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For Mark


My very own chef in a French restaurant










Chapter 1


‘Sold? What do you mean it’s sold?’


Josette pushed her glasses back up her nose, batted away the dangling strings of saucisson which were obscuring her view, and peered intently at the source of the biggest news to hit the commune of Fogas since . . . well, since the curate had been found in a compromising position with Madame Sentenac by none other than Monsieur Sentenac, wielding a rifle and a manic look. The curate, abandoning both his mistress and his mission in a split second, had jumped out of the window and fled, leaving the church without a priest for the last twenty years.


But this. This was much bigger.


‘I mean it’s sold,’ said the taller of the two women across the counter from her.


Josette watched as Véronique, postmistress of Fogas, made the most of her dramatic pause, shifting the baguette she was holding to her left hand, knowing better than to place it down on the glass display-case filled with hunting knives, and carefully, slowly, brushed the excess flour off her cardigan. The minute she’d walked in the shop, eyes dancing and her lips curved in a mischievous smile, Josette had known there was gossip to be had. And that Véronique would make the most of telling it.


With a final adjustment of the small cross that hung around her neck, Véronique resumed her tale.


‘It’s sold, and the first round of paperwork has already been signed.’


A sharp gasp from the only other witness to this incredible news, if you discounted Jacques that was, demonstrated Véronique’s uncanny ability to unearth the facts of village life when the likes of the woman next to her, Fatima Souquet, wife of the deputy mayor of Fogas, had yet to hear a whisper.


‘But how can you be so sure?’ questioned Fatima sharply, her barely disguised annoyance amusing Josette.


Véronique smiled craftily and leaned in to reveal the tricks of her trade. ‘Because I was just up at the town hall and overheard the mayor talking on the phone to the solicitor! The compromis de vente was signed last week and in less than a month the Auberge des Deux Vallées will have new owners.’


As one, the three women turned and looked out of the shop window at the imposing stone building perched on the river bank at the end of the village, wisteria winding out of control up to the gutters, shutters hanging off, a general air of neglect permeating the whole.


‘But that’s not all,’ continued Véronique, her voice taking on a sombre tone. ‘The new owner is not the mayor’s brother-in-law.’


This was too much for Fatima, who whipped round, her face a picture of astonishment.


‘That can’t be true!’ she declared. ‘It was a done deal. His brother-in-law has even had business cards made.’


‘Pouff!’ Véronique blew air out from between her pursed lips, dismissing Fatima in an instant. ‘Lot of good they will do him now. He was outbid at the last moment.’


And that was when Josette felt the first twinges of anxiety. If Véronique was right, as she usually was, then this could only bring trouble to the commune, the mayor’s wrath being legendary. The thought made her glance at Jacques who was loitering in the darkest corner of the shop as always, his white halo of hair glowing against the shelves of tinned cassoulet, firelighters and shoelaces, and her heart constricted. Trouble was the last thing he needed. He looked so helpless. And so annoyed. But then she couldn’t be sure if his scowl was at the latest news or the presence of Fatima Souquet in his precious épicerie.


‘Ah well,’ she sighed, polishing the glass above the knives absently with her sleeve in case that was the root cause of Jacques’ displeasure. ‘At least the Auberge will reopen and the restaurant can only be better than the last one.’


‘Ha! That’s what you think,’ announced Véronique as she played her trump card. ‘The new owners are ENGLISH!’


Fatima reeled back and in her surprise, grabbed the glass display-case for support. But she escaped without rebuke. Josette was too busy trying to stop her jaw from dropping to reprimand her.


The Auberge had been sold to the English. How would the commune ever recover?


 


Merde, merde and double merde. Serge Papon slammed his arthritic hand down on the steering wheel one more time causing the car to swerve precariously across the narrow road leading down from Fogas to La Rivière. With an expertise born of frequent rages and even more frequent drink-driving, Serge pulled on the steering wheel, jerking the car in towards the mountainside before it could slide over the edge and into the ravine below.


Someone was going to pay, that was for sure. He’d wooed Gerard Loubet for the last six months, determined his brother-in-law’s offer for the Auberge would be accepted. He’d even waived this year’s commune taxes for the old fox, sure that the Auberge was as good as his. And now Loubet had gone and sold it out from under him and retired to the Med. But what was worse, he’d sold out to an Englishman.


Pah!


Fuming at the audacity, Serge negotiated the car around the Romanesque church that marked the start of La Rivière with rather less skill than usual, almost scraping against the wall on the tight bend.


Based as it was at the meeting point of the two valleys leading down from the mountain villages of Fogas and Picarets, La Rivière bound the commune of Fogas together. Over the years it had often served as peacemaker between the two villages in the age-old struggle for power, possibly arising from the fact that to go from one side of the commune to the other, it was necessary to descend to La Rivière and go up the other side. But with the mood Serge Papon was in right now, it was going to take more than geographical diplomacy to calm him.


