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A Christmas Wedding



 

Principal characters:

Christian Dupuy: Farmer and Deputy Mayor of Fogas.

Josephine and André Dupuy: Christian's parents.

Annie Estaque: Farmer with strong accent and strong opinions.

Véronique Estaque: Postmistress and gatherer of town gossip. Daughter of Annie.

Bernard Mirouze: Cantonnier (responsible for road upkeep in commune) and general walking disaster.

Stephanie Morvan: Single mother with gypsy roots.

Chloé Morvan: Eleven-year-old daughter of Stephanie, who dreams of the circus.

Serge Papon: Mayor of Fogas, widower and father of Véronique.

René Piquemal: Plumber and proud Frenchman.

Fabian Servat: Failed banker and nephew of Jacques Servat. Passionate cyclist.

Josette Servat: Owns and runs the épicerie.

Jacques Servat: Husband of Josette … and a ghost.

Paul and Lorna Webster: British couple who run the Auberge des Deux Vallées.
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‘Could you not have got anything bigger?’ grunted Christian Dupuy, hands on his knees, heart pulsing, as he gazed up at the huge Christmas tree that had finally been pulled into place on a small plot of land next to the garden centre in La Rivière.

A dark mutter of complaint came from next to him. ‘Mon Dieu! I need a drink.’ René Piquemal, face puce from his efforts, had a stout arm leaning heavily on his brother-in-law, Claude, who, like many of the men gasping for breath around him, looked close to cardiac arrest.

In fact, of the group who had spent the last two hours manoeuvring the tree into position, Bernard Mirouze alone wasn't flagging. Holding up his beagle, Serge, so the dog could admire the results of their teamwork – the hound had helped him select the tree after all – he couldn't stop grinning.



There's a fine art to choosing the perfect Christmas tree. Until relatively recently, it was an art Bernard Mirouze hadn't excelled at. Hence, it was commonly understood in the valleys of the Couserans that the commune of Fogas – a tiny political district nestled in the French Pyrenees – would never compete for the honour of the best tree in the region. Not while Bernard Mirouze was in charge of selecting their offering. Because, despite the commune being made up of three villages, all surrounded by the best of woodland, year after year hapless Bernard ascended into the surrounding forests and returned with the puniest fir, its branches spindly, trunk narrow and stunted, needles already dropping before it was displayed. And year after year, Mayor Serge Papon would refuse to upgrade the decades-old lights and ornaments on the grounds that the tree wasn't worthy of anything more than the handful of bulbs and ragged bows that constituted the municipal Christmas decorations. Thus, for the length of Bernard's reign as cantonnier of Fogas, whose responsibilities amongst many things included the arbre de Noël, the annual display of festive cheer in this part of the Pyrenees had provided much mirth for neighbouring villages.

This year, however, that was all about to change. For unbeknownst to the good people of Fogas, Bernard Mirouze's inability to procure a decent specimen lay not in laziness as they suspected, the rotund cantonnier unjustly accused of being unwilling – or perhaps even unable – to hike deeper into the woods to get a better tree. Rather it lay in a simple characteristic that, as a man born and raised in the Pyrenean mountains, he was ashamed to admit to.

He was too scared to use a chainsaw.

Every December he would head into the hills with a bow saw and, with his choice limited by his tools and his lack of fitness, he would return to laughter and derision. But no one was laughing now. Because, thanks to some surreptitious lessons in the art of tree felling and chainsaw wielding over the summer, this winter Bernard Mirouze had chosen well. So well, that today the menfolk of the commune were cursing him. Standing with his dog in his arms, Bernard was revelling in it.

‘Think I've put my back out again—’

‘I'm too old for this—’

‘I vote we get a fake one next year—’

‘How are we going to get the star up there?’ 

Alain Rougé's simple question brought silence as the men stared up at the impressive cascade of branches spread out against the powder blue sky. And then, finally comprehending the magnitude of the cantonnier's achievement, they too started smiling, forgiving their portly neighbour for his sudden prowess.

It was a magnificent tree. The best they had ever seen. And considering how special this Christmas was going to be, it was perfect.

