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            TWO OR THREE WEEKS

          

        

      

    

    
      William opened the lid of the oven to check. He couldn’t understand it. The timer was still working but the major’s lunch was stone cold and, more importantly, so was his wife’s. He groaned. God knows what her highness will say when she gets back. She’s been nagging at me ever since we arrived here at their holiday chalet in France, just because it doesn’t have her own private bathroom as she demanded, as if it is my fault.

      He couldn’t understand what she was beefing about. The chalet was a charming holiday house, consisting of two towers linked together by an imposing ground floor entrance. The builder had evidently seen the advantage of doubling the original size, with the undoubted increase in value it would command. The resulting structure, providing extra bedrooms and bathrooms apart from anything else, would have been enough to satisfy the demanding standards of any number of travellers, but not her highness.

      If that wasn’t enough, it was on a hill looking out over a rolling landscape below, embracing a magnificent building housing the finest tourist attraction, a casino and swimming pool, and beyond that sloping down to the coastline and miles of sand dunes and the harbour.

      However, with this latest disaster of the cooker, William almost wished he’d never agreed to be the major’s valet in the first place. First, her demand for her own private bathroom, now this. Although on reflection, at least he wasn’t at Uncle Tom’s any more. He was a brick to put me up ever since my parents died, but his eccentric ways of carrying on used to drive everyone round the bend, me included, so the major’s offer out of the blue was something to be thankful for. But what was he going to do about the oven? They were at least two miles from Nevrille, the nearest French town, and even if he managed to cadge a lift, he wouldn’t know who to ask for help once he got there. As it was, Susan, the major’s daughter, had borrowed the old boy’s car to go for a swim, so that was out of the question.

      Just as he was running out of ideas, the kitchen door exploded open with a bang and Hortense, the village help, arrived, after propping up her rusty old bicycle outside.

      ‘Bonjour, Monsieur. Comment ca va?’ Then, seeing his expression, she added, concerned, ‘Vous avez un problem, n’est pas?’

      William waved a hand at the oven. ‘You can say that again, Hortense, the blasted oven’s packed up!’

      As she bent over to see, he explained as best he could. ‘I put that in two hours ago – il y a deux heures, and regardez. Voila!’

      ‘Ah, mon dieux! C’est pas vrai! C’est l’element encore. C’est caput!’

      He turned in puzzled bewilderment. ‘What’s that, when it’s at home?’

      She fanned herself to illustrate. ‘Alors, we need a new element to heat the overn, monsieur. Tout suite. Otherwise, vous n’allez pas manger, vous comprenez?’

      ‘Where do we get this element?’ demanded William feverishly. ‘The major will be back soon and so will his wife!’ The thought of what Lady Charlotte would say when she found out made his blood run cold.

      ‘Alors, I will ring the electrician immediatement, monsieur.’

      ‘S’il vous plait, Hortense. Tout de suite, if you don’t mind. I’ll come with you to hear what he has to say.’

      Trying to make sense of the babbling torrent of exchanges that followed left William totally confused, and he was relieved when she at last put the receiver down. But the look on her face confirmed his worst fears.

      ‘l regret zat the element vous desirez will have to be ordered from Toulouse, monsieur.’

      ‘Toulouse? But that’s miles away,’ gasped William. ‘How long will that take?’

      ‘Peut etre, deux or trois semaines, je regrette, monsieur.’

      ‘Two or three weeks?’ he repeated faintly. ‘But what are we going to feed them in the meantime?’

      ‘Salade, peut etre?’

      The news left William reeling. Apart from her overbearing manner, there was one thing he could be sure of about Lady Charlotte. And that was her constant demand for proper food, as she put it in that regal manner of hers, and it had to be available at the touch of a button. Ever since her late husband had died, her subsequent wealthy inheritance had given her an imperious air that not even a second marriage to Major Styles, with his impressive war record, was able to overcome.

      It was not long before he found out.
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        * * *

      

      ‘You there, driver, how much longer is it going to take us?’ Lady Charlotte rapped impatiently on the glass panel in front of her to attract the driver’s attention. ‘Really Henry, letting Susan borrow our car just to enable her to get a swim in before we got back was inexcusable. I can’t think why you allowed it.’