The post office came into sight, closed after the morning’s business, and Serge ground his teeth as he passed. No doubt the postmistress, Véronique Estaque, had taken no time in spreading her gossip and the entire commune was probably laughing at him right now. And he still had to break the news to his sister, a task he wasn’t relishing.


Serge clenched the steering wheel even tighter, and thrust his bulbous head towards the windscreen.


He’d show all of them. He was mayor of Fogas, with all the power of his elected office behind him, and he wasn’t afraid to use it.


He swung the car around the last bend and slammed on the brakes at the give way sign. As he glanced to his left to check for traffic, his eye was caught by the metal sign on the building down the road, swinging in the slight breeze.


Auberge des Deux Vallées.


Serge Papon glowered as though the building itself had somehow offended him.


With a growl he turned on to the main road, muttering as he went.


Someone was going to pay.


 


The aura of shock that still suffused the dim interior of the épicerie following Véronique’s revelation was shattered by the sound of gravel hitting the window as a car pulled up sharply outside.


Josette was the first to react.


‘It’s the mayor!’ she hissed, her hands flapping at the two women with whom she’d been gossiping. They both snapped to attention and jumped apart, Véronique acquiring a sudden interest in the cheese cabinet with its half-rounds of Bethmale and Rogallais and Fatima immersing herself in the blocks of firelighters. Josette just had time to register Jacques’ frown deepen even further at Fatima’s proximity when the door crashed open and the mayor entered, clearly not in the best of moods.


‘Pastis!’ he barked at Josette and strode through to the room next door which served as the village bar, ignoring the two women who were trying their best to blend into the walls.


Josette followed him through and started getting his drink ready while the mayor fumbled in his jacket for his mobile phone before pulling out the chair nearest to the fire and collapsing into it with a sigh of frustration. He jabbed at the phone, needing several attempts to get the number right, a combination of stubby fingers and a vain refusal to get glasses, and then held the phone to his ear.


‘Christian? Christian?’ he shouted. ‘Get yourself down here straight away. An emergency meeting. . . . what? I don’t care if you’ve got your arm up a cow’s arse. Get down here now. And bring that idiot Pascal too,’ he added, hanging up on the objections still issuing from the phone.


As Josette carried the tray with the mayor’s drink over to his table, she caught a brief glimpse of Fatima’s pinched face through the door to the shop. No doubt she was furious to hear her husband Pascal described in such terms and having Véronique as a witness wouldn’t have helped, thought Josette as she placed the glass of pastis on the table. She put a jug of water down next to it, spilling it slightly as she suddenly noticed Jacques sitting in the inglenook behind the mayor, oblivious to the roaring fire, his frown now replaced with a slight smile. But the mayor didn’t even look up. He simply pulled the glass towards him, added a slosh of water and took a long gulp of the opaque liquid, his shrewd eyes narrowed, deep in thought.


 


Christian Dupuy grabbed his car keys from the shelf and headed out, his mother’s voice following him through the door and across the yard and seemingly floating back to him from the white mountain peaks ringing the horizon.


‘The man is a rogue, Christian, pure and simple. Whatever scheme he’s up to now, you want no part of!’ she admonished, snapping her tea towel at a couple of hens who were trying to sneak into the house.


‘Yes Maman,’ Christian murmured as he eased his large frame into the Panda 4×4. He really ought to get a bigger car, he thought, as he wedged his knees under the steering wheel. But with the way farming was going there was little chance of that this year.


‘She’s right you know,’ his father chipped in from the barn where he was tinkering with an old tractor, bits strewn out on the ground around him. Christian watched as he placed another part on a growing pile and knew that his father would head to bed tonight claiming to have fixed the machine, but that the pile of discarded parts would be no smaller.


‘But seeing as you’re going down there, can you pop into town and buy a fire extinguisher?’


With a raised eyebrow, Christian looked at his mother who put her hands on her hips in defiance.


‘So I had another accident. At least I caught it in time.’


Christian smiled in resignation and turned the key in the ignition. Unfortunately, more and more these days he felt like he was the parent in the relationship and his parents were the children. His mother’s inability to cook a meal without a kitchen fire was a liability and the fact that his father knew more about radical left-wing politics than farming was less than useful in the day-to-day running of the farm. And they wondered why at forty he was still single.


With a sigh he put the car in gear and pulled out on to the road down to La Rivière, debating whether to go against his political convictions and acquire shares in the company that made the fire extinguishers he had to buy on a regular basis. At the rate his mother was going, it would produce a better income than farming!


He passed through the village of Picarets, his eyes drawn to the magnificent panorama before him, the small houses hugging the hillside as the valley dropped away, and the larger mountains on the horizon, the true peaks of the Pyrenees, standing majestically behind them. No matter how often he drove down this road, the view inspired him. But as the car turned from the mountains and headed into the woods that led to the valley below, his thoughts turned to Serge Papon.


