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  Mary Jameson stretched herself face down on the wooden slatted bench and announced her intention of dying. It wouldn’t take long, she

  promised; in fact it was to be more or less immediate, so perhaps her dear friend Keeley Butler would be good enough to remain with her until the end?




  ‘Of course I will,’ Keeley agreed reassuringly, perching on the end of the bench, reaching forward to rub Mary’s back comfortingly. Thus they remained in silence, for several

  minutes. Nothing happened.




  And then Mary heaved herself up on one elbow with the most terrible groan, a groan that would not have discredited an Elizabethan traitor stretched on the rack, and dropped her head in the

  direction of the deck. Her mouth opened like a fissure in an ice floe; but nothing came out.




  ‘Oh God,’ she whimpered, ‘I have nothing left to give.’




  ‘Of course you have,’ Keeley assured her cheerfully, and then bit her lip with a grin. Perhaps that was not the most encouraging thing to say to someone who had already given her all

  – certainly everything she had eaten in the past twenty-four hours, if not the past week. She tried to think of something more positive.




  ‘I’ll go and get you a Coke. Cold and fizzy. That might help.’




  ‘Aaah.’ Mary sighed and replaced her head limply across her forearm, her long hair dangling loose as if it were a damp towel she did not quite know what to do with.




  Getting up, Keeley strode briskly in the direction of the ship’s cafeteria. Well, perhaps ‘strode’ was too strong a word for it, but she staggered with purpose, picking her way

  callously between the other inert bodies on the deck and on the floor inside. The trip from Rosslare to Le Havre normally took twenty-one hours, she had been told, but they had aleady been at sea

  for nineteen and there was as yet no sight or mention of land. There were perhaps three or four hundred people on the ferry, and it surprised her that she was one of the half-dozen apparently

  impervious to the huge pitch and swell, the waves towering higher than Liberty Hall. Having never been on a boat of any description before in her life, she put it down to beginner’s luck.




  In the cafeteria she had no difficulty in getting a Coke. She simply picked up one of the abandoned ones which, because its owner had taken the precaution of securing it in one of the metal

  rings supplied for the purpose, had not spilled over. Just recently abandoned, it was still quite fresh, with little creamy bubbles on top. Picking it up she grasped it firmly to her chest and

  returned to her dying friend.




  ‘Here we are. Nice and cold. Take a sip.’




  Mary turned her head just far enough to get the red and white paper cup into her line of vision, shuddered, and whispered something inaudible. Kneeling on the deck, Keeley inclined her ear

  closer.




  ‘What? What did you say?’




  ‘I said I – I want to go home. I want to die at home. I want my mother.’




  Keeley giggled. If Mary really was going to die, which she doubted, then she was going to have to do it without the ministrations of Mrs Jameson. Mary was a grown-up now, off to France with only

  the dubious Keeley Butler for chaperone. In fact that was one of the several purposes of this excursion, to get away from their families and prove they were grown women, well able to make their way

  in the world.




  Never in a thousand years would Keeley have thought of going to France. People like her simply didn’t. If they went anywhere, it was to the Canaries or the Costa Brava, where they spent

  two weeks consuming a couple of hundred tequila slammers while wearing stuffed donkeys on their heads. Then, roaring red and violently ill, they returned dutifully to their jobs in factories,

  canteens and hairdressing salons, and the women amongst them spent the next six months sobbing for Juan who, she suspected, did not sob for even six seconds.




  But even this level of ambition had never occurred to Keeley. She was so grateful for the job she’d found two years ago, having left school at sixteen with virtually nothing to recommend

  her, that she clung to it like a lifebelt, rarely even taking off the time that was due to her. Officially she was entitled to a fortnight in the summer, but someone always seemed to be out sick or

  missing in action, giving her the chance to notch up a few stars in her copybook by agreeing to work overtime. It meant a bit more money, too, not to be sneezed at when you considered what

  hairdressing apprentices were paid. Keeley worked it out at exactly 21p for every head she washed.




  That was before tax of course, which brought it down to 12p. On average she washed a hundred and thirty heads a week, which left her with £13.26p a week and not a lot of time for browsing

  through travel brochures. But on Friday nights she went to the pub to meet her friends, including Mary Jameson who had first started coming to The Lantern as a friend of someone else. One evening

  Mary had arrived with an armful of stuff about France and said she was thinking of going there in the summer, on a working holiday to pick grapes ... would anyone be interested?




  She’d hoped to gather a group, maybe four or six of them, but Keeley was the only one whose ears pricked up. Why, she didn’t know, except that the idea of working outdoors appealed

  to her. It would be heaven to get away from the salon for a while, with its smell of shampoo and chemicals, the smoke that the women emitted like locomotives while they were getting their hair

  done. What the grapes were picked for, she didn’t even know at the time; she assumed it must be for sale in shops and the connection with wine never entered her head. Everyone else said Mary

  was cracked – why would she want to go on a trip like that, working for God’s sake? – but apparently Mary had accidentally seen a film called Claire’s Knee

  and had got a bee into her bonnet about France.