      ‘Well, my dear, if you remember you did want to try out that new restaurant in the town to see how good it was. And you couldn’t wait for Susan.’

      ‘And a fat lot of good that was. How was I to know it was closed for repairs? And the second one next to the station was just as bad. Every time a train arrived, it blew smoke everywhere and completely ruined our food.’

      ‘I noticed it didn’t stop you from having another helping,’ he pointed out, without thinking.

      ‘Nothing of the kind,’ she said shortly, adjusting her dress to hide her dumpy figure. ‘All I did was to wait until the wretched smoke had blown away. I notice it didn’t stop you from helping yourself either.’

      ‘I only had a snack, one has to survive,’ he observed apologetically, as he eased his gammy leg into a more comfortable position.

      ‘Well let’s hope that young William of yours hasn’t been flirting with Susan while we’ve been out. I don’t know what made you take him on in the first place.’

      ‘Steady on, old girl. He’s only been with us a few weeks. It was the least I could do for him. If it wasn’t for his father saving my life in that last dust up, leaving me with a gammy leg, I wouldn’t be here today.’

      ‘And, no doubt, he had no hesitation in bringing it up at his interview,’ she sniffed.

      ‘Nothing of the sort,’ the major replied stoutly. ‘I had to mention it several times to remind him about it. He’s a good lad, none better as far as I’m concerned.’

      ‘Just as long as he knows his place and keeps his mind on his work. Caroline, our eldest, is arriving tomorrow, so I won’t put up with any hanky panky where he is involved. I’ve got plans for our daughters and they don’t include that valet. Which reminds me,’ as the taxi slowed outside their rented villa, ‘let’s hope he has got our lunch sorted out, otherwise he’ll be in trouble.’

      ‘I’m sure he won’t let us down,’ defended her husband warmly, ‘he’s very reliable. He seems to know exactly what I want, before I even mention it.’

      ‘He’d better be. Ah, here we are at last, “Mon Repos”, what a name for a holiday place – not what I would call it, having to do without my own private bathroom when we arrived.’ She heaved a sigh, waiting for the driver to open her door so she could swing her podgy legs out with an effort. ‘There you are, my man, you may keep the change, although I can’t say you deserve it.’

      The driver took one look at the meagre coins offered and rolled his eyes in disgust, muttering to himself.

      Without further ado, Lady Charlotte marched over to the front door and hammered at the knocker.

      ‘Come on, come on, where the devil are you?’ she thundered.

      Taking one fearful look at her indignant face out of a side window, William decided it was not a good idea to stick around and escaped to the kitchen to hide.

      ‘Wait a minute, my dear, I’ve got a key on me somewhere,’ said the major, clambering out. As his wife stood there fuming he felt in his pockets, standing awkwardly on his one good leg, and after much searching found what he was looking for. Opening the door, he waved his wife forward. ‘Now, why don’t you go and sit down, dear, and have a rest, while I get us a nice drink. William will be around somewhere. He’s probably keeping the lunch warm for us.’

      Ignoring his advice, Lady Charlotte stamped into the kitchen to see for herself. ‘What’s that funny smell,’ she wanted to know. Flinging open the door of the oven and discovering the state of their lunch inside, she let out a horrified scream, causing the major to drop the bottle of gin he’d been looking forward to all morning, and hobble to her assistance.

      He found her seething with rage. ‘Where is he? Look what he’s done to our lunch. It’s stone cold. Let me get my hands on him!’

      Finding William huddled behind a cupboard, she pounced on him. ‘There you are, I might have known. What have you done with our lunch – it’s ruined! We’ve only got to leave you in charge for five minutes and this is what happens.’

      William gathered his wits together and searched vainly for an answer. ‘I – um…’

      ‘Don’t just stand there,’ she thundered, ‘what is your excuse this time, it had better be a good one.’

      ‘Well, the fact is…’ William stuttered. He drew in a deep breath, realising he couldn’t keep it to himself any longer. It was no good, he had to come clean and tell the truth. ‘The fact is – the cooker’s sort of broken down, and we need to order a new element.’

      ‘How long will that be? Don’t tell me, not until tomorrow now, I suppose?’ she demanded fiercely as the awful realisation dawned. She drummed her fingers, assuming they would have to wait at least a few hours before they could get a replacement, and ruin the rest of the evening, which was bad enough.