What on earth was up with him that meant Christian had to drop everything and head to the épicerie?


 


Josette had just served the mayor his second pastis when the shop door opened, heralded by a sound like a stifled burp from the ancient bell positioned above the door. The bell was getting less and less predictable, alternating between a repertoire of rude sounds or no sound at all. Knowing it was time to replace it, Josette had so far put off the task for sentimental reasons. Especially as she could no longer ask Jacques to do it.


‘Bonjour,’ Christian called out as he appeared in the doorway of the bar and swept the much smaller figure of Josette up into an embrace.


‘About time,’ muttered the mayor, his bad temper made no better by the pastis already consumed.


Christian ignored him, keeping hold of Josette’s hands and studying her face intently.


‘How are you?’


‘OK . . . OK . . .’ she managed, glancing over at Jacques who was in the inglenook, smiling broadly now at the arrival of Christian, the son he had never had. ‘Some days are better than others.’


Christian nodded.


‘Well, let me know if you need help with anything.’


‘Of course,’ she lied and gently removed her hands from his and headed into the shop before his kindness could overwhelm her.


Sitting on a stool behind the shop counter, Véronique had made herself comfortable, clearly having no intention of leaving just as things were getting interesting. But seeing Josette enter she immediately stood up.


‘Here, have a seat Josette,’ she said, gesturing at the now vacant stool. ‘I’ll get the drinks sorted next door. You look shattered.’


Josette smiled, knowing Véronique’s offer was mostly genuine but also motivated by her insatiable desire to have her finger on the pulse of Fogas’s politics. But Josette sat anyway. She had to admit, she did feel tired as she took off her glasses and massaged her temples. Maybe it was the thought of the oncoming trouble in the commune. Whatever the cause, it was making her acutely aware of her sixty-seven years and a few more on top.


‘Where’s Fatima?’ she enquired, suddenly realising the shop was empty.


Véronique nodded towards the window, her mouth twisted in irony.


‘Prepping her husband for the coming meeting as always.’


Sure enough, Fatima had Pascal cornered up against the municipal noticeboard at the end of the alley leading to the post office. Out of sight from the bar, she was frantically gesturing as she drilled home her instructions. Pascal meanwhile had the look of a man whose mental faculties were being stretched to the hilt as he simultaneously tried to memorise everything his wife was saying and tried to dodge the quantities of dog shit that littered the ground, threatening his highly polished shoes.


Having finished her pep talk, Fatima stood back, releasing Pascal from his dog-induced hell. With a final check of his image in his car window, he smoothed back his hair and strode towards the bar, choosing to enter it directly from the front rather than through the épicerie.


Josette chuckled to herself. Poor Pascal. He still avoided the shop if he could, never having been a favourite of Jacques, who’d made no attempt to hide his contempt. As far as Jacques was concerned, Pascal Souquet represented the worst of the second-home owners in the area who claimed local heritage because their parents were born in the commune and they’d spent every summer holiday here as children. While this in itself was no problem, the majority of the people who moved back to live in the area in the houses they’d inherited were conservative in outlook and wanted nothing in the commune to change, reluctant to accept that for the young people, change was essential. Without it, the commune would not be able to support them.


Thus when Pascal had used his network of fellow second-home owners to secure his election as deputy mayor, Jacques had been dismayed. His fears had been somewhat allayed by the appointment of Christian Dupuy in the other deputy position, thereby providing a balance to the self-serving ambition of Pascal and his wife and the endless political scheming of the mayor. But still Jacques had feared for the future of the commune.


As Josette watched Fatima position herself in her car so she could see into the bar, she wondered if his fears had had any foundation.


 


‘You’re late!’ grumbled Serge as Pascal entered the bar, Pascal’s fingers barely touching his hand in the kind of effeminate handshake that Serge despised. If his hands weren’t so riddled with arthritis he’d crush his deputy mayor’s hand so hard that Pascal’s ostentatious signet ring would leave a lasting imprint.


Unaware of the dark thoughts swirling through the mayor’s mind, Pascal turned to Christian, gave the same ineffectual greeting and pulled out a chair, dusting it off carefully before he sat down and casually crossed one immaculately attired leg over the other.


Serge could feel his anger rising. It was bad enough dealing with the mess over the Auberge but having to deal with this jumped-up dandy on a daily basis was more than a man could bear. His grip tightened involuntarily on his glass of pastis as he tried to calm himself, breathing in through his nose and out through his mouth as he’d seen his wife do in her yoga practice.


Good light in, bad light out. Good light in, bad light out. Good light in . . .


‘Serge? Are you OK?’ Christian was addressing him, a slight look of concern on his face as the mayor brought his focus back to the bar and the matter at hand, a good deal calmer.