‘All you have to do now,’ called out Josette Servat from the doorway of the bar across the road, ‘is decide who's going up there to decorate it!’



‘If you don't want me to stab you, stand still!’ postmistress Véronique Estaque scolded through a mouthful of pins as her mannequin twisted to look out of the window for the umpteenth time, distracted by the efforts of the men wrestling with the Christmas tree down below. ‘I've only got five days to get this finished.’

‘Four,’ said young Chloé Morvan from the corner of the room where she was playing with some discarded fabric. ‘It's Christmas Eve in five days. So technically you have four days left. Unless you want Maman to be naked!’

She giggled at the thought, triggering a smile on the face of the mannequin, her mother, who was standing on a chair by the long windows of Véronique's apartment, the winter sunlight streaming in and lighting up her red hair like a Pre-Raphaelite heroine. It was only as a pin jabbed through the fabric and into her ankle, that Stephanie Morvan realised it might not be prudent to antagonise the postmistress while she was armed.

‘Sorry!’ said Véronique as Stephanie flinched. ‘It's the stress.’

‘You'll get it done, Véronique. You're a genius,’ said Stephanie, hoping to soothe her friend's nerves and avoid any more needlework-induced puncture marks in the process.

But the postmistress shook her head, frowning at the enormity of the task she was facing and wondering why she'd been stupid enough to volunteer for it. Especially as her left arm, released from a cast just the week before, was still painful, intense sewing sessions not on the approved list of rehabilitation exercises.

‘Four days,’ she muttered under her breath as she massaged her aching wrist. ‘You might have to wear your birthday suit after all.’



‘Left foot forward … no, left. That's your right. And don't look down at your feet … that's better, you've—’

‘Ouch!’ Annie Estaque limped off the makeshift dance floor and glared at her old friend who'd been giving the instructions. ‘He's yourrr nephew, Josette,’ she declared, the burr of her local accent exacerbated by her annoyance as she gestured at the tall young man she'd abandoned. ‘You waltz with him!’

‘Sorry!’ Fabian Servat let his arms fall by his sides, head down as his dance partner deserted her post. ‘I don't know why I can't get the hang of this.’

‘Hmph. I could offerrr some explanations,’ growled Annie, taking a seat at the open window which was letting in the sunshine. As was often typical for the time of year, a succession of bitter cold nights had been followed by mild days, warm enough for shirtsleeves as was being demonstrated by the men putting up the Christmas tree across the road. It was a day that hardly merited the fire Josette had blazing in the fireplace; not when the effort of dancing was thrown in as well. Annie fanned herself with her hand, cheeks burning, and then rubbed her sore feet, which had taken a bruising from the lanky Parisian.

An hour they'd been practising, the tables and chairs in the small bar pushed to one side while Annie and Josette tried to put Fabian through his paces, Josette occasionally having to leave her post to serve a customer through the arch that led to the épicerie. But considering this was Fabian's fourth lesson, and he was exceptionally intelligent, he really wasn't progressing very quickly. Privately, Annie put it down to the Parisian genes he'd inherited from his mother's side. They were so stiff up there in the capital. Incapable of relaxing into the music and going with the flow for the most beautiful of dances.

‘Perhaps we should try a slower tempo?’ suggested Josette, pushing her glasses up her nose as she glanced through the assortment of cassette tapes on the counter. Her suggestion was met with a snort.

‘Slowerrr?’ Annie cast a hand in the direction of the graveyard round the corner. ‘Even the buggerrrs rrresting overrr therrre would have no difficulty keeping up with this dirrrge.’

Fabian finally felt compelled to mount a protest. ‘It doesn't help that the sound quality is so poor. I mean, honestly Tante Josette, who uses a tape recorder these days?’

‘You know what they say about bad workmen and their tools,’ quipped his aunt, as she selected another tape. ‘Now, let's have one last go. We don't have a lot of time left to get this right and your Oncle Jacques would be turning in his grave if he knew you weren't able to dance. Especially considering the occasion.’