  Keeley had volunteered on the spur of the moment, idly raised her hand and said yes, she might be interested. And the plan had developed from there; every Saturday night thereafter the two of

  them met to pool and count their minuscule savings. Of course they’d be paid for picking the grapes, but not much; it was essential to bring a bit to get you on your feet, and then there was

  the ferry fare to be paid. So Keeley worked all the hours God sent, washing scalps vigorously while Mary worked in the supermarket delicatessen, filling carton after carton with vast quantities of

  coleslaw.




  The trip would require a lot of time, a whole month, so they’d both worked right through Christmas, weekends, bank holidays, amassing enough time credits. Mary had ended up three days

  short, but the deli manager said she could have them, provided she made them up when she came back.




  And now here they were on their way at last, and here was Mary dying, after only nineteen hours. Keeley felt she wasn’t showing much fighting spirit.




  ‘Come on, Mary. The worst is over. We’re nearly there.’




  Mary raised her head just enough to look at her, about an inch.




  ‘This is awful. I’ve never felt so sick in my life. I thought it would be ... ooh.’




  The boat pitched again and the head clunked back down on the forearm. Well, Keeley thought, I expected it to be different too. I thought this would be a proper sea voyage, that we’d sleep

  on deck under the stars, one of the other backpackers might even strum a guitar or something. Then we’d wake up to see the sun rising, the water all blue and glossy, the coast of France all

  foreign and romantic. How was I to know I’d end up nursing a corpse, skating on a pool of vomit?




  Cathal Sullivan will laugh himself silly when he hears about it. He’ll say he told us so and serves us right, all that stuff, no sympathy. I don’t know what the hell Mary sees in

  him. He nearly scuppered this trip altogether, did everything he could to put her off. She’d have dropped out only I wouldn’t let her, reminded her it was her idea and she

  couldn’t let me down after getting me so excited about it. But I suppose we’ll be having Cathal Sullivan for breakfast dinner and tea, she’ll be talking about him the whole time

  and writing to him every day. She needs her head examined.




  But Mary was pretty keen on him, for someone she’d only met three months ago. Fortunately the grape-picking plan was well under way by then, the tickets were paid for, it was too late to

  back out for the charms of the barman at The Lantern. Not just the barman, of course; the owner’s son, who was merely serving his time before becoming manager and, some day, inheriting the

  entire gold mine lock, stock and barrel.




  Cathal Sullivan was what you’d call a good catch. No great oil painting, but fit and muscular as might be expected of a GAA football player, with grey eyes, short dark hair and a father on

  the county council. His pub was in west Dublin, in a suburb where Mary lived in the ‘better’ half and Keeley lived in the other. But the Sullivan family lived forty minutes away from it

  in the midlands, where they owned a second pub in a small town – another gold mine, that Cathal would also inherit if he played his cards right. And Cathal seemed very good at playing his

  cards right. He’d persuaded his father to get him a second-hand car so he could commute to the pub in west Dublin, and he’d charmed Mary Jameson into his clutches like a bird off a

  bush. It had come as a shock to him to hear of her plans to go to France in September, and he had tried everything to put her off. But Keeley had fought back, and won. Thinking of it now, she was

  somewhat surprised; the pair were going very steady, with Sunday drives to Dun Laoghaire or the Phoenix Park in Cathal’s Fiat, the mothers pleased as punch. Of course, Mary was very

  attractive, with those blue eyes and that chestnut hair swinging merrily in its ponytail, it was hardly much wonder she’d found a boyfriend. But Cathal Sullivan would not have been

  Keeley’s first choice, even if he did have what everyone called a ‘future’; she thought there was something a bit smug and bossy about him. Getting Mary out of his clutches, if

  only for a month, had privately pleased her. Maybe they’d meet some other lads and have some adventures for themselves, and Cathal would be put on the back burner for the duration. Well, she

  could hope so anyway, and do her best to make it happen, even if it was a long shot.




  As Keeley sat there thinking, on the end of the bench where Mary remained prone, she became conscious that the heaving and rolling had stopped. Well, not entirely, but the waves were receding a

  bit, the water was becoming calmer. Mary’s face was still the colour of skimmed milk, but that awful greenish tinge was going, the groaning and whimpering had subsided.




  ‘Feeling better?’




  ‘A – little bit.’




  ‘Right then. Sit up and take a few deep breaths.’




  Obediently Mary swung herself into a more or less vertical position, cautiously gripping the bench as she lifted her head and glanced nervously at the ocean.




  ‘Oh, thank God, it’s getting quieter.’




  ‘Yes. I suppose when they’ve cleaned up the bathrooms there’ll be a rush on them, but I think you should find one even if you have to queue, have a good wash and brush your

  teeth. We want to be first off as soon as we dock.’




  ‘Do we?’




  ‘Yes, of course! Every backpacker on the boat will be lining up when the cars start coming off, looking to hitch a lift.’




  ‘Oh Christ, Keeley, I can’t get into a car. I’d be sick as a parrot. Why don’t we find a hostel in Le Havre and—’




  ‘And waste a night’s money? Miss a car that might be going all the way to Aix?’