‘Yes, urm, so, hrmmmmmmmmp.’ Serge cleared his throat and took one last gulp of pastis, signalling Véronique as he did so. ‘Pastis, beer and a kir,’ he ordered before the other two could object. He was damned if he was going to drink alone.


‘We have a problem, a big problem,’ he started, cutting to the chase now he was assured of Pascal and Christian’s attention. ‘The Auberge has been sold to an outsider.’


Serge watched his audience react and knew instantly that Christian was hearing the news for the first time. Pascal, however, had clearly been primed by his ferret of a wife who’d been in the shop with Josette and Véronique earlier. Well, that was no problem. Christian was the one who was harder to handle and he was at a disadvantage not having known what was coming. Serge was confident he could pull this off.


‘But I thought your brother-in-law was buying it,’ Christian stated, visibly nonplussed and thrown by Pascal’s knowing smirk.


‘So did I,’ growled Serge. ‘So did I! But Loubet, may he rot in hell, pulled a fast one and sold the Auberge to a foreigner. Regardless of the impact on the commune.’


‘Impact on the commune?’ queried Christian, pulling back as Véronique delivered the drinks, trying not to notice the shape of her backside as she leaned across the table to give the mayor his pastis. He dragged his eyes back to the mayor, but knew that Pascal had seen and was smirking even more, damn him. Christian scratched his head to cover his confusion and decided then and there that he needed to get out more. If he was starting to covet Véronique Estaque of all women, with her pious ways and hideous dress sense, then he really was in a desperate state.


‘You’re welcome,’ Véronique said sarcastically as she walked off, causing Christian even more confusion until he realised she was referring to the lack of gratitude for the drinks rather than his misplaced lechery.


Ignoring Véronique in the way he ignored all women, Serge continued. ‘Yes, impact on the commune. The sale of the Auberge to foreigners will have a profound effect on Fogas.’


‘In what way?’


‘Because the restaurant will fail,’ interjected Pascal with the air of someone talking to a retarded child. ‘And the good people of the commune will have nowhere to eat.’


Serge sat back and watched this development with interest. So, Pascal had been well schooled by Fatima. Clearly she knew the line the mayor was going to take and was determined her husband would be on side. Now why was she doing that, he mused, and stored the question at the back of his mind for further analysis when his wife was snoring beside him and he couldn’t sleep for the pain in his hands. For now, he had to keep his wits about him if he was going to manoeuvre this to the outcome he wanted.


‘But why is it a given that the restaurant will fail just because they are foreigners?’ demanded Christian.


‘Because,’ Pascal replied in his lofty manner, ‘the new owners are English!’


Christian looked at Pascal and then at the mayor, and then reached for his beer.


‘Shit!’ he exclaimed. ‘That is a problem.’


Serge lifted his drink to his lips to conceal his smile of satisfaction. This was going to be easier than he’d thought.


 


Several hours and many pastis later, Josette shut the door of the bar behind the mayor and his adjuncts and started to close up for the night. Through the glass she could see the twinkling lights of the commune of Sarrat on the mountainside across the river, clustering pinpricks of civilisation. By contrast, in front of the bar the road out of La Rivière disappeared into the night and the looming mass of the Cap de Bouirex. Josette could just make out the silhouette of the Auberge where it sat at the end of the village, beyond the illumination of the last street light.


So, things were afoot. According to Véronique, the mayor had called an extraordinary meeting of the Conseil Municipal, the elected governing body of the commune of Fogas, to be held tomorrow evening at the town hall. He had a plan up his sleeve but would it be good for the commune, Josette wondered.


She sighed and turned the locks on the door, making sure that the bolts at the top and the bottom were secure. And suddenly Jacques was beside her, looking down the road at the Auberge.


‘Well,’ she said to him, ‘he’s up to his old tricks again.’


Jacques didn’t reply but just continued staring at the Auberge.


‘But at least we have Christian as deputy mayor now which should help keep things from getting too out of hand.’


At the mention of Christian he nodded his head.


‘So, I’m off to bed. I’m really tired. I’ll see you tomorrow?’


At this Jacques turned towards her and Josette knew he was trying to tell her something. She smiled to cover her frustration. It was so difficult. Losing him had been bad enough. But having him back on these terms was almost worse.


She walked to the back of the bar and started up the stairs to the empty double bed that seemed to have grown bigger over the last six months.


In the darkness of the bar below Jacques kept up his vigil at the window, looking out into the night and the trouble he could see coming.










Chapter 2


The woodpile was warm; about the only place that was, sitting as it did in the direct sunlight that barely managed to crest the hill opposite the Auberge in mid-November. She was well hidden and quite content. The wood smell tickled her nostrils and the buzz of a late bee caught her ears but she didn’t move. She was making the most of this unexpected surge of warmth.


