ll level with you. I’ve been seeing someone, but really it meant nothing. Honest.”


Dear God. Has he been reading The Bastard’s Book of Tired Old Clichés?


“Who is she?” I demand. “Clearly not a French woman or she would have left her knickers in there as well; one is no good without the other as any self-respecting French woman will tell you.”


At least if she is French then I can ruin her week by confiscating one half of her matching underwear set.


“She’s French, from Paris. She’s called Cécile,” he replies. “She’s one of our most important clients. I can’t explain how it happened, but it started with work meetings and then she insisted we go out one evening and…”


He trails off.


“And?” I prompt. “And when you told her all about me and your three young children she said ‘what a lovely bunch they sound. Please take this bra home for them?’”


He sighs. I see the fight go out of those gorgeous green Irish eyes. He has that look he had when Liverpool scored against Chelsea in the 90th minute of the FA Cup Final.


“Oh Soph, she just seemed so determined and to want me so much, in the end I just gave in. Pathetic I know, and there’s no excuse, and I am truly sorry. I suppose I was flattered.”


Yes, he most definitely has been reading The Bastard’s Book of Tired Old Clichés.


Daisy the cat comes in and starts rubbing up against his legs; bloody feline traitor. Does she know the French aren’t big on cat rescue homes? God, I’m angry. Not with Daisy, she doesn’t know any better, but with him, and with this French bitch.


“And how long has this liaison been going on?” I ask, rather impressed with myself that I can come up with such a long word in my darkest hour.


“I met her about five months ago,” he sighs.


“You’ve been seeing her for five MONTHS?” I leap from our bed in shock.


I can’t bloody believe it. He’s been betraying us all for all that time, the total shit. Now I’m not angry, I’m furious, added to which I feel like the most stupid woman alive. How could I not have noticed?


“Well, not really seeing, more, well, sleeping with. It’s more a sex thing Soph, really, but it’s you I love.”


“If it’s me you love what are you doing shagging some flat-chested floozy?”


“Well, you don’t seem to want to sleep with me.”


“It’s not that I don’t want to,” I shriek. “It’s just that I’m so bloody tired. In case you hadn’t noticed we have three small children and I’ve just been knackered for years.”


I want to punch him but instead, much to my fury, I start to cry, more from rage than anything else. And the more I cry, the angrier I am at myself. Whatever happened to dignity in crisis?


The injustice of it all makes me angrier by the minute. We have been together for ten years, we have had three children and now I am no longer the right bra size. I slump back down onto our bed.


“Sweetheart,” he says, and starts walking towards me again.


Sweetheart? I put my hand up to stop him. “I think you’d better just go,” I say.


Nick looks amazed. “Soph, darling, don’t be silly, we can get through this storm in a B-cup.”


I glare at him. There are times when his humour can take my mind off anything. This is definitely not one of those times.


“Seriously,” he goes on, sitting next to me on our bed, our beautiful mahogany sleigh bed; a romantic wedding present from his parents and my mother and whichever one of her five husbands she was married to at the time. The bed where all our children have been conceived, where I have breastfed and nurtured them, the bed they crawl into when they need comforting and sleep in as a special treat when they’re not well. I never imagined I would be sitting on it with Nick discussing his lover’s bra.


“I thought moving here would be the end of it. I really wanted to make a fresh start. I know you’re knackered, you’ve been brilliant, you’ve looked after everyone so well; you really don’t deserve this. I’m so sorry Soph, I really am. But let’s be honest, you hardly notice I’m around. The last time you were the one to start sex was probably before Edward was born, which is…”


“I know how long ago it was,” I snap at him. It was five years ago. Have I really not initiated sex for FIVE YEARS? I try to think but I can’t focus. Surely that can’t be the case. What about his birthday?


“You didn’t even initiate sex on my birthday,” he says. He has an annoying habit of reading my mind.


I can’t fight back. The walls seem to be moving backwards and forwards. I feel like I’m watching myself in a film. I wish someone would rewind it and take me back to the bit where I see the bag and I decide to let the faithless bastard unpack it himself. Even though I don’t know he’s a faithless bastard.


He takes my hand.


“Please Soph, I made a stupid mistake, she doesn’t mean anything to me. Please give me another chance. I promise I’ll stop seeing her.”


Yeah, right, I think. “Fuck off Nick,” I say. “I hate you.” How trite; but somehow nothing else comes to mind. And it pretty much says it all.


Looking at him, imagining him with someone else, I feel sick. I remove my hand from his. The thought of him with another woman is wrong, it’s repulsive, it’s…not fair.


“Come on Soph, we can work at this, don’t you think? It’s worth it for the sake of the children.”


“And what about for our sake?” I ask. “Is it worth it for our sake?”


Nick sighs and gets up from the bed. He walks around the room for what seems like an age. He looks out of the French windows across the vineyards. I can’t begin to imagine what he’s thinking. I sit there like a nervous schoolgirl in the headmaster’s office waiting for Nick to determine the future of our marriage. He broke it so either he has to fix it or it’s over.