  Mary smiled wanly. Keeley certainly knew how to save money. Not in the sense of being tight-fisted, but in the sense of knowing all the short cuts. It had been her idea to hitch instead of

  taking trains – perfectly safe, she’d said airily, when there were two of them – and she’d even thought of taking provisions for the journey, sandwiches from the deli where,

  sure enough, Mary’s boss had let her make them up for nothing. Her stomach heaved as she thought of them.




  ‘We’d have to be right geniuses to spot the car that’d be going to Aix.’




  ‘Well, you never know! Look, tell you what. You go get cleaned up and I’ll have a bit of a scout around. Ask a few people ... I’d say their resistance might be low at the

  moment.’




  That was for sure. Everyone must be dying to get off this bloody boat, even if it meant taking two filthy hitchhikers with them.




  ‘OK. I’ll meet you back here in twenty minutes. Keep your eye on the rucksacks.’ Feebly, Mary got to her feet and tottered away. God, the boat was destroyed, there was going to

  be a huge queue for the loos. If only they’d booked a cabin, they’d have a bathroom of their own, with even a shower in it ... at this moment she would sell her grandmother for a

  shower. But she’d have to make do with a tap, a toothbrush and her face flannel.




  It was half an hour before she returned to the bench on the deck, but when she got there Keeley was sitting on it grinning, brown eyes all eager and pleased.




  ‘Look! You can see France! We’re coming in at last!’




  Mary looked, and thought she’d never been so glad to see anything in her life.




  ‘And I’ve got us a lift! Only to Paris, but it’s a start ... a couple in a blue Renault, we’re to meet them on B deck in an hour.’




  ‘An hour?’




  ‘Yes, apparently we’re still quite a bit out, a little pilot boat has to come out to guide us in, but – oh, Mary, this is so exciting! I’d never have gone anywhere if it

  weren’t for you! Get out the map, there, and show me again where Aix is.’




  Pulling it out of her rucksack, Mary unfolded it on her knees and they squinted at it together, sea-sickness forgotten as she was suddenly infected by Keeley’s excitement. This really was

  a big adventure, and maybe the only one she would ever have: after all, married women didn’t go picking grapes in Provence, and by this time next year she would be Mrs Cathal Sullivan.




  It took seven lifts and two days to get down to Aix-en-Provence, but it was a fascinating, fabulous journey – apart, that was, from Keeley Butler’s incredible lack

  of discretion.




  Incurably chatty, indifferent to whether or not her audience spoke English, she told them every single thing there was to know about herself and her friend Mary Jameson, curled up on

  people’s back seats with her spiky dark hair sticking out in all directions, her mouth going a mile a minute.




  ‘Hi. I’m Keeley and this is my friend Mary. Thanks for picking us up. We’re going to Aix – can you imagine, two young wans like us, from Dublin west, going to a place

  like that? It was all Mary’s idea. She’s from a better home, you see. I’m from Pearse Gardens, an awful kip, but she’s from Pearse Avenue, much nicer altogether,

  they’re semi-detached there, got nice gardens, no graffiti or anything. Mary works in a posh deli and I’m a hairdresser – well, not a stylist or anything, just an apprentice, but

  still, it’s a job. My father hasn’t got a job at all. Just sits in an armchair watching the telly, ever since the brewery changed from wooden kegs to aluminium and he was made

  redundant. Only ever gets up on Fridays, to go and collect his dole. I keep telling him there’s loads of things he could do, carpentry, handyman stuff, get a ladder and wash people’s

  windows for them, but he won’t. Been unemployed for six years now, my oul fella. Of course Mam could work, if it wasn’t for Poor Tony.’




  Poor Tony?




  ‘Yes, he’s my brother. Had a motorbike, got a great job as a courier, he loved it, only he was a bit – well, he thought he was Mr Easy Rider, like in the movies. Clipped this

  woman’s car one day and turned round to give her a mouthful ... well, you should be looking where you’re going, shouldn’t you, on a motorbike? Only he wasn’t, he was busy

  effing and blinding and next thing there was this lorry, a big one full of fridges and washing machines being delivered to a warehouse, weighed a ton. Poor Tony never stood a chance. But he’s

  coming on, now. He’s in the rehab centre. They’re teaching him to type, with a stick he grips in his teeth. Mam goes to visit him every day.’




  At this point there would be gasps and exclamations, nudges from Mary, but Keeley always kept right on.




  ‘In a wheelchair for life. Paralysed from the neck down. Poor Tony. No compensation money or anything, because the woman he was shouting at told the police it was all his own fault, and

  there weren’t any other witnesses. The lorry driver came out all right though, not a scratch. My family’s a walking disaster – you can tell by my name, can’t you? Keeley. My

  Mam called me after some film star she saw on the telly. Said she hoped I’d bring a bit of colour into her life. But I’d rather have been called something ordinary. Like Mary. Now

  there’s a nice name, you can’t go wrong with that. Mary’s got a boyfriend back in Dublin, Cathal, his oul fella owns two pubs and he’s got a car. Thinks the sun shines out

  of his ass, if you ask me, but Mary’s mad about him, aren’t you, Mare?’