‘Tomate. Tomate!’


She twitched her ears but remained with her eyes closed.


‘Tomate. Food.’


One eye opened, a slit of green in the sunlight, vivid against the black and white fur.


‘Come on, Tomate, or I’ll be late back to school.’


Chloé Morvan dropped her school bag to the ground in frustration and started walking towards the woodpile, shaking the plastic container of food as she went. She knew where the cat was. She was always in the same place and always played hard to get. Reaching up over her head to the top of the stack of wood, Chloé thrust her short arm into a small crevasse between two large logs and felt her fingers touch warmed fur.


‘Lunchtime Tommy,’ she said as she stroked the only bit of cat she could reach with her fingertips.


Withdrawing her arm, she opened the plastic container and tipped some dry cat food into the bowl on the ground. And as always, the sound of the pellets falling on to metal provoked a response. First one paw, then the other, the cat stretched herself out of her hiding place and yawned widely, her pink tongue curled back against the roof of her mouth. She surveyed the world with a quizzical look as though unsure it was the same one she’d left behind that morning when she’d closed her eyes; then her gaze settled on Chloé and the purring began.


 


‘Are you sure we’re allowed to do this?’ Lorna Webster asked, keeping her eyes glued to the road in front as she posed the question. Even a sideways glance at Paul and she would be sick. Not for the first time she wondered about the advisability of someone as carsick as she was moving to live in the French Pyrenees.


‘The estate agent seems to think there’s no harm in it so I don’t see why not,’ Paul replied. ‘Besides,’ he laughed, ‘it’s almost ours anyway. Only three more weeks to go!’


Lorna grinned despite the nausea. Insane. That was the only word for it. The whole thing was just insane. And then, just as quickly as they had formed, the bubbles of laughter inside her evaporated and were replaced with pure fear. The kind of fear that had kept her awake for the last week as the magnitude of their decisions started to become apparent. Currency exchanges, insurance, bank accounts, estate agents, lawyers, removal companies, legal documents, most of it in French which neither of them had a great command of. What were they doing? No, rephrase that. What the HELL were they doing?


‘You OK? Am I going too fast?’


Lorna shook her head and swallowed to get rid of the foul taste that had risen up her throat on the tide of her anxiety. Paul squeezed her hand.


‘Not much further now,’ he said, as he took yet another bend, trees on both sides of the narrow road, clinging to the mountainside on the right and to the steep river banks on the left. Lorna kept her gaze straight ahead and wondered how anyone could ever know where they were on this road. It all looked the same as it snaked its way up the valley away from St Girons, the views confined to the sides of the mountains which enclosed it. She gripped the edge of her seat as she felt the sickness wash over her again and then the car turned the final bend and they were propelled out of the gloom of the forest and into the sunlight as the valley widened in front of them. And there it was, the November sun bouncing off the old stones like a giant spotlight.


The Auberge.


And unless Lorna was mistaken, someone was cavorting around the garden doing somersaults. With a cat.


 


A car looks like a car no matter which way up you are. Normally, the sight of one wouldn’t have disturbed Chloé from her routine. But the sudden arrival of a car in the driveway of the Auberge just as she was suspended upside down in mid-air was enough to make her miss her landing in surprise and fall flat on the grass with a wallop, narrowly missing Tomate. She lay there, blinking furiously as her mind tried to catch up with her prostrate body, the cold seeping up from the ground into her bones.


‘Oh my God, are you OK? Can you move? Have you broken anything?’


Chloé focused on the face that was hovering above her upside down. A woman, about her mum’s age, with straight black hair, the kind of hair that Chloé coveted, the kind of hair that didn’t have a life of its own and didn’t have to be tamed before school every morning, was leaning over her and asking her something but Chloé couldn’t understand a word of it. Clearly she’d hit her head and dislodged something when she fell because she could see the woman’s lips moving, she could even hear sounds, but none of it made sense. She shook her head to try and re-lodge the thing that she’d dislodged but instantly felt dizzy, so she gave up and lay back on the grass.


On the up side, she would no longer have to go to school. On the down side, Maman was going to go spare.


‘Is she OK?’ A man now appeared above her.


‘I don’t know. Her eyes are open but she hasn’t spoken. We’d better call an ambulance.’


‘What’s the French for “hurt”?’


Chloé sighed the sigh of a martyr as she accepted that her universe had changed forever. So she could no longer communicate with the world at large. At least she could still become a trapeze artist and fly high above the crowds in a purple leotard, her straightened black hair streaming our behind her as she swung a hand’s breadth away from the arching canvas of the big tent, carried aloft on the roars of the people below . . .


‘You . . . are . . . OK? You . . . are . . . ill?’


At the touch of the man’s hand on her forehead, Chloé suddenly regained her powers of comprehension.