She held out her arms, her petite frame dwarfed by the much taller Fabian, and as a lilting melody floated across the room, she threw a smile at the ghostly figure of her dead husband who, far from rotating in the coffin he'd been buried in, was sitting in the inglenook, tapping his feet in time to the rhythm. He grinned back at his wife as she waltzed past with her stumbling partner but his good humour soon turned to despair. Josette was right. Jacques was mortified as he followed his nephew's stuttering progress around the floor. To think Fabian was a Servat. And the lad couldn't dance. What was the younger generation coming to?

There was only one thing for it. Jacques was going to have to do his ghostly best to help. Because they only had four days left to get Fabian dancing. After all, who ever heard of a man being unable to dance on his wedding day?



‘Five days to go and we still haven't got Stephanie and Fabian a present!’

‘Four days,’ corrected Paul Webster, as he gently rubbed the back of the baby over his shoulder. ‘The wedding is on Friday and according to everything I've read, the French make a full day of it. So we need to get something in the next four days.’

‘That's really not helping.’ Lorna gave her husband a baleful glare and turned her attention back to the baby she was feeding.

Twins. Two tiny boys just over five weeks old, each one barely big enough to fill the massive hands of farmer Christian Dupuy. But they had turned hoteliers Paul and Lorna's lives upside down. With the Auberge des Deux Vallées in La Rivière closed for the Christmas holidays, the owners no longer rose early to feed their guests croissants and pains au chocolat. Nor did Paul have to clean rooms while Lorna spent long hours in the kitchen preparing the fantastic dishes that were getting the restaurant a great reputation for regional cooking – despite the Anglo-Saxon chef. Neither did the British couple work through the evening, welcoming diners from the nearby valleys and serving meals before closing up and staggering to bed in the small hours. Surely looking after two babies had to be a lot easier?

Lorna managed a chuckle despite her fatigue. To think she'd thought her hard work running the Auberge would prepare her for this. The last five weeks had been more taxing than anything she had ever done. An endless round of feeding and changing nappies and soothing cries with the odd hour of sleep snatched in between, it was more draining than any summer season filled with demanding tourists. And after a month of it, she felt zombified, her brain sluggish, her movements uncoordinated and her ability to function well below par.

But it was worth every moment. She stroked a finger along the smooth cheek of Sébastien, distinguishable from his brother Gabriel only by the ‘S’ sewn into his sleepsuit.

‘So, any ideas?’

Lorna looked up at her husband, his pale face accentuating the black circles under his eyes. It wasn't an image anyone would use for a poster promoting parenthood. ‘For what?’

‘The wedding present!’

She shook her head. ‘Not a clue. You?’

‘A baby? We could let them choose.’ He held up the now sleeping Gabriel like an offering and Lorna laughed.

‘Tempting. But probably illegal. Any other suggestions?’

Paul looked around the room, hoping for inspiration for a mind that was too weary to care about weddings. Or presents. Or anything but sleep. His eyes came to rest on the kitchen door.

‘Some pots and pans?’ he said half-heartedly.

‘Stephanie can't cook, remember?’

Paul grimaced, remembering all too well the pain d'épices their waitress had made for them when they first arrived in Fogas. The spice cake had been perfectly cooked. The ingredients had been measured correctly. But Stephanie Morvan had used chilli instead of cinnamon. It wasn't an innovation that was going to catch on.

‘A recipe book then,’ he countered. ‘Perhaps it's time she learned.’

Lorna cocked her head to one side. ‘That's not a bad idea. In fact …’ She stood, passing the sated Sébastien to Paul who now had two babies to handle, and grabbed a piece of paper from behind the reception desk. ‘Let's make one!’

‘Do we have time?’ asked Paul, tipping his head at the boys in his arms.

‘Oh yes. Because we're not going to do all the work.’ Lorna grinned at him and began jotting ideas down on the page. As he read her writing upside down, he acknowledged, not for the first time, that his wife was a genius.



‘There. Finished for now.’ Véronique stood back and helped Stephanie down off the chair so she could change. ‘Can you pop in again tomorrow for another fitting?’