  Scarlet, Mary would nod and mumble, point to some distracting object on the landscape, praying for delivery. She was very fond of her friend, who was always so cheerful and good for a laugh, but

  this was a bit thick.




  ‘She asked Cathal to come with us, but he wouldn’t. Too busy working in pub numero uno, the one in Dublin, they couldn’t manage without him for five minutes. He didn’t

  want us to go. But Mary had seen this film called Claire’s Knee, she didn’t know it was French at the time but then she really got into it, followed all the subtitles, came out

  of the cinema singing the praises of France. Then she found out about the grape-picking, that you could just turn up and get work at harvest time, you didn’t need to speak French or anything.

  Just as well. We haven’t a word between us.’




  Some of the drivers offered to teach them a few phrases at this point, if only to get a word into the conversation; others decided it was time to pull in for a cup of coffee.




  ‘Oh, right – well, we haven’t much money ourselves, we’ll just wait for you in the car, if that’s all right?’




  And so the hapless drivers usually ended up buying them coffee, sometimes chips or sandwiches as well, at which Mary stared mesmerised.




  ‘Look at them, Keeley! They’re the size of a baby’s leg! Totally different to Irish sandwiches ... and what are these things?’




  They were gherkins, served on the side. Neither girl had ever seen them before, nor tasted the things in the sandwiches – brie, salami, rillettes. Keeley pulled a face, but Mary was

  entranced.




  ‘This is fantastic! Go on, Keeley, try another bite.’




  ‘Do I have to?’




  ‘Yes! We’re in France, you have to try everything. Besides, this food is being bought for you, it’s a present, you can’t just say yuk and leave it.’




  This was whispered in an aside, and the girls lived in terror that when the bill came the drivers would turn to them and demand a contribution, but nobody ever did. Apart from the price of two

  nights in hostels, the thousand-mile trip cost them nothing.




  And then they were in Provence. They smelled it long before they reached it, a mixture of scents they were informed were pine, lavender, olives, herbs. And then the scenery,

  the landscape fading from green to mauve, from mauve to gold, stippled with peach, cherry, lemon, all kinds of trees growing in the rust-red earth.




  ‘Oh, wow! This is gorgeous!’




  Tumbling out of the last car, which let them off two miles short of the village of Rognes, they stood for a moment clutching their rucksacks, blinking in the white light, savouring the hot sun

  pouring down on their faces, arms, shoulders and legs. Neither of them had ever felt anything so intense in their lives, imagined that it could really get as hot as this. Already their teeshirts

  were damp with perspiration, their shorts stuck to the backs of their legs.




  Around them stood several low stone houses, farmhouses they supposed, grey chunky buildings from whose direction they could hear a distant clinking noise.




  ‘What’s that?’




  ‘I don’t know ... cows, d’you think? Or goats? I’ve heard they put bells on them down here.’




  ‘Oh ... and that other noise? The sort of whizzing?’




  It was closer than the bells, and with a shriek they soon found out what it was – huge insects, like crickets, rubbing their wings together in the coarse yellow grass. Thousands of them,

  all rubbing furiously.




  ‘M-Mary, let’s get going. Let’s find the vineyard.’




  It had to be somewhere quite near, according to the map and the directions Mary had got from the youth travel agency that specialised in finding summer work for people their age. Hoisting their

  rucksacks on their backs, they set off, a little overwhelmed by the settling, gathering silence.




  ‘It’s very quiet.’




  Keeley was half-nervous, half-pleased as she said it; where she lived it was never quiet, the street permanently filled with yelling kids, barking dogs, revving cars, slamming doors.




  ‘Yes ... listen to it, Keeley. It’s quiet as a prayer. So still.’




  ‘They must all be at lunch. They have long lunches in these parts, don’t they?’




  ‘Yes. It’s probably the worst time of day to arrive. We won’t get another lift, unless maybe on a tractor or something. But we’re in the right place. Ten miles north of

  Aix, two miles south of Rognes ... let’s just keep walking and see what happens.’




  ‘I’m thirsty. I wish we had some Coke or something.’




  ‘No. They drink water here, haven’t you noticed? Out of little plastic bottles. That’s what we need.’




  ‘Huh. As if anyone would pay good money for plain water. There must be something in it.’




  ‘No, I don’t think there is. They just seem to prefer it to sweet drinks.’




  ‘Well, I’d settle for anything right now. How do you recognise a vineyard anyway, Mary? What does it look like?’




  ‘I’m not sure. But I suppose we’ll know it when we see it.’




  Forty-five minutes later, dusty and sweltering, they were forced to concede that maybe they wouldn’t. Maybe they’d better go to one of these farmhouses, actually, and ask before they

  got well and truly lost.




  The woman who opened the door did not seem particularly pleased to see them, and then there was terrible difficulty with the language; neither party could understand one syllable the other was

  saying. It took a good ten minutes and much pantomime before she eventually stabbed her finger to the right.