‘You . . . are . . . OK?’ he asked again in a way that reminded her of Gerard Lourde at school in the special class where the teachers spoke really slowly and used small words.


‘Yes . . . I . . . think . . . so,’ Chloé replied, doing her best to help the man out.


The man smiled and said something to the woman, who smiled down at Chloé too. And then the man put his hands under Chloé’s arms and gently lifted her on to her feet. She felt the horizon wobble a bit but it was nothing a trapeze artist couldn’t handle.


Tomate had reappeared after the fright of Chloé nearly landing on her and was winding around her legs, eager to resume the game of acrobatic chase across the grass. The woman bent down and rubbed Tomate’s head, making the cat purr like a Ducati.


‘Is . . . this . . . you . . . cat?’ asked the woman.


‘She . . . lives . . . here,’ Chloé explained.


The woman seemed surprised. ‘Here? The Auberge?’


Chloé nodded.


‘Name?’ asked the woman, smiling at Chloé.


‘Chloé.’


At which point the woman leaned over and tickled Tomate in the exact place that was guaranteed to make her roll over and over on the ground like a dog.


‘Hello Chloé . . . Hello Chloé,’ said the woman as she rubbed Tomate’s belly.


Chloé sighed for the second time that day. These two were really ‘special’.


‘No,’ she said with a hint of exasperation. ‘I’m . . . Chloé… . she’s . . . Tomate!’


‘You . . . Chloé? OK. OK. She . . . is . . . Tomate?’


The woman was finally nodding in comprehension while the man started to shake Chloé by the hand.


‘Hello Chloé. I’m . . . called . . . Paul.’ He grinned at her and she felt herself grinning back even though she was more used to cheek kisses than hand shakes.


‘My . . . wife. She . . . is . . . called . . . Lorna,’ he continued, indicating Tomate’s new friend.


Chloé was just wondering whether they would be able to go any further with this conversation when there was a shriek of tired brakes and her mother’s dilapidated ex-police van shuddered to a stop at the end of the road up to Picarets. Maman jumped out of the van, leaving it running, and ran across the main road to the Auberge, her thick red plaits bouncing as she covered the short distance to the fence.


‘Come on Chloé or you’ll be late for school . . .’ she shouted, her voice falling quiet as she suddenly realised that Chloé was not alone.


‘Oh, hi,’ she said, advancing towards the three of them. ‘Sorry. Didn’t mean to shout. You must be the new owners. Hope Chloé hasn’t been bothering you? It’s just that she comes down to feed the cat in her lunch break. Hope you don’t mind? Claude at the estate agent’s said you’d be dropping by but I thought she’d be out of your hair by then . . .’


Chloé looked at Paul and Lorna as Maman drew breath. Their faces were contorted into the same expression that Chloé had seen on Maman’s face when she tried to give Chloé a hand with her maths homework. They clearly needed help.


‘Look Maman, slow down, all right? They’re “special”,’ she explained.


‘What do you mean, “special”?’


‘I dunno. Like Gerard Lourde at school,’ she said with a shrug.


Maman gave a laugh and ruffled Chloé’s hair.


‘They’re not “special”, love. They’re English!’


Chloé wasn’t sure what the difference was but Paul and Lorna had caught the word English and were nodding vigorously so maybe Maman was on to something.


‘Hello, I’m Stephanie, Chloé’s mum,’ Maman said, holding out her hand. ‘It’s . . . nice . . . to . . . meet . . . you.’


Hearing English, Lorna’s face relaxed into smiles as they introduced themselves and next thing Paul was explaining something to Maman which involved lots of gestures and the odd word in French and suddenly Chloé realised she was the topic of conversation.


‘No!’ she exclaimed suddenly, making Paul stop in his tracks. ‘No . . . need to worry, Maman. I just fell over that’s all,’ she said, pulling Maman’s focus back on to her and away from Paul’s attempts to explain what had happened. He was still making circles in the air with his finger, trying to get across the seriousness of the fall.


‘You fell over?’ Maman asked with tight lips. ‘Is that it? Just a fall? You weren’t . . .’


‘No Maman, OK? I wasn’t. I don’t . . . I wouldn’t . . . I just fell while I was chasing Tomate.’


Stephanie stared into Chloé’s eyes, searching for any dishonesty.


‘You know how I feel about you doing somersaults, Chloé. I don’t want you doing them. You understand?’


Chloé nodded, not understanding at all. It was the only thing Maman was strict about, the only thing they really disagreed on. So using the logic gained in her nine years on the planet, Chloé simply did them out of sight, using neighbours’ lawns, Christian’s fields and the garden at the Auberge. How else was she going to achieve her dreams?


Satisfied with whatever she saw in the depths of Chloé’s eyes, Stephanie reached out and pulled her daughter to her so all Chloé could smell was incense and shampoo and potting soil. She peeked out under Maman’s arm and she could see that Paul had stopped his gestures and Lorna was smiling at her.