      ‘Well, actually,’ he drew himself up and faced her bravely, ‘Hortense says it may take a bit longer than that…’ He swallowed and hesitated before breaking the bad news. ‘Perhaps two or three weeks. It has to be ordered, from um- Toulouse.’

      ‘Two or three weeks – from where?’ she repeated unbelievingly and opened her mouth to let out an almighty scream, before being overcome and collapsing in front of them in a dead faint.

      As they stood rooted to the spot, searching for something to say, the front doorbell rang.

      ‘Help me get her up onto the settee, William,’ said the major hurriedly, ‘so I can see what I can do while you answer the door.’

      Thankful to get away from the onslaught that was bound to follow when she came to, William did as he was bid. With a sigh of relief, he left the scene and hurried to the front door, only to be faced with even a bigger shock as he opened it and came face to face with Uncle Tom, the last person he expected to see.
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      ‘Hello, my boy, how are you?’ his uncle greeted him robustly, in his usual jaunty manner that William had good cause to dread from past experience.

      ‘Uncle Tom!’ was all he could manage. ‘Where have you come from?’

      ‘I just thought I’d look in as I was passing, to see how you are getting on,’ was the cordial response, as if tracking his nephew down in a remote village in France was an everyday event.

      ‘Who is that at the door,’ commanded a voice from behind them, and Lady Charlotte appeared, having recovered her domineering spirit and looking for someone to blame for the cooking disaster. ‘If it’s another tradesman, tell him to go away. We’ve got enough to worry about as it is, without any more catastrophes.’ Then, noticing the visitor, she snapped, ‘And who are you, sir, may I ask?’

      Doffing his hat, Uncle Tom beamed. ‘Sorry for the intrusion, dear lady. I am Thomas Cornflower, William’s Uncle Tom, at your service. Is there any way I can be of assistance?’

      Grudgingly, she replied, ‘I expect William’s told you. We were just trying to decide where to go for something to eat. I expect everything is shut by now. We’d almost given up.’

      ‘Look no further, dear lady,’ he said, disarming her with a reassuring smile. ‘I know just the place to suit you.’

      ‘You do? Well, don’t just stand there, William, ask the gentleman in,’ she said, softening her tone noticeably at the welcome news. She opened the door wider, adding coyly, ‘Why didn’t you tell me about your uncle before, you naughty boy, instead of making up all those tales you had us believe. You should be ashamed of yourself. Now why don’t you step this way, Uncle, er, Tom. I’m sure William will look after you while I go and tell my husband to get ready. Won’t you, William,’ she emphasised, in a tone that left no doubt as to his course of action.

      ‘Er, yes,’ he agreed, taken aback by her changed attitude.

      Just then there was a toot outside as a car came to a halt with a crunch of gravel, and Susan rushed in.

      ‘You’re just in time,’ her mother gushed, ‘this kind gentleman has offered to take us out for a splendid meal.’

      ‘Oh good. I’m starving. Shan’t be a tick, hang on while I do a quick change.’

      As she hurried off, her mother called after her, ‘Remember to put on something nice, dear. That charming necklace you had on your birthday would go well with that pretty dress of yours.’

      A long suffering face appeared over the top of the staircase. ‘It’s only lunch, do I have to?’

      ‘Of course, my dear. We don’t know who we might bump into, do we?’ Turning to the others, she explained, ‘You never know, those new people from next door, who I haven’t met yet, might be there. Their chalet is always hidden behind an enormous hedge so I’m dying to see what they look like. Rumour has it that he’s a well-known Hollywood star earning oodles of money. Not that I’m bothered about such things,’ she added hastily. ‘But there’s always the educational aspect to be considered, you understand,’ she added pompously.

      ‘Quite,’ agreed William, trying to keep a straight face.

      ‘Well, I mustn’t stand here gossiping,’ she said, pulling herself together. ‘You go and see to our guest, while I find out how Henry is getting on.’