‘Of course. I'm working at the garden centre all day so just call when it suits you and I'll come up. And thanks again, Véronique.’ Stephanie ran her hand down the material that skimmed her slim figure. ‘I couldn't have afforded anything like this without your help.’

The postmistress waved away the gratitude. ‘You can make my bridal bouquets if I ever get married.’

‘Are you and Christian getting married?’ piped up eleven-year-old Chloé from the corner, eyes alight at the possible news.

Véronique blushed. ‘No. We're not. And don't go saying anything to him about it. I don't want to scare him off!’

Stephanie laughed. Everyone knew it had taken the big farmer an age to ask Véronique out. Not that he had asked her out. As rumour had it, he'd simply swept her off her feet and carried her up the stairs to her apartment. And the rest, as they said, was history – albeit a short history as it was only a month or so since the couple had got together. So Véronique was wise not to rush things. Especially where Christian Dupuy was concerned.

‘But if I do ever get married,’ continued the postmistress, ‘I hope I'm as calm about it all as you are, Stephanie. Honestly, five days—’

‘Four!’ came a sharp reprimand from the corner.

‘—four days to go and you're not even panicking.’

‘It's all under control.’ Stephanie shrugged. ‘What is there to panic about?’ With a serene smile she reached for her mobile on the table as it began to ring.

‘Hello?’ she said. Then her smile slipped. A frown appeared. And she wailed. ‘What do you mean you can't make it? How am I expected to find another wedding caterer for Christmas Eve at such short notice?’



‘It's no good!’ sighed an exasperated Fabian as he collapsed into a seat, refusing to dance any more. ‘I just can't do it.’

‘How about I make us a coffee and then we have another go? It'd be a shame to quit now. You're almost there!’ his aunt lied, feeling the effects of her labours in her old bones and her nephew's incompetence in her sore toes as she crossed the room to the coffee machine. She was torn between sticking with it and quitting with him.

‘Nothing anotherrr yearrr orrr two of lessons won't sorrrt,’ muttered the equally exhausted but far more honest Annie Estaque.

‘I don't just mean the waltzing,’ mumbled Fabian, his head now in his hands, voice dropped low so only Annie could hear. ‘I don't think I can do any of it.’

Annie froze, half seated. ‘What do you mean?’

The Parisian raised his head, his face a sea of concern. ‘The wedding. I don't think I can go through with it. It's all been a big mistake.’



 

 


The Fogas Recipe Book

Moelleux au Chocolat



Ingredients:

100g butter

100g raw cane sugar

2 eggs

100g ground almonds

100g dark chocolate



Cream the butter and sugar together until light and fluffy. Separate the eggs and add the yolks to the mix and beat well. Stir in the ground almonds.



Melt the chocolate in a bowl over hot water then fold it into the mixture.



Whisk the egg whites until they form soft peaks and, with a clean metal spoon, fold carefully into chocolate mixture, trying to retain as much air as possible.



Tip the mixture into a 20cm cake tin lined with baking parchment and bake in a moderate oven (170°C/gas mark 3) for 30 to 40 minutes until the centre is just set – don't worry if it doesn't rise much.



Serve with crème fraîche and raspberries.



Here's hoping it brings you love,

happiness and all the best

for the future,

Love,

Lorna and Paul

xx
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‘A mistake?’ It took a couple of shocked heartbeats before Annie found her voice following Fabian's unexpected outburst. ‘You couldn't wait to marrrry Stephanie. What on earrrth has happened to change yourrr mind?’

Fabian sighed, his head drooping once more, his thin shoulders seeming to sag under an unendurable burden. ‘I just … I don't … it all seems …’

The low sunlight stretching across the floor reflected up onto the tormented features of the Parisian. Ill at ease with the complexity of human emotions at the best of times, he was struggling to voice his thoughts.

‘Take yourrr time, Fabian. This is farrr morrre imporrrtant than some stupid dance steps.’

Annie took a seat next to the young man who had made himself a firm favourite in the Estaque household since he'd arrived in Fogas just under two years ago. Somehow he'd got beneath the brusque exterior of the elderly lady who lived on her own on a farm up the hill and he'd more than played his part in helping Annie and her daughter, Véronique, patch up their broken relationship. As a result, if he needed support, Annie would be the first to offer it.