I can hardly allow the thought that it could be over to enter my head. How can it be? We have three lovely children, twin girls and a boy, and ten years of marriage behind us. And a cat, two peacocks plus a stray dog. And we’ve just moved to a new life in France. This is not an ideal time to be splitting up.


Rather as your life is said to flash before your eyes when you’ve had an accident, I see our past: our first date, the little black dress I wore, the kiss goodnight, the butterflies I used to feel every time I thought about him, our first romantic weekend in Paris, meeting Nick’s parents and knowing somehow I would come back to that house outside Dublin often, his proposal in Hyde Park, our beautiful wedding, the twins, Edward, the move to France and then what? The film stops there.


Finally he comes back and stands in front of me. He runs his fingers through his dark hair, something he does when he’s either nervous or trying to look good. I assume it’s not the latter.


“To be honest Soph, sometimes I feel like we’re no longer a couple,” he begins slowly. “We’re just two people who happen to live in the same house.”


“I don’t see you making a huge effort to change things,” I retort, getting more bitter by the second. “I mean when did you last do something romantic, like buy ME a bra? Oh no, you save that sort of chivalry for your slutty girlfriend. Well why don’t you just run off with her? I hope you and her perfectly small breasts live happily ever after. But don’t expect the children and me to be around when she chucks you out and finds another floppy-haired Irish lover boy to tickle her French fancy.”


Nick looks like I’ve slapped him. “Oh fine, just hurl abuse. Look, I didn’t mean for the Cécile thing to happen and I’m not trying to justify it but I guess if I had been happy at home I wouldn’t have been looking for anything else. I suppose what I’m trying to say is, it’s all very well shutting up shop, but then don’t expect your customers to hang around.”


“Shutting up shop? This isn’t Tescos we’re talking about; I’m not open 24 hours and you certainly won’t be getting a loyalty card.”


“Fact is you’re not open any hours,” he snaps back. “Do you have any idea how nice it has been over the past few months to hang out with a woman who lusts after me and can think of nothing nicer than giving me a blow-job? Have you any idea what a contrast that is to the woman waiting for me at home who practically cringes when I touch her and for whom sex has just become another household chore?”


In front of us on the floor lies the bra, which I threw there in a hissy fit, hoping it would spontaneously combust. It hasn’t, but I feel that I might. 


Suddenly, Edward our son bursts into the room, followed by the twins Charlotte and Emily.


“Daddy, quick, you have to come,” they all shout at once, vying to be the first with the news. “Frank and Lampard are having a fight.”


Nick rushes off to deal with the animal crisis and I stand up, preparing to follow downstairs mechanically. The bra lies in front of me. I pick it up and wonder for a moment what to do with it. Should I use it to make a voodoo doll? Flush it down the loo? Not with French plumbing. Wear it on my head as a sign of protest? I throw it into the wardrobe. Then I walk downstairs.


I feel like a zombie, or rather like a zombie with a terrible hangover who’s been hit over the head with a cricket bat. But the children need to be fed and put to bed. It’s Sunday today and they have their first day of French school tomorrow. I put on some water for some pasta and get out a ready-made sauce. I don’t have the brainpower to come up with anything else.


On autopilot I start grating Parmesan like my life depends on it. All of my mind is taken up with the extraordinary news that Nick has been unfaithful to me, that it’s been going on for five months, that she’s called Cécile and has small breasts.


After ten minutes or, quite possibly, ten hours – I have no grasp on time – they all come charging back inside. I realise I haven’t stopped grating. We have enough grated Parmesan to fill one of MY bras. Anyone for cheese with some pasta sprinkled on top?


“Frank and Lampard are fine,” says Nick. “They were playing or possibly mating. Whatever it was, they’re friends now.”


Great, so now we have gay peacocks. We sit down to dinner. I don’t eat anything and Nick and I don’t speak to each other, but the children don’t seem to notice. They chat and argue and behave like they normally do, totally oblivious to the parental drama. Nick eats a couple of mouthfuls of food and when the kids have finished he takes them off to the bath.


After fifteen minutes he comes back to tell me they’re all getting into their pyjamas. He stands nervously at the door, unsure whether to come in or not.


“Soph?” he says.


I stop clearing away and look at him. “I think if it had been a one-night-stand, Nick, it might have been different,” I start shakily. “But yours is a proper relationship; it’s been going on for several months, for God’s sake. I don’t think there’s any point in you staying around here, you’re obviously happier elsewhere.”


There is no other option, I can’t see how we can just go back to being Nick and Sophie after this. His infidelity is there and it always will be, like an unpaid debt. Or like someone else’s bra in my wardrobe.


I walk past him upstairs to say goodnight to our children. He doesn’t try to stop me.


“Hey baby,” I say to Edward, my usual way of greeting him as I walk into his bedroom.


“Hey mummy,” comes his usual response. I lean over him and breathe in his newly bathed squeaky clean five-year-old smell. If I could bottle that I could make a fortune. I kiss the girls goodnight. They go through the usual ritual of making me come back when I have kissed them goodnight so they can kiss me goodnight. I can see them hiding torches under their pillows, ready for nighttime chatting as soon as I have gone, but I let it slide for once.