      Despite his misgivings about what they were letting themselves in for, William led his sprightly relative into the reception lounge and offered him a drink, wondering to himself what the devil his uncle was up to this time, remembering some of his previous clowning acts to get attention. If it wasn’t pretending to be a magician in a local stage event when the man in question didn’t arrive, it was getting dressed up in a bikini to impersonate a model in a beauty competition. He dreaded to think what he might get up to next. Whatever it was, his uncle always cheerfully took on any challenge that presented itself with a whoop and a holler, backed up by his usual gleeful willingness to show how it could be done. William couldn’t wait to find out what his latest escapade was likely to be and, more importantly, how he would be involved.

      ‘Ah, that’s better, my boy,’ said his uncle, putting his travel bag down cheerfully and making himself comfortable in an armchair as he took an exploratory sip of his whisky. ‘That hit the spot, all right. Now tell me, my boy, what are the chances of finding a decent place to eat around here? I assume you’ve made some enquiries, knowing her nibs. I can see she wants only the best, nothing else will do. She looks a right old battle-axe to me.’

      ‘You don’t understand,’ cautioned William, taking a quick look outside to make sure nobody could hear before shutting the door firmly and regaining his seat. ‘We’re a bit short of decent places around here. They’ve already tried the nearest one, but it was closed for repairs and the only other one ended up getting them smoked out by a train at the station. Let’s think,’ he said, rubbing his head thoughtfully. ‘Of course, there is the casino at Nevrille. It’s a wonder you didn’t see it, considering it’s the biggest gambling den for miles around. It has its own restaurant, but the snag is you have to be a recognised member before they let you in, and we haven’t been here long enough for them to get to know us, let alone anything else.’

      Uncle Tom took another refreshing draft. ‘What do you have to do to get in then, I wonder?’

      ‘From what I hear,’ admitted William candidly, ‘you either have to show them a wallet full of money to splash out at the tables, or prove you’ve got some drugs to sell. In any case, her nibs is dead against any form of gambling for a start, although I suspect the major would dearly like to have a go himself sometimes.’

      ‘Drugs, eh?’ Looking thoughtful, his uncle pulled his travel bag towards him and delving among his overnight things, he fished out a small container and lifting the lid gave a satisfied sniff.

      ‘Here we are, my boy, look no further, the very thing. Best cocaine money can buy. This should do the trick.’

      ‘What d’you mean, that’s face powder,’ objected William mystified. ‘That won’t get you in.’

      ‘It will when I wave my old warrant card at them,’ assured the other confidently. ‘I’ve kept it as a reminder of the last dustup when they roped me in as a special constable.’

      William gazed at him incredulously. ‘You’ll never get away with it. Talk sense, Uncle, they’ll see you coming a mile off.’

      ‘You just watch me, my boy. Ah, there you are, dear lady. All ready for the off?’ He rose in readiness as Lady Charlotte swept in, followed by the major who was still adjusting his jacket.

      ‘Henry, do stop fidgeting with your coat and listen to what I have to say, all of you.’ She waved a gracious hand in Uncle Tom’s direction. ‘This gentleman has very kindly offered to find us a nice restaurant where we can all go for a splendid meal. Now then, Uncle Tom, may I introduce my husband, Major Styles, and this is my daughter, Susan, who is joining us. No doubt William has already informed you that I am Lady Charlotte.’

      ‘Delighted, madam.’ Uncle Tom stepped forward beaming to shake hands. ‘This is indeed an honour.’

      As it came to the turn of the major, he looked hesitant. ‘Wait a minute, my dear, what do we do for transport? Our car will only manage a small party. It would be a bit of a squeeze.’

      Uncle Tom was ready with a solution. ‘No problem. Tell you what, why don’t we arrange it so that William comes with me in my old banger to lead the way, and the rest of you can pile into the major’s car and bring up the rear. How about that?’ So, it was agreed, and they all set off with Lady Charlotte already mapping out in her mind what she would order when they arrived.

      As it turned out, the casino was not difficult to find. Before long, the majestic dome rose above the surrounding cluster of buildings, casting a golden glow in the sky and proving a welcome sight for eager punters waiting to try their luck at the roulette wheel.

      ‘Tell the others to hold on for a few minutes while I have a quiet word with the manager. Especially her nibs, we don’t want her to know what’s going on,’ instructed Uncle Tom. ‘Is this the entrance?’

      Leaving William to organise parking the cars, Uncle Tom tapped on the door, and directly it was opened he slipped inside and waved his battered warrant card at the waiter on duty. ‘Parlez-vous anglais?’