  ‘Chez Lazouin. Là-bas, à droite.’




  Thanking her as best they could, they trudged back to the road, turned right and kept walking.




  ‘Jaysus Mary, I’m short enough already, my legs will be worn to stumps.’ Mary smiled, checking her stride so that her friend did not have to trot. Despite her big mouth Keeley

  was quite small, petite as the French would say, and the rucksacks were heavy. Of course they’d packed like a pair of idiots, bringing everything bar the kitchen sink just in case.




  ‘There! There it is!’




  And so it was, miles of dark green vines suddenly stretching away in front of them, dotted with bending, moving figures. The grape pickers: dozens and dozens of them, their arms going like

  pistons under the unmerciful sun. Working their way methodically along the straight, regular rows, they looked like soldier ants.




  Suddenly nervous, they made their way up the long rough avenue in silence, eyeing each other as they caught sight of a large, grey stone house surrounded by geraniums, fingers of some

  creamy-green creeper twining their way up its walls. Compared to the other houses they had seen, it was extremely well-tended and, they suspected, very ritzy inside.




  ‘Cripes. We’re not going to be staying here, surely? I’d have brought my pearls.’




  But no. It quickly emerged that they were not. A well-dressed woman came out and directed them, with some distaste, to a wide low barn well away from the house.




  ‘God. You’d think we were knackers, the way she looked at us.’




  ‘Well, I suppose we’re not looking our glamorous best. Let’s find someone and ask where we can have a shower.’




  The barn was in fact a dormitory, filled with bunks and lockers, but there was nobody in it. As they looked around they heard a shout, and jumped.




  A man stood in the doorway, beckoning to them.




  ‘Eh! Vous deux! Venez ici!’




  Hastily they followed his accusing finger out and round to what looked like a lean-to shed, but turned out to be an office inside. Taking a folder from the desk, the man frowned at them.




  ‘English? American? Dutch?’




  ‘Irish. We’re looking for work. We were told you’d have some, if we just turned up, there wasn’t any need to—’




  ‘Yes. Two francs a kilo. Meals included. One day off a week. Take two bunks in the dormitory, leave your luggage in the lockers, I will give you a key. Follow me.’




  They followed, were given keys from a numbered rack, led back to the dormitory barn and watched while they stowed their rucksacks in two empty lockers.




  ‘Phew, that’s a weight off! Now, we’re dying for a shower. Where’s the—?’




  ‘Tonight, you may shower. Now, you start work.’




  ‘Now?’




  ‘Yes, of course. You are just in time after the lunchtime siesta.’




  Without further ado the man thrust deep baskets into their hands, pointed in the direction of the vines and left them.




  ‘Keeley, I’m dying.’




  Under the brutal sun Keeley straightened slowly up, feeling her spine open out like an accordion, and turned to look at her friend.




  Mary was crouched on the ground, gazing despairingly into her basket full of fat purple grapes, clipping shears clenched in her juice-stained hand. Heat blisters peppered her shoulders and neck,

  sweat ran down her temples, round the backs of her ears and dripped from her gypsy-hoop earrings. The mass of her hair was tied back in a blue scarf, but a cluster of wispy curls stuck to her

  forehead, also running with sweat which fell and clung onto her eyelashes, making her blink with a puzzled air.




  ‘Jaysus Mary, you didn’t die on the boat and you’re not going to die here. Would you ever give over!’




  ‘But this is a killer!’




  ‘Mary, look around you. What do you see?’




  Vaguely Mary looked, and saw a vast field full of workers like themselves: young Danes, Belgians, Americans, many nationalities as well as perhaps twenty or thirty local people. The foreigners

  were young but the locals were mixed in age, some of them fifty or even sixty, men and women, all crouching, snipping industriously.




  ‘Yeah, well, they’re used to it—’




  ‘And we’ll get used to it! We’ve only been here three days.’




  Mentally Mary calculated. Another twenty-seven days to go. Christ almighty.




  ‘So stop whingeing. I know it’s hard, but we’re having fun, aren’t we? I am, anyway.’




  Keeley smiled as she spoke, thinking of all the good things about this exhausting job. Nobody could say the work was anything other than a crucifixion, but they were out in the open air –

  lovely scented warm air at that, not a drop of rain – they were meeting all sorts of people, earning money and being housed and fed while they were at it. Each evening they gathered with the

  others round big wooden tables set up in front of the barn and were handed hot food they didn’t have to cook for themselves – very odd food admittedly, but Mary liked it – and

  there were big jugs of wine for everyone to help themselves. She’d never have ordered wine in a month of Sundays back at The Lantern, but she’d tried it here since there was nothing

  else, and somehow it tasted good, out in the open shared with everyone, smelling of fruit and honey and sunshine. Despite the language problem they seemed to manage to talk to lots of people, and

  slept a deep sleep that filled her, Keeley Butler, with the most robust sense of health she’d ever known. She never came home from the hairdressing salon feeling the way she felt at the end

  of her day’s work here.




  ‘Think of dinner, Mary. Only an hour to go.’