I pass our bedroom where Nick is repacking THE bag. Briefly, I consider hiding a pair of my smalls in there, but the thought turns to ash as I remember that everything in my knicker drawer, rather like me, has seen better days.


As soon as I get back to the kitchen I start shaking all over. I go to put the kettle on, an instinctive reaction in times of crisis; I’m not sure I could eat or drink anything at all. Still, it feels better to keep moving.


I hear Nick walk upstairs to kiss the children goodnight and then come back downstairs.


“Soph?” He walks gingerly back into the kitchen but keeps his distance from me. Maybe he’s worried I might have the bread knife hidden in my leggings. Actually they’re so tight he’d easily spot it. Have I really become a woman who wears badly-fitting leggings? Have I sunk so low? Is this all my fault?


“Look, you have every right to be furious; I have been a total prat and I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for this to happen, but it did. Please give me another chance?”


I don’t look at him. I can’t bear to. I can almost feel him contemplating walking towards me and taking me in his arms and making everything all right again. Half of me wishes he would, but instead he sighs.


“Soph?”


“Get lost,” I reply.


“Please?”


I turn around to face him. “Nick, I just need you to go, I need to think, I’m too confused. Please just get out of here.”


He looks at the ground, takes a deep breath as if he is about to launch into some ‘please forgive me I’m Irish and genetically predisposed to infidelity’ speech, but instead he whispers goodbye and walks away.


It seems incredible that a couple of short hours ago I was happily married, or at least I thought I was happily married. Now all of a sudden I am not. A bit like thinking you are a size 12 and realizing once you’ve tried the dress on that you are, at best, a size 14. Which is one of the reasons it is important to shop often. Unlike scales, clothes sizes cannot be ignored.


I hear him shut the front door and walk down the gravel path towards his hire car. Ironically, if anything I thought I was the one who was dissatisfied. I was the desperate housewife longing for something else, but not really bothered enough to find it, nor in fact even sure what it was. Things were never really bad enough for me to find out. As I said, I thought we were happy. Not in an ecstatic passionate way, a let’s-have-sex-in-the-morning (yuck, heaven forbid) kind of way. But the way most married couples are happy, going on from one day to the next, coping with kids, work, money worries and occasionally finding each other again and not being irritated by a tone of voice or the way someone butters their toast or flops into a chair on top of the cat or the millions of other little things that can turn marriage into drudgery and, when things are bad, warp lust into something simmering just below loathing.


I walk out onto the terrace. Our fish fountain is working away steadily, indifferent to the drama going on in the house. I normally love the sound of the water gently cascading from the fish’s mouth to the basin below – it’s soothing as a sleeping child’s breath. But right now I wish it would shut up. The moon is rising over the vineyards. It’s a beautiful peaceful evening but I feel totally and utterly depressed. Is there enough Calpol in the house for an overdose, I wonder?


The thought of Calpol reminds me there are three little people who need me, all safely tucked up in their beds upstairs, totally unaware of what has happened and of how their lives might be about to change forever. I sit down on the edge of the fountain, weakened by the thought of it all. As well as the children there’s the vineyard, a house, a dog and a treacherous, petite black cat. Talking of which, the faithless creature has come out and is rubbing against my legs. I lift her up and put her on my lap.


“Any more nonsense from you and I’ll throw you in the fountain, along with your feckless Irish friend,” I say sternly.


She looks up at me then pushes her little head onto my arm, telling me she needs to be stroked and loved.


“I know how you feel, Daisy,” I whisper, and I start to cry.


But I have to pull myself together. I have to be strong. I am about to become a single parent in a foreign country.



















Rule 2


Affairs are a way to liven up a dull marriage


The French Art of Having Affairs





The reason I will always remember Christmas 2008 is not because my mother’s husband was arrested for money laundering and carted off to prison just before pudding, but because it was the first time Nick mentioned moving to France.


Harry was my mother’s fifth husband, so by then she had got used to losing them. After the police showed up, the talk was of nothing else but Dirty Harry (as he was dubbed even before the brandy butter had melted) and his laundry. But later on, when we were sitting in front of the fire, Nick changed the subject from police brutality (I mean imagine arresting a man on Christmas Day?) to our future.


“I think we should move to France,” he said, handing me a glass of brandy.


“What?” I almost choked on my drink. “Because of the police? Have you been laundering money too?”


“No,” he laughed. “It has nothing to do with that.”


He leaned closer to me. “I’m serious Soph. I’ve always wanted to live there, ever since I went to St Tropez as an eighteen-year-old and fell in love with a French girl on the beach.”


“I don’t expect she’ll still be there,” I replied, settling into my chair.