      Looking startled, the waiter replied, ‘Oui, monsieur.’

      ‘Good. Tell the manager I wish to see him right away. Tell him it’s urgent. Police business. Tout suite.’

      ‘Oui, monsieur. If you will wait here, un moment, I will see if he is free.’

      After a muffled jumble of words inside, the door opened and an agitated manager hurried out. ‘You wish to see me, monsieur?’

      ‘Is there somewhere quiet where we can talk. Vous comprenez?’

      ‘D’accord. This way, monsieur.’

      Leading the way to an inner sanctum, the manager fumbled with the door handle and took care to shut it after a brief look in the corridor behind them to ensure that they were not disturbed.

      ‘Comment allez-vous, monsieur. How can I help you?’

      Uncle Tom coughed discreetly and lowered his voice. ‘This is strictly private, between ourselves, you understand, entre nous?’

      ‘Naturelment, monsieur. Nobody will hear, I assure you.’

      Winking confidentially, Uncle Tom delved in his pocket and extracting his bottle of face powder opened the lid and poured out a sample, sniffing at it significantly. ‘I don’t have to tell you what this is, monsieur. Finest quality cocaine money can buy.’

      Before the other had a chance to try a sample, he slipped it back in his pocket and raised a warning hand. ‘You may well ask what it has to do with my visit. The fact is, we have good reason to believe that an international gang of drug smugglers are operating in this area, and that’s the sort of merchandise they’ll be handling.’

      The manager paled and did his best not to appear guilty.

      ‘I know nothing of such things, I assure you. Tell me monsieur, how can I be of service to help you in your enquiry.’

      ‘Well, monsieur, we at the Yard have decided that the best way to catch them at it is to adopt a wait and see policy. It always works, you mark my words.’

      ‘Pourquoi, and how do you propose to do that, monsieur? If it is indeed true, as you say, it could happen at any time, and then where would you be?’

      Uncle Tom rubbed his chin. ‘True. But what I have in mind is this. If you could find a nice quiet spot in the restaurant where I have a clear view of the entrance, it might enable me to nab the very man we’ve had an eye on for some time.’

      ‘But monsieur,’ gabbled the manager, trying to think of a plausible reason to squash the idea, ‘wouldn’t you look, how you say, conspicuous sitting there all by yourself?’ He wondered feverishly if he had time to warn one of his drug runners who was expected at any moment.

      ‘Ah, well I’ve thought of that,’ cried Uncle Tom, slapping him on the back. ‘I’ve brought along a selected band of helpers who will join me, and make it look natural while we have a spot of lunch. Our HQ is based at “Mon Repos”, a chalet not far from here, so we will be in constant touch with the Yard throughout.’

      ‘And while you wait,’ the manager had an inspired thought, ‘I will see that you are served with one of our finest meals… how you say it, “on the house”. No, my friend, I would be honoured to have this opportunity to be of service.’ He wiped his forehead and rushed off to warn the courier.

      Left to himself, Uncle Tom smoothed back his remaining locks of hair and trotted off to spread the glad tidings.

      Guiding them towards a table near the entrance as promised, the manager waved at two waiters standing by. ‘Attendez, garcons, Simon et Sam, les menu, si vous plait.’

      As they all sat down and perused the contents, blinking at the generous choice of food listed, even Lady Charlotte was taken aback at the variety of dishes available.

      ‘Well, this is worth waiting for,’ chortled Uncle Tom as the waiter placed a plate in front of him, loaded with a tantalising mixture of chicken and ham and all the trimmings. Taking up his knife and fork, he looked around and asked, ‘What say, one and all, is this what you’ve been waiting for?’

      ‘Mmm,’ was the general agreement before they all followed suit, eager to start. Even Lady Charlotte was impressed and wasted no time before tucking in and making up for lost time. Making sure at last that she had accounted for every last scrap after several helpings, she allowed the empty plate to be taken away, before following it up with a generous portion of apple dumpling and cream as a dessert.

      ‘Do you think she’ll last out?’ Susan whispered to her father anxiously. ‘After gorging on that lot, someone will probably end up having to carry her out.’

      ‘Don’t worry, I can always get the waiter to give me a hand,’ he said hopefully, ‘as long I don’t get called on to do it all by myself.’