  Mary did smile then. She could hardly name a single one of the things they ate, had to be told what every item was, but she couldn’t get enough of the extraordinary food. Maybe it was just

  sheer hunger, they were all ravenous, filling up their plates twice or sometimes even three times – but no. It wasn’t just quantity. It was quality. Everything tasted so fresh.

  Despite all the jokes everyone had made back home about snails and frogs’ legs they hadn’t come across those – not as far as they could make out, anyway – but the other

  things were amazing.




  The Dutch and the Danes assured them that there was nothing exceptional about the food, or cuisine, as they called it; said it was just simple peasant stuff. And indeed there

  wasn’t anything unusual about the method of cooking, in normal pots and pans except that they were on a grand scale, rather black and old-fashioned at that. But that wonderful oil, made from

  olives, made everything taste so different! And the vegetables: tomatoes the size of fists, potatoes cooked in cream and cheese, a kaleidoscope of things Mary had never seen before. Corn cobs

  streaming with scalding juice and melting butter, green peppers full of crunchy sweetness, smooth nutty artichokes you dipped in the oil and ate with your fingers, big thick slices of something

  called aubergine made into something called ratatouille. People laughed when she asked the name of every little thing, asked her what on earth she lived on in Ireland, but she

  didn’t care.




  But what was she going to do, when she got back to the deli in Dublin? The manager Mr O’Rourke was very nice, very proud of his ‘produce’. But now, after only three days, she

  knew what it really was. Crap. All that coleslaw arriving in big industrial plastic tubs, that pale slimy ham, cardboard pizza with a few miserable bits of soggy broccoli on it, gooey cheesecake

  with tinned mandarins ... yet the customers regarded these things as luxuries, and bought only small cautious quantities on weekends or for party treats. It all came in tubs, tins, packets or

  cartons – while here, everything tasted as if it had jumped straight out of the sunwarmed soil. She’d starve when she went home, never be able to eat fishfingers or Batchelor’s

  beans again.




  And the wine! Only snobs drank wine in Ireland, but now she wondered why; there was nothing remotely pretentious about the earthenware pitchers set out on the wooden tables in the evenings,

  filled with red, white and rosé wine made right here on the spot. In fact a Belgian girl had told her that Provençal wines weren’t even very good, not France’s best by a

  long shot, but what she’d tasted so far made her usual drink at The Lantern – Harp lager – seem like detergent by comparison.




  Were there even any pubs in France? So far there was no mention of any. At home she and Keeley would have gone out after work, to drink what suddenly seemed like an awful lot, five or six Harps

  for herself and three or four vodkas for Keeley, with white lemonade in them. Admittedly they hadn’t gone out so often since they’d been trying to save money, but Cathal worked at The

  Lantern, their friends congregated there, the attraction was constant. Here, they were too tired at night to even venture as far as Rognes, which might have a pub, but it was extraordinary how none

  of the other, more hardened workers ever seemed to suggest it. The other Europeans, and indeed Americans, simply sat around the tables after dinner, chatting or playing cards, sipping just a little

  wine, or coffee or even water. Water! They’d think you’d lost your marbles at home if you drank water. Out of a bottle, too! Keeley couldn’t get over it.




  Mary smiled to herself as she carried on with her work. Keeley wasn’t nearly as nuts about the French food as she was, but she seemed to be having a great time, talking to everyone,

  tanning already, laughing off the heat and strain and rough dirty work. Hardly anyone understood her Dublin accent or expressions, but everyone liked her. Keeley never complained, not just here but

  at home either, now that Mary thought about it.




  Yet Keeley’s life was tough enough. She had that surly lazy father, the ‘oul fella’ who was in fact only thirty-nine. Christy. Keeley wasn’t ashamed of her home, she

  invited Mary to come to it quite matter-of-factly, but it really was depressing. Christy in his vest slouched in front of the telly, Ma Butler all depressed about Poor Tony, and very

  accident-prone; she often seemed to have bruises, black eyes, constant little accidents. That peeling wallpaper, lumpy furniture, back yard overgrown and full of rusty scrap. You could hear the

  neighbours roaring at each other on both sides, the front gate hung off its hinges and the wall was the local art gallery, sprayed and crayoned with the colourful thoughts of kids as young as four,

  as old as twenty. Dogs overturned dustbins, cats mewled all night, ramps had had to be put in to slow down the constant parade of speeding motorbikes. On Friday nights Keeley handed over half her

  wages to her mother, Mary knew, but somehow the oul fella always seemed to be in possession of the money by Saturday, sprawling among the empty cans or going out for his only

  ‘exercise’, a walk as far as the bookie’s shop.




  No wonder Keeley had been so keen to come to France. She’d probably have gone to Mongolia, anywhere, to get away. And yet she was so chirpy, joking about the horrors of her home life if

  she mentioned them at all, not a bit envious of Mary’s much luckier lot.




  Not that Pearse Avenue was a paradise. But it was a sight better than Pearse Gardens. The houses were sturdier, better kept, built in blocks of two instead of rows of dozens. There was even the

  odd cypress tree, tub of pansies, mown lawn. The neighbours didn’t screech and the cars were neither wrecked nor stolen. You didn’t cringe when you looked at the place.