There are some things that seem insignificant but in fact end up changing your life. Like the time I just missed a number 36, started chatting to someone at the bus stop and ended up with my first (and last) job, at Drake’s Hotel in London. Or the day my uncle gave me a copy of Wuthering Heights when I was sixteen. A life-long obsession with the Brontës was born, resulting in me calling our twin girls Charlotte and Emily. I did briefly think about calling our son Branwell after their opium-addict brother, but was afraid it might be tempting fate. So I called him Edward. How many opium addicts called Edward do you know?


And some things pretend to be significant but turn out to be an anti-climax, and don’t change your life at all. Like losing your virginity. The most significant thing about the whole event for me was how disappointing it was. Or turning eighteen; you think somehow you will wake up more mature and sophisticated with a clear idea of what you want to do with the rest of your life. I almost expected my features to change in some small way. But I woke up, looked in the mirror and realised that I was still the same girl. The same girl with the same spot I’d had on my forehead the day before. Only it was bigger.


Our move to France started as something seemingly insignificant that might never happen then turned into reality and a new life.


Nick had long been harbouring a secret dream to sell up in London, ditch his job in the City and run a vineyard – probably along with half the commuters on his early-morning tube to the City. There’s nothing quite like a smelly armpit in your face to make you dream about being anywhere else, and a vineyard in France is as good a place as any.


Then about three years ago his parents bought him a membership to The Sunday Times Wine Club and he went on a wine tour of Burgundy. He came back full of enthusiasm about the life of the wine-makers, the climate, the landscape and of course the wine. He developed a rather irritating habit of swilling wine around his glass before drinking it and after a few glasses would start to talk about owning his own vineyard.


I assumed it was a phase he would grow out of because he’s not one for unfeasible schemes. He is reliable and sensible. The kind of guy people refer to as a rock. He likes football, cricket, rugby… in fact practically every sport.


He is nice to his parents and rarely impulsive, which is one of the things that first attracted me to him. I grew up with a mother whose second name was impulsive, her first being wild, so I longed for stability and normality. To me, being normal seemed impossibly exotic. I came home from school one day when I was about ten to find my mother reading a book on nihilism and smoking a joint.


“Why can’t you bake cakes like normal mothers?” I demanded.


The following day there was a brick masquerading as a cake on the kitchen table; I was amazed it could withstand the weight of it. And there was a most terrible smell of burning all around the house. My mother was standing proudly next to the cake wearing a tea-towel around her waist. After that I let her get on with her nihilism, whatever that is.


So while other girls looked for excitement from their boyfriends, someone to whisk them off their feet and surprise them with outlandish gestures or mad-cap behaviour, I just wanted someone who would appreciate the importance of an Aga and who could stop me from turning into my mother. Obviously he had to be handsome and good in bed as well. And preferably Irish with green eyes and floppy dark hair. But impulsive and wild? No thanks.


Nick is that stable person. He is the kind of man who always goes to the gate to board the plane at the first call while I am still spraying myself with Eau Dynamisante at the duty-free Clarins counter. He has been supporting the same football team (Chelsea) since he was four years old. I didn’t dare be too late down the aisle on our wedding day because I knew he would be at least half an hour early. For his stag night there was no chance Nick would be whisked off to Majorca by his pals and end up shaven-headed and semi-naked in a local jail: it was held a cautious ten days before we were married and his brother, who is also his best friend, was in charge of organising it, thus ensuring Nick would come out unscathed and floppy-haired for the big day.


So I didn’t take his plans about France too seriously. I suppose I just thought it was all too unrealistic and impulsive. I mean everyone talks about moving to France and living the good life, but very few people actually do it. It’s just like everyone always talks about drinking less and getting fit. Or reading War and Peace before they die.


I assumed Nick was basically just too sensible to up sticks and move to France. Although secretly I wished he would. To me, France meant glamour, good wines, irresistible cheeses and everything that is good in life. But it was a dream; I couldn’t imagine how my favourite childhood holiday destination could ever become a place where we could live. It was a bit like drinking champagne every day.


The dream all started to become more real in January when Tom, a work colleague of Nick’s, upped and left to live in Limousin. Up until then, Nick was an armchair émigré, with or without a glass of brandy. After Tom moved, he began to look at the French idea really seriously. If Tom could make his dream reality, then so could he.


“Blimey Soph, he’s even more boring than I am,” joked Nick. “If he can do it, then so can we.”


Rather in the same way that I developed an interest in sport soon after I met Nick, I thought it would be better to join in the French dream than be excluded. So I started reading guidebooks with titles like Life Begins at Calais and How to Realise your French Dream. I read and learnt all about the ins and outs of buying a house in France, about how important it is to make friends with your local mayor and about the perineal re-training women are put through as a matter of course after childbirth. Shame I missed out on that one. I half wondered whether seven years after giving birth to twins was too late to begin. I can see the reality TV show now: The Pelvic Floor Factor – squeeze your way to success.


I read Madame Bovary and Bonjour tristesse. I watched incomprehensible French films like Jules et Jim and pictured myself looking glamorous in a large hat by the sea while my children made sandcastles that resembled Versailles while wearing chic stripy long-sleeved T-shirts from Petit Bateau.