Using the same firm strokes she used on the dogs at the farm, she patted his back and allowed silence to envelop them. Over at the bar Josette had begun setting out cups, the rattle of crockery and the hiss of the coffee machine the only disruption to the growing stillness.

‘I don't know if she loves me,’ Fabian finally blurted out, eyes fixed on the scuff marks on the floorboards where he'd been dragging his feet moments before. ‘How am I supposed to know?’

There were so many trite responses Annie could have made. So many expressions of support which were meaningless. But she was far too direct for that. And she knew instinctively that for Fabian, with his mathematical approach to life where everything had to be filtered through a fine mesh of logic and reason, a facile reply would serve no purpose. Instead she stuck to the facts.

‘Hasn't Stephanie told you?’

Fabian nodded. ‘Yes. Lots of times. But what if … what if she doesn't really mean it? Or what if she only loves me a bit? That's not enough to form the basis of a married life together.’ He sighed. ‘How do you measure someone's love for you?’

Annie didn't know what to say. A single mother who'd borne a baby out of wedlock rather than wreck a marriage by unmasking the father of her child, she'd never had the luxury of knowing someone loved her. Not in the romantic sense.

‘I'm not surrre, son.’ She paused, thinking of Véronique that morning, her head bent over the sewing machine, the sunlight catching her auburn hair and her eyes dancing as she laughed at something her mother had said. And Annie knew she loved that vibrant young woman. She also knew that her daughter loved her back, despite all of Annie's mistakes. ‘Perrrhaps we can only measurrre it against the imprrrobability of them loving us in the firrrst place?’

‘How do you mean?’

Annie shrugged. ‘Take me and Vérrronique. I hid the identity of herrr fatherrr forrr morrre than thirrrty yearrrs. Even though he lived in Fogas. She'd have everrry rrright to want nothing morrre to do with me. Yet she still loves me. Now, I might not be able to quantify that love exactly. But given everrrything that's happened, and all the foolish things I've done, it must be a lot to have surrrvived that.’

Fabian grunted. ‘So you're saying Véronique's love can be weighed against the fact that you're unlovable?’

‘Hmph! I'm not surrre that's exactly how I'd put it but you'rrre on the rrright lines.’

‘Sorry! I didn't mean—’ Fabian stuttered to a stop and looked up to see Annie smiling at him. He pushed a lock of hair back off his pale face and met her gaze at last. ‘You must think I'm being ridiculous.’

‘No. Neverrr that. Now get out forrr a quick bike rrride while the light is still good enough. The frrresh airrr will help you sorrrt things out.’

‘Thanks, Annie.’ Fabian put two long arms around her and kissed her ruddy cheek. ‘And you won't say a word about this to Stephanie, will you? Or to Tante Josette. I don't want her fussing.’

‘Not a peep.’

The Parisian was heading out the door as Josette returned with the coffees.

‘Where's he off to?’ she asked, putting three cups on the table.

‘To clearrr his head. He won't be needing that.’ Annie pulled two of the espressos towards her. ‘It'd be a shame to waste it!’

‘Well, I can't say I'm not relieved.’ Josette sank onto a chair, her eyes following the thin silhouette of the Parisian cycling away up the mountain road towards the village of Picarets. ‘I don't think I could manage another step let alone a whole waltz, my feet are so sore. Perhaps we ought to warn Stephanie to wear robust shoes!’ She chuckled and turned to her friend. ‘Don't you think?’

Annie smiled but she wasn't really listening. She was thinking about what Fabian had said and trying to persuade herself there was nothing to worry about. After all, Fabian had a lot on his mind so surely it was only natural he was a bit nervous?

Little did she know, she wasn't the only one concerned about Fabian's behaviour. Over by the fire, Jacques Servat was mulling over the bizarre exchange, his nephew's question a puzzling one. As he lay his head back against the stones of the inglenook, the old ghost prayed that Fabian found the answers he was seeking. And soon. Because he was getting married in less than a week.
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