  Her parents were OK, too. They both worked, Dad as a mechanic in a big garage over in Walkinstown, Mam as a shop assistant in a bakery where the bread was completely different to the bread here.

  The cakes, too ... so far there hadn’t been any cakes here, people didn’t seem to go for sweet things so much. Instead they liked cheese, said France had a different kind for every

  day of the year. Well, Ireland had cheese: cheddar and Calvita. Only you didn’t eat them after meals, or with wine.




  Oh, Jesus. This holiday was going to be the ruination of them both. Even before they’d left there’d been sniggers, sarcastic little jokes about people trying to ‘better

  themselves’, and who did they think they were, what was wrong with Tenerife if they had to go foreign?




  Fuck Tenerife, Mary thought suddenly. I like it here. I bet Cathal would like it, too. Well ... not the food maybe, but the wine, the way everyone works so hard, like he does. Maybe we could

  come here for our honeymoon, when, if ... what do I mean, if? Everyone knows we’re going steady, are going to get engaged and then married. Mam and Dad are delighted, saving for

  the wedding already. It’ll have to be a big white one what with me marrying a pub. Two pubs. And then we’ll ... we’ll have kids, I suppose. In fact we’d have one by

  Christmas, before any wedding, if I’d let him carry on that night in the car. Or that other night, in the car. I bet he’s glad now though, because if I wouldn’t do it with him

  then I won’t do it with anyone here, will I? His mates all said I would, but they were just winding him up. Anyway there’s no chance; even though Keeley says she’d like to meet a

  nice bloke, they’re not a bit interested in us, what with all these gorgeous blonde Danish girls and sexy French ones ... but who could bonk in a bunk, anyway? With forty other people

  around?




  I must write to Cathal. I would have on the first day, only that man made us start work on the spot. They sure don’t take any prisoners here. I’ll write tonight, after dinner. I can

  smell it cooking already. Jesus, I’m starving.




  ‘Why don’t you write home too, Keeley?’




  ‘Oh, I’m not much of a one for writing. I’ll leave it another week or two, until they notice I’ve gone.’ Keeley said it with a grin, an uplift of her chin and snub

  nose, but Mary thought she sensed a note of truth in it.




  ‘Then what are you going to do?’




  ‘Chat up that bloke. The Swedish one in the navy shorts. You know what they say about Swedes.’




  With another grin she wandered off, and Mary started writing on the paper she’d had to ask for in the office, and been given with a look that said she was a nuisance.




  

    

      ‘Dear Cathal,




      How are you? Well, I hope, and behaving yourself and missing me like mad. We’re having a great time. It’s very hot and hard work, but there are loads of

      people our age, from everywhere, the place is beautiful, the people who own the vineyard live in a castle. There was a fabulous house when we arrived, but it turns out that’s

      only the manager’s house, the owners live in a huge place so far away we can only just see it, we hear it’s got a swimming pool and everything. All the houses here have shutters,

      for the sun, and red roofs and there are shady trees all around them, sort of bluey-green, it’s really gorgeous.




      But the best thing is the food. Keeley says her tongue is hanging out for a burger, but I love it. I can’t tell you the names of the things because I don’t know how to spell

      them, but you should have seen what we had for dinner this evening (not tea, they have dinner at night) – an enormous salad with three kinds of lettuce in it, green beans and little

      sardine things, kind of salty, plus a fish stew full of just about everything, and then four kinds of cheese, hard and soft, some are stronger than others and you drink wine with them. Most of

      the wine here is called rosy, but I think the red tastes better with the cheese.




      I suppose you think I’m getting fat as a pig! But we work so hard and picking grapes is very sweaty, we think we might even be losing weight. We all sleep in a barn at night,

      mixed, we could hardly believe it, boys and girls all together. Some of them snore like steam engines. But nobody gets up to anything, we’re all too tired. I wouldn’t anyway, I

      miss you and I lo—’


    


  




  ‘Writing home?’




  A bit annoyed to be interrupted, Mary looked up. It was a man who was speaking to her, not a boy, a genuine antique in fact; he must be about twenty-two or twenty-three.




  ‘Yes. To my boyfriend.’




  ‘Ah.’




  She decided she’d written enough to Cathal anyway. She didn’t want to bore him with all her talk about food. He was a meat and three veg man, and he liked what he called a

  ‘liquid lunch’, on Saturdays. Besides, she still had her parents to write to, and an individual postcard for each of her two small brothers. Where would she get postcards, she

  wondered?




  She turned to the man, a fair-haired tallish chap with a beard, who had seated himself a little way down the long trestle table.




  ‘Excuse me. Do you know if there’s a post office or a shop in Rognes?’




  ‘Yes. Both. But they close early. You’ll have to wait till Saturday.’




  ‘Oh.’




  A bit put out, she signed Cathal’s letter: ‘Lots of love, Mary.’ She’d have to wait two days to post it, now. Still, he’d be pleased when he got it.