I quickly became what people call a francophile. I even started having French lessons on Wednesday lunchtimes at Linguarama on Clapham High Street, with a rather pinched-looking woman from Toulon called Valérie who had perfectly manicured nails and a constantly sore throat, probably from correcting my excruciatingly bad French accent. If someone had told me when I was at school how appallingly difficult French was to learn as an adult, I think I would have paid much more attention. One of the things that spurred me on was the thought that if we managed to move and make this dream a reality, my children would never have to go through the humiliating experience of mastering the French language when you’re at an age when your mouth simply won’t bend enough to make the right sounds any more.


Nick was like a happy schoolboy.


“It’s nice to see you so excited about something that doesn’t involve a ball and men wearing shorts,” I said to him.


“I could say the same about you,” he joked.


His face lit every time we talked about moving to France. We spent hours making plans. We sat up until late into the night drinking wine, talking about what sort of life we would have, what sort of wine we would make, how we would cope with the move, what to do with the cat.


“She has to have a piece of paper from the vet to certify that she hasn’t got worms or fleas before they will let her in,” I told Nick one evening.


“As if French cats don’t have either,” he said.


“Maybe the French will introduce a similar rule for English women going to live there,” I said. “Making sure they are pencil thin and wearing matching underwear. According to this book Sarah gave me about finding my inner French woman, they won’t be seen dead in non-matching underwear.”


It was like we were having another baby – one less fattening and hopefully less painful but certainly as expensive. Nick had found a quotation in a wine book that read “The only way to end up with a small fortune from making wine is to start with a large fortune”. But we were not going to make money; we were going to change our lives.


“We could have peacocks, Soph,” Nick said. We were wine tasting at the time – our new hobby and one so much more practical than other hobbies as it is easily done in the comfort of your own home so you don’t have to risk getting arrested for drunk driving.


I felt like a woman in the throes of a new romance. I looked at my stable and predictable husband in a whole new light. He was no longer Nick of the dreary job and pin-striped suit. He was Nick the brave, Nick the conqueror of new territories, our leader into a new adventure surrounded by vineyards and peacocks.


“I can’t wait. How many peacocks shall we have?”


“First we have to have a realistic strategy,” said Nick, who had obviously not tasted enough wine.


“I agree,” I replied, although I was really thinking it would all be fine once we got there and we shouldn’t panic too much.


But we did our maths on the inside cover of one of my guidebooks in Charlotte’s pink marker pen. The plan was this: once we had found a vineyard and house, we would sell our house in Clapham, use what we needed for a deposit on the property, get a mortgage for the rest and use the remaining capital to buy machinery, invest in the business and live on until we started to generate an income. Nick calculated that if we bought a vineyard of around 15 hectares in size, depending on the local appellation rules (how many bottles you can produce and so forth) we should be able to produce around 100,000 bottles a year.


“If we sell them at around three euros a bottle we will have a turnover of 300,000 euros,” he said, jotting down the numbers as we chatted. “Around 200,000 of that will go on costs, leaving a profit of about 100,000.”


Nick would carry on commuting to his job in the City, living in London during the week with his brother to save on rent until the first harvest in September the year after we moved. Then we could use his two bonuses to invest in the business. Once the wine was ready to sell he would leave and work full-time with our business.


All this planning took place in February. Nick’s moving to France full-time seemed a long way away. But he would come out at weekends and holidays, and also once the office was set up would try to work one or two days a week from France, providing they could hook him up with the software from the London office. We would also employ someone a couple of days a week to work in the vineyards.


Meanwhile, I would be in charge of not only overseeing the vineyards when he wasn’t there but also marketing the wine using my contacts in the hotel business and new ones I would build up. I would get a database of restaurants and bars to target. I might even have business meetings again, I would be part of the working world once more after spending the last seven years looking after the twins and Edward. It was an exciting but slightly scary thought. What was it like out there nowadays? When I thought about it I felt a little like a woman who was suddenly being thrown back onto the dating scene after years in a stable relationship. Would the punters respect me in the morning? After all, what did we know about making wine?


“Soph, you’ll be fine,” Nick reassured me. “You’ve given birth to twins, nothing can be more difficult than that.”


We started looking seriously at places where we could buy a vineyard. Nick quickly ruled out Burgundy and Bordeaux; they were far too expensive. We would have to look elsewhere. We narrowed our search to the biggest wine-producing region in the world; the Languedoc region of southern France, an area spanning hundreds of miles between Provence and Spain.


On our first visit, in April this year, I was immediately captivated by the landscape. It was like someone had taken everything that is beautiful about France and put it into one place. The light was the thing that I noticed first. It was one of those crisp, clear spring days, with just a hint of the warmth to come in the sun. The sky was a shade of bright blue I don’t think I have ever seen before. It was exhilarating to look at. I read somewhere that the light is so beautiful because of the lack of pollution. It was so clear and sharp and seemed to give the landscape such beautifully defined contours.


We drove from the airport towards our hotel in a small town called Marseillan.