      But Lady Charlotte was made of sterner stuff, or thought she was. After sitting back exhausted after her feeding marathon and an endless supply of wine, she struggled unsteadily to her feet and raised a glass in a commanding salute. ‘Raise your g-glasses everyone, I am sure you will wish to join me while I take this s’opportunity of thanking our host for laying on s-such a s-splendid feast…,’ she managed before collapsing back in her seat and fanning her face at the exertion.

      ‘Hear, hear!’ Everyone echoed her sentiments and dutifully followed suit, while the waiters topped up the glasses again.

      The first to finish with a sigh of satisfaction, having gone without food since breakfast after the painful episode with the cooker, William sat back to watch the waiters as they whisked away each plate with swift and dexterous efficiency. It reminded him of his problem of how on earth they were going to get that wretched element replaced before her nibs started complaining again. As he did so, he noticed that one of the waiters accidentally nudged Susan, causing her necklace to come undone and disappear out of sight under the table.

      In the general confusion, he thought for a split second he saw the waiter pick it up unnoticed by the others and slip it into his pocket. It was all so sudden and fleeting that he felt he must have imagined it. It was only when Susan noticed her necklace was missing that he felt he must intervene.

      Tapping the waiter on his arm, he said politely, ‘Excuse me, but I think you may have picked up the lady’s necklace by mistake.’

      The waiter clasped his head dramatically. ‘Mon dieu, une milles pardons, monsieur. Sacre bleu, what can I say? Forgive me, mademoiselle.’ He went through a pantomime of searching his pockets before finding the necklace with astonishment and handing it over, full of apologies.

      Turning to see who it was who found them, Susan looked up at her rescuer as if seeing him for the first time, and thanked him with a friendly smile.

      ‘That’s quite all right,’ said William modestly, turning slightly red with embarrassment at her warm response.

      ‘I don’t know what Mummy would say if I’d lost it,’ she added gratefully, picking it up and trying to adjust it without much success.

      Coming to her aid, he held out his hand. ‘If you will allow me.’

      ‘Oh, thank you. William, isn’t it. Why haven’t I noticed you before?’

      ‘Yes,’ he said awkwardly. ‘I’m Uncle Tom’s nephew, the major’s valet.’

      ‘I’m so happy you found it. Well, I suppose we must be getting back, much as I enjoyed myself,’ she said smiling up at him, thinking how handsome he looked, after he’d fed the ends of the necklace together again. As she hesitated before turning to go, she reached out and pressed his arm. ‘That was a lovely meal. Please pass on my thanks to your Uncle Tom.’

      ‘I will,’ promised William. Feeling the touch of her hand, he suddenly felt reluctant to end their brief conversation but stood back hastily, conscious of his position in the household and of not overstepping the mark.

      Brief as it was, it did not go unnoticed by her mother, Lady Charlotte, who made a decision to watch that young man, as she put it to Henry later that night. ‘I can see we’ll have to keep an eye on him to see he behaves himself.’

      She was not the only one who witnessed the incident. The other waiter who saw what happened whispered fiercely, ‘Jees, Simon, you dumb cluck, what did you do that for? He nearly caught you at it. You could’ve landed us in the cooler, and no mistake.’

      ‘N’import. It doesn’t matter, mon ami,’ replied the other, shrugging. ‘Just because you come from ze States, Sam, you tink you know all the answers. Trust me, I heard where they live while they were talking amongst themselves. There’s always another time, and I intend to make full use of it when it comes.’

      As they filed out and Uncle Tom expressed his thanks to the manager, he thought he’d better emphasise the importance of their visit. ‘Sorry we didn’t collar the fella, never mind, there’s always another time. We’ll catch him before long, with your splendid co-operation.’ As he shook hands, he had a sudden thought, recalling something William had mentioned earlier. ‘I say, you don’t happen to know where we can get a new element for our cooker, I suppose? It’s caput, so I’m told, and the nearest place for a replacement is Toulouse. Dashed awkward, if you see what I mean.’

      ‘No problem, monsieur,’ assured the manager, anxious to get rid of them. ‘We have plenty, enough for an army, as you would say. I will get my waiter to run a spare over in the morning.’
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