‘Did you bang your head?’ Maman asked, finally releasing her.


Chloé nodded and rubbed her scalp through her thick mop of curly black hair where a huge bump had already formed.


‘Does it hurt?’


‘Yes.’


‘How much?’


‘Enough not to have to go back to school . . .’ Chloé tried her luck.


Stephanie put her hands on her hips and smiled, shaking her head in mock despair.


‘OK. No school. But you can help me pot up some new cuttings, all right? Now get your things and let’s leave these people in peace.’


Chloé turned away to hide her grin and walked over to where she’d dumped her stuff, the cat following her. As she reached down to pick up her bag, Lorna approached her.


‘Nice . . . to . . . meet . . . you . . . Chloé,’ she said. ‘And . . . no . . . say . . . Maman . . .’ and then she made a looping gesture before placing a finger on her lips and winking.


Chloé laughed, glad to have a co-conspirator. She swung her bag over her shoulder, shouted goodbye to Paul and followed Maman out the gate towards the waiting van.


An afternoon off school. Not as good as a lifetime off school but better than nothing.


 


‘They seem really nice,’ commented Paul as the battered van performed a laboured U-turn and headed back up the mountain towards Picarets, Chloé waving at them from the passenger’s seat.


‘Lovely,’ agreed Lorna, waving back until the van disappeared around the bend, leaving a strong smell of exhaust fumes in its wake. She let her arm drop to her side and hunched her shoulders against the chill of the early afternoon, feeling like Chloé and Stephanie had taken the warmth of the sunshine with them. For a few moments there as Lorna and Paul had tried to communicate with Stephanie with her stilted English and their monosyllabic French, Lorna had seen how they could belong in this community. Now she felt like an outsider again.


And how come their French was so crap? Why had it proven so difficult to construct the simplest of sentences, sentences they would have had no problem with in their French classes back in Manchester? It was so frustrating and Lorna suspected it wasn’t going to get any easier in the foreseeable future.


‘Come on,’ Paul said, throwing an arm around her shoulders and turning her towards the Auberge. ‘Let’s go and inspect our new home. I’ll get the torches, you grab the notepad and we’ll see if the cat wants to join us.’


As if sensing she was the subject of the conversation, Tomate wandered over to them, her purr audible from a distance.


‘Tomato! Funny name for a black and white cat, don’t you think?’ mused Paul as he opened the boot of the car to retrieve the torches.


Lorna laughed, not having thought about it before now. She reached down and tickled Tomate under the chin, producing even more noise from the cat. They hadn’t expected to be acquiring a pet as well as a home and business but Tomate was a definite bonus.


Collecting her notepad from the car, Lorna followed Paul and the cat around the back of the building to the small patio that separated the Auberge from the river. The concrete was covered in a thick mush of dying leaves from the vast ash tree that dominated the river bank and the plastic chairs and tables were strewn around, victims of the autumn storms. They leaned on the fence and watched the water tumble noisily over the weir which stretched across to the opposite bank with its empty fields and scattering of houses.


When Lorna and Paul had first seen the property in June the sun had been dancing off the water, the trees green and lush around it. But it was the tatty ‘For Sale’ sign hanging drunkenly on the front door that had really caught their attention.


‘Tempted?’ Paul had asked with a laugh as they drove past, their eyes greedily drinking in the magnificent building, the winding river and the fields stretching out in the distance. Lorna hadn’t replied. More than anyone, Paul knew her dream was to quit her job working in a school canteen and open her own restaurant. But no matter how they’d approached the figures, they didn’t add up. Paul and Lorna simply couldn’t afford it.


Clearly though the Auberge had made a lasting impression. Not long after, they’d stopped for lunch in a mountain village and had stumbled upon a small restaurant which looked nothing more than someone’s house. Opting to eat outside, they’d taken one of the few available tables under the trees on a narrow stretch of garden next to a stream. They’d sat there, languid in the afternoon sun, watching the waiter, who was more like a farmer on his lunch break than a professional serveur, make his slow way to and from the kitchen. Paul had suddenly exclaimed, ‘You could do this!’


‘Do what?’ Lorna asked, bemused.


‘This!’ Paul gestured at the tables around them. ‘You could run a restaurant like this.’


Lorna followed his gaze, taking in the mixed clientele of workmen and tourists, all sitting contentedly under parasols as the waiter delivered a basket of bread here, a carafe of wine there and stopped for a chat now and then. No one was complaining about the leisurely service and the gentle buzz of conversation was accompanied by the hum of cicadas and the burble of the small stream near by.


‘Yes . . .’ Lorna agreed hesitantly. ‘Yes I could. But how would you find work?’


‘I’d be like him.’ Paul nodded at the man plodding back to the kitchen. ‘We’d be a team.’