“‘Some say Marseillan is like St Tropez used to be before Brigitte Bardot decided to take her bra off and made it famous,’” I read out loud from my guidebook while Nick drove. “‘The port is one of the nicest places in France to sip a glass of wine or simply stroll watching the boats come and go.’ Maybe we should buy somewhere near there,” I suggested.


“It sounds lovely,” said Nick. “But properties near the coast are much more expensive.”


I gazed out of the window at the countryside. It was as if the motorway was the only evidence of modern man. The rest was bright green vineyards with pretty stone houses. In the distance I could see medieval villages on top of hills. I longed to explore them all. I felt like a kid in a sweet shop desperate to get out there and experience it all.


We drove down a road next to a long deserted beach, stopped the car and walked onto the sand. We even took our shoes off. The sand was cool but not uncomfortably cold. It felt great to be so close to nature, having just stepped off a plane from grimy London that morning. We walked for about an hour just looking at the sea with its endless colours and movement. 


Nick took my hand. “We must bring the kids here. I can imagine Emily doing cartwheels on the sand and Edward kicking a football.”


“And Charlotte bossing them about,” I laughed.


“Amazing that they put up with it. I mean Edward I can understand, he is so much younger, but Emily was only a minute behind her,” he said.


“I agree,” I said. “They do rebel sometimes, although not for long. They seem to have got used to the benign dictatorship. I think it makes them feel quite secure.”


We stopped to watch a dog paddle in the sea. Nick put his arms around me and hugged me.


“This is such a good idea for us all,” he said, stroking my hair.


I hugged him back and was surprised by the intensity of the moment. It reminded me of our early days together, before the children and the daily grind turned us into Mr and Mrs Average. I could almost detect the kind of spark I used to feel and hadn’t felt for years, an intense feeling of anticipation and pleasure deep inside I had lost somewhere along the way. I was sure then that France was our future. I felt like an excited teenager on her first date. It was all going to be fine. I loved my husband, he loved me, and soon we would be living in this beautiful place. For the first time in several months I was just where I wanted to be.


After our walk we headed back to the car and drove to the hotel in Marseillan. The guidebook had not exaggerated. It was one of the prettiest places I had ever been to; there wasn’t a brick out of place, and even a rundown old barn close to the hotel was charming in its shabby chic decay.


“You’ve got to hand it to the French,” said Nick as we sat eating oysters for lunch on the quay looking out over the water. “They may not have won many battles and they can’t play cricket, but they know how to live.”


“Do you remember the Ile de Ré?” I asked.


“Of course I do, our honeymoon” he smiled. “It rained every day. We nicknamed it the Ile de Rain. Why?”


“I was just thinking that it would be nice to get back to that feeling we had for each other then,” I said feeling myself blushing slightly; we rarely talked about our feelings. “You know, how close we were, always talking, always, well it didn’t matter that it rained the entire two weeks and I just think that…”


“I agree,” he interrupted me. “But with normal life and kids and responsibilities all that kind of stuff suffers.”


“So what are you saying? That we just give up?” I was hurt that I had broached the subject of being closer to each other and it seemed to me he was rejecting the idea. Had he not felt the same spark I did on the beach? Why did he have to be so sensible?


His face softened. “Of course not, Soph. No, we never give up. I just don’t think we should beat ourselves up over the fact that we’re not pouncing on each other every few minutes any more. That’s all. Shall we get the bill? We’ve a lot of exploring to do this afternoon.”


He beckoned to the waiter and for twenty-four oysters we paid about the same amount we would have paid for half a dozen in London. Yet another good reason to move to France.


That afternoon we ventured inland through tree-lined avenues with views over hills covered with small oak trees, through deep gorges and chestnut hills as far as the Black Mountains, where the climate and lifestyle are totally different to those on the coast. It was like another world. Close to the mountains there are goats, sheep and even cows; the lack of grass closer to the sea would make it impossible for them to live there. We decided we would like to buy our vineyard somewhere between the two, so we could have the best of both.


The landscape across the Languedoc may be diverse but one thing remains constant: the vineyards. They are everywhere. It is impossible to drive for more than a few kilometres without seeing one. They are various shapes and sizes; some on hills, others flat, some tidy with neat rows of vines just starting to bloom, their fresh green leaves almost translucent in the afternoon sun, others with weeds growing freely. Some vines are tall and thin, others short and trestled in rows.


To me they made the landscape seem exotic and full of promise. We stopped to take a closer look at a vineyard close to a town called Montagnac. There were about fifty rows of vines in perfect lines following the gentle slope of the vineyard. The grapes were just starting to grow and the leaves were bright green, some of the newer ones the colour of a salamander, almost fluorescent. In the distance on the top of a hill was a building next to a tall tower, giving the impression that the main part of the church had been separated from the steeple. A large cypress tree grew nearby. It was hard to imagine a prettier view. There was a rose bush planted at the end of every third row of vines.


“How romantic,” I said. “Maybe the wine-maker planted them for his wife?”


Nick laughed. “It’s a nice idea, but in reality this is something a lot of wine-makers do because the health of the rose bush is a good indicator of the health of the vines, rather like a canary in a coal mine who warns of a gas leak by keeling over.”