  ‘Where are you from?’ The bearded one was looking at her enquiringly, with eyes even bluer than her own.




  ‘Ireland. And you?’




  ‘Sweden.’




  ‘You speak good English.’




  ‘Everyone does, in Sweden.’




  ‘Are you – are you on your own?’




  ‘I am now. Your friend has gone off with my friend.’




  Keeley had gone off with someone? Where? She looked at him in alarm, but he smiled.




  ‘Don’t worry. My friend Erik is quite the gentleman.’




  Yes, she thought, but Keeley is no lady. God knows what—




  ‘Oh, relax. They’ve just gone for a walk in the fields. Would you like to go for one too?’




  ‘No, thank you.’




  Did she sound a bit prim? Well, she’d told him she was writing to her boyfriend, hadn’t she? Was he thick or what, that he didn’t get the message?




  Reaching his brown arm across the table, he picked up the leftover pitcher of wine and gestured to her.




  ‘Like a glass?’




  ‘No ... I’ll have some water.’ She helped herself, and he tucked a hank of blond hair behind his left ear, regarding her with what seemed to be amusement.




  ‘So. What’s your name, Irish girl?’




  ‘Mary.’




  ‘Mary, Mary, long before the fashion grew ...’




  She was amazed that he knew the song, the same one her kid brothers sang when they wanted to annoy her, or knew a line of anyway.




  ‘My name is Lars. I am a student of mathematics at Gothenburg University. Erik studies engineering.’




  Oh, no. Brainy types. Intellectuals. Immediately she felt out of her depth, a little hostile, anxious for escape. But he kept talking.




  ‘What brought you to Provence?’




  A ferry and seven cars, she was tempted to say, but decided not to. If Keeley was trying to get off with his friend she wouldn’t thank her for messing.




  ‘I – I saw a French film last winter. By mistake. It was called Claire’s Knee and I went with a bunch of my pals. We thought it was going to be – well, something

  else. It turned out to have subtitles and it was a bit, you know, slow. But I liked it. I don’t know why. I just did.’




  ‘I see. And now? Do you like France?’




  ‘Yes. What I’ve seen of it, at any rate, which isn’t much. The people don’t seem very friendly, but I like the sun and the food.’




  ‘If you want to see a bit more, you and your friend could come with Erik and me into Aix on Saturday. It’s much bigger than Rognes, you’d get your postcards and stamps there.

  There’s a big market in the mornings.’




  ‘A market?’




  ‘Yes. Food, clothes, houseware, hardware ... very colourful, we hear. We’d take you on our motorbikes.’




  She was filled with interest and dismay in equal parts. A market sounded great, any kind of sightseeing, and Keeley would love the idea of a motorbike, despite the cruel fate of Poor Tony. But

  students. Men. Older, foreign men, and Cathal fifteen hundred miles away.




  ‘I – I’ll have to ask my friend.’




  Abruptly, he stood up.




  ‘Of course. Just let us know if you wish to come.’




  ‘Jaysus, Mary, I nearly died.’




  ‘Why? What did he do?’




  ‘He said he was an engineer! Well, studying to be one, anyway. Can you imagine, me going walkies with an engineer?’




  ‘His friend studies maths. They’re very old.’




  ‘Bullshit. We’re eighteen, they can’t be more than three or four years older than us. Anyhow, I don’t care. Erik is gorgeous. What was the other one like?’




  ‘Blond. Tanned. Blue eyes. A beard. Grey shorts and a yellow T-shirt.’




  ‘Yum. They’re tall too. At least Erik is. I felt like a midget.’




  ‘Was it a nice walk?’




  ‘Yeah. He slowed down so I didn’t have to run to keep up. He was a bit serious. Talked about the scenery a lot. Called it the landscape. Seemed to recognise all the flowers and trees

  – kind of like Mickser Sweeney, really.’




  Mary laughed. Keeley’s only previous boyfriend, Mickser Sweeney, had had just one subject of conversation: Manchester Bleedin’ United.




  ‘So were you bored?’




  ‘Oh, no. It was ... different. I hadn’t much of a clue what he was on about most of the time, but he was kind of – nice. Lifted a branch out of my way, helped me across a

  stream, real polite. And me in my scruffs, too. I wish I’d brought a few glad rags with me.’




  ‘You did. What about your black skirt and—’




  ‘No, I don’t mean that, I mean something – sort of – not glam. Something, you know. Pretty. Floaty. Anyway, I didn’t score. He didn’t say a word about another

  walk.’




  ‘Well then, today’s your lucky day. Or Saturday is. His friend Lars asked me if we wanted to go into Aix with them on Saturday. They have motorbikes.’




  ‘Oh, Mary, I hope you said yes! Tell me you did or I’ll crease you!’




  ‘I said the ladies would discuss the matter.’




  ‘Oh, yes! Consider it discussed, lads, consider it discussed!’




  Saturday morning dawned bright as silver, sleek with heat. Mary was surprised to find herself dressing at seven, unable to sleep late as she had yearned to do. Keeley was

  hopping in anticipation, showered, brushed, perky in a