Lorna laughed drily. ‘You’d get bored in no time!’ she said, not daring to believe he meant it.


‘Maybe. Maybe not. It might give me the time I need to concentrate on designing websites.’


Recognising the earnest tone in his voice, Lorna took a moment to let it all sink in. With redundancy looming in the worsening economic climate, Paul had been trying to develop his own IT business but with a full-time job, it had been hard to allocate time to it. Becoming a part-time waiter, however, hadn’t figured in his plans.


‘You’re really serious?’ she finally asked.


‘Yes.’ Paul smiled slowly and leaned back in his chair. ‘Yes! Having seen that Auberge for sale back there, I think I am!’


The meal had passed in a blur. Lorna had barely registered the succulent steak or the exquisite chocolate mousse and her wine had remained almost untouched. She’d been too busy estimating the cost of the ingredients, counting the number of diners and calculating possible profits. Paul had roughed out some figures on a napkin and based on his redundancy pay-off and the sale of their house, they’d worked out that it was feasible. It all depended on how much the Auberge was.


When they’d finally raised their heads they’d realised that lunch time was over and the waiter and his wife, the chef, were sitting at a small table deep in conversation with what were clearly regulars. Lorna had felt excitement run down her spine. That could be Paul and her sitting there, at ease after their work, part of a community.


‘Here’s to our Auberge!’ she’d said, raising her neglected glass of wine.


‘To our Auberge,’ intoned Paul with a grin. ‘We’d best call the estate agent and make sure we can afford it now!’


And so they had. They’d been astounded by the price. It was almost too good to be true. After viewing the Auberge and realising its full potential, they’d returned to the UK and immediately put their house on the market. The four months it took to sell seemed like an age. But finally, in October, with Paul’s redundancy payment in the bank as well, they’d been in a position to put in an offer. To their delight, it had been accepted.


In the long days and sleepless nights that followed, it had been easy for them to imagine living in the Auberge and setting up a new life as hoteliers in the beautiful building on the river bank. Now, even though winter had barely started, the river was flowing a lot faster and the trees were bare, uncovered branches stretching towards the cold sky. It all seemed a lot bleaker. And a lot more real.


Shivering slightly, Lorna turned her back on the river and took her first proper look at the Auberge since arriving. It was far removed from the welcoming photograph she’d had on her computer screen for the past five months, windows thrown open by the estate agent, the light soft, the warmth almost tangible. Today, the stones on the north-facing rear of the Auberge looked grey and hostile, the windows closed over with peeling shutters and dead tendrils of ivy covering the walls.


It just needs a bit of TLC, Lorna told herself firmly. And before she could lose her nerve, she crossed the patio to the flight of steps leading up to the back door.


Things would be better once they got inside.


 


‘Oh my God. What the hell have we done?’


Back out on the patio an hour later, Paul flopped on to one of the plastic chairs and put his head in his hands, feeling for the first time since they’d had their offer for the Auberge accepted in mid-October that they’d bitten off way more than they could chew. He heard Lorna come up behind him and felt her hands rest on his shoulders, giving them a soft squeeze.


It had been awful.


When they’d entered the large dining room that took up most of the ground floor, their first impression had been the smell. It wasn’t damp. It was more cloying; a combination of the musty old odour of neglect and the over-sweet stench of dead mouse. In the weak winter sunlight struggling through the holes in the rotting shutters they could just about make out the thick layers of dust coating everything, the cocoons of spiders’ webs draped from wall to ceiling to woodburner and the mouse shit that littered the surface of the huge French dresser.


Already feeling disheartened, they’d moved across to the kitchen door. As Lorna pushed it open and poked her head inside, something darted out over her foot and scuttled off into the shadowy corners of the big room.


Lorna shuddered, trapping a scream in her throat. ‘Tell me that was just a mouse!’


‘Definitely. Just a mouse,’ Paul lied, carefully watching the area around his feet in case the rodent was followed by any of his even larger mates. ‘Knew we should have made the bloody cat come in!’


Instinctively moving closer together for moral support, they entered the kitchen, Paul switching on his torch to combat the gloom. He swept the beam across the stainless steel counter to the right of the door, pinpointing more piles of mouse droppings and a stack of plates, the dull sheen of old grease visible on their surfaces even in the dim light of the torch.


‘Environmental Health would have a fit in here,’ Paul stated, staring at a mass of something furry and blue resting on a wooden board.


‘What is it?’ whispered Lorna.


Paul shrugged. ‘Bread? Whatever it is, even the mice haven’t touched it!’


Lorna shook her head in disbelief. ‘You’d hope their culinary skills were better than their hygiene.’


‘Hmm, don’t count on it.’ Paul crouched down and gestured at the rows of catering-size tins on the shelf below, picking out the labels with the torch.
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