“When we have vineyards, will you plant yellow roses?” I asked. They had been my favourite since I wept when Daniel Day Lewis gave them to Michelle Pfeiffer in The Age of Innocence. I imagined Nick and I walking around the vineyards checking on the vines and smelling the roses before heading home to an aperitif on a sun-bathed terrace.


“Of course, darling,” he said, hugging me. “Any colour you like.”


We walked onto a small track leading towards the hills. It felt so good to be out in the fresh air, moving and breathing deeply. We passed a field of olive trees; ten rows with seven olive trees in each one, more or less in a straight line. There was tall grass growing between them, mixed with white daisies, poppies, yellow sweet clover and forget-me-nots. The flowers and grass swayed in the gentle breeze. To one side of the field were mountains covered with thick green foliage and to the other the lane we were walking on, which led to the nearby village. There was a small stone hut in one corner of the field. I imagined the person who looks after the trees must spend his days gazing at the perfect views around him. The whole scene was so serene and pretty, I tried my hardest to imprint it on my mind and cursed the fact that I had left the camera in the car.


We made three trips to the region after that first visit but it took a while to find our dream house. I suppose that’s the problem with a dream: you have an image of what you want and not much lives up to it. We were shown places that are wrong for one of many reasons. Either they were modern and ugly, and like most British house-hunters in France we were after ‘old stone’. Or they were next to a motorway (not great if you want your kids to grow to be adults) or next to a kennel full of barking dogs (not ideal for a good night’s sleep, which I find hard enough to get without added variables).


My friend Sarah is mad about yoga and meditation and says you need to visualise things that you want. I met Sarah on my first day at university. She was standing in front of me in the matriculation queue and turned around and raised her eyebrows during a particularly condescending speech by the principal. We have seen each other practically every week since that day. She must visualise a lot of shoes. I have hardly ever seen her in the same pair twice.


In the visualisation of my ideal home I saw flowers. When I was a little girl my mother and one of her more tolerable husbands took me on holiday to a house in the Savoie. The little farmhouse was surrounded by mountains and close to a lake. It was one of the happiest holidays of my childhood that was otherwise rather interrupted by my mother’s constant remarrying, relocating and attempts at baking. The house was old stone, and one of the things I loved about it was its abundance of flowers. Roses grew up the old stone walls; there were yellow ones, red ones, pink ones and white ones. Wild flowers grew in the grass. Daisies were planted in pots all over the stone steps and wisteria framed the house on all fronts. There were irises, petunias and even sunflowers. Each flower had its own scent, and I spent hours gazing at them and inhaling their sweetness. The owner was apparently mad about gardening and planted flowers to celebrate his wife and children’s birthdays every year.


One night I dreamt of a house surrounded by roses. They grew inside and out. They intrigued me, but when I tried to go into the house the thorns grew into monster thorns and created a barrier. I tried to force my way in and found blood on my hands.


That was the night before our final house-hunting trip. The dream was the culmination of my worst ever week in London.


I was out for a drink with my friends Sarah, Carla and Lucy one evening. Carla is a recent addition to the group, a mum I met at school who is Italian. She has three children too. Lucy is another friend from university. She is the sort of woman I would usually avoid; she has that kind of easy perfection that makes you want to curl up in a ball and die. But she is also one of the nicest people I have ever met, so we are still friends. She works in publishing and lives with her investment banker husband and two children on the posh side of the river. Her husband is called Perfect Patrick. Or at least he was Perfect Patrick until he lost his job and Lucy became the sole provider. Not so perfect any more.


Up until that evening, I hadn’t really realised that anyone else would notice the extent of my post-children decline. I felt invisible, I suppose – something that I think happens to a lot of women when they have children, age and put on weight. The latter two in my opinion being a direct consequence of the first one.


We went to Drake’s, the London hotel I used to run before I had the babies. We were having a lovely time, chatting, bitching about old college friends and enemies, comparing nail varnishes (I, for once, had some on; Sarah of course had the latest colour, which was yellow for no other reason, I concluded, than that was the only colour no woman had at home and hence was profitable for the sellers of nail varnish. It looked terrible.) Lucy was telling us about her latest Booker prize nominee, Carla was about to embark on an affair with her tennis coach, and Sarah had just been assigned to help with the re-launch of a magazine that was being overseen by the CEO of the publishing company she works for, so we had a lot to talk about.


There were two men sitting at the bar who sent over a waitress with four glasses of champagne. We didn’t want to be interrupted because were having a lovely time together, so we sent it back. One of the men, who had obviously had too much to drink, stumbled over to tell us how rude we were to refuse his generous gesture.


“And it’s not like you’re anything special,” he slurred. “Look at you,” he added, pointing at me, “with your mummy breasts.”


“Yeah,” his friend joined in laughing. “The phrase ‘beached whale’ comes to mind.”


I was wearing quite a low-cut top, which I had thought was fairly attractive when I put it on at home. Okay, so I know I am not Elle McPherson, but I’m hardly what Sarah calls “boilingly ugly” either. Suddenly I felt terribly exposed and unattractive – a feeling that has not really left me since. Luckily I still knew the security guard at the hotel and he threw the men out for me – not before Lucy, who studied Law when we were at university, had threatened to sue them for defamation and disturbing the peace.


But even that didn’t help my self-esteem or restore any pride I might once have had in my ‘mummy breasts’. In fact, I wondered how much luck Lucy would have suing for defamation; they were pretty mumsy-like.


The following day I was mugged on my way from Sainsbury’s to my car, in broad daylight. Someone just bashed into me and grabbed hold of my handbag; it all happened so quickly I didn’t stand a chance. It was like a gust of wind arrived and suddenly I was standing there without my bag. I felt like such a fool. I have always imagined I would be one of those brave victims of crime you read about in the paper. I envisioned headlines like ‘Mother of twins and toddler beats renowned thug (later to be unveiled as serial killer and mass rapist as well as solely responsible for climate change and just about every other ill in the world) into submission with can of baked beans’ and a picture of me proudly holding a dented can of baked beans with the children smiling benignly next to me. This would then lead to huge endorsements from Heinz, which I could use to surgically reduce my breasts. And free baked beans for life. But instead I just froze.


I wasn’t hurt, but since then I haven’t really felt safe in London; I am just always waiting for the next disaster. And our area of south London seems to be getting worse, not better. Only last week a young man was gunned down in a drive-by shooting. Just the phrase drive-by shooting would have seemed ridiculous ten years ago, like you were describing New York or somewhere miles away that you only ever see on TV. And it’s not just the violence; the whole place is in dire need of a makeover. There is graffiti all over the place, boarded-up shops, houses that look uninhabitable. Why has all this only started to hit me in the last couple of years? Maybe when we first moved there, before we were married, we were so excited to own a home we didn’t even notice the decay around us. But I don’t think it’s that I’m convinced that while some parts of London have become more gentrified, our neighbourhood has gone downhill. Rather like my ‘mummy breasts’.



















Rule 3


Pick a lover who has as much to lose as you do


The French Art of Having Affairs





After the ritual humiliation of getting through airport security, we boarded our flight to Montpellier. This was always going to be our last trip over for a while; we couldn’t afford to keep coming back and forth. If it didn’t work out we had decided to leave it until after Christmas, although we had originally hoped to move during the Christmas holidays. I figured Christmas is so stressful anyway – would a small change of country, lifestyle and home make it any worse? And it would be satisfying to feel we had achieved the dream Nick first mentioned by the fire on Christmas Day a year before.


I looked out of the window. This was our fourth trip so I recognised where I was. When it lands, the plane does a kind of swoop over pink flamingos and water before it approaches the runway at Montpellier Airport. We disembarked into a different world to grey old Stansted. It was a bright, sunny and warm day, despite being late October.


Nick almost fell down the steps of the plane checking his BlackBerry. I thought he was checking work messages, but since the bra-in-bag incident, I now suspect he was responding to some sexy text from the French mistress. Maybe she was hoping I would find the text messages and got fed up with waiting for me to do so, which is why she planted the bra. One of the downsides to picking an unmarried lover is that they are likely to hope you’re going to get caught out.


The road from the airport was pale in the early morning sun and there was not much traffic.


“I can’t get over the fact that even the motorway is beautiful,” I said to Nick. “I’m sure it’s a good sign when they plant flowers and trees in the middle of the road.”


Nick laughed. “Yes, a sign that the people here pay too much tax.”


I ignored him; nothing could spoil my enjoyment. There were stunning views either side of the motorway of vineyards and mountains, and olive trees planted down the middle, mixed with oleander, some of which were still in flower. It was amazing how obvious the seasons are there compared with London. It was so autumnal; the leaves were turning from green to copper and were much less abundant than they had been on our last trip. The sun was lower and the shadows longer, but there was still real warmth in the air.


We arrived in Pézenas about an hour after landing. We had based our search from Pézenas for three reasons: one, we loved the town with its beautiful old stone buildings, bustling Saturday market and cobbled streets. Two, there are no less than twenty estate agents there. And three it is between the beach and the mountains, which is exactly where we wanted to be.


“It seems to me that French estate agents are either extremely stupid or stubborn or very possibly both,” I said to Nick over lunch. “It doesn’t matter how many times we explain what it is we are after, we have been shown one hopeless property after another hopeless property. Why should today be any different?”


We were in a little bistro at the edge of the Place du 14 Juillet, where we had enjoyed a steak and frites in the October sunshine.


Nick shook his head. “Maybe it won’t be, but we have to keep trying.”


“In an ideal world, would you rather order another bottle of wine, or go looking at unsuitable properties?” I asked him.


“In an ideal world I would spend the afternoon looking at suitable properties,” replied my sensible husband, bless him.


I smiled. “Yes, but the chances are they will show us nothing we like. And it is so lovely here. And we probably won’t come back until next year, so I vote for whiling the afternoon away with another bottle of rosé. What do you think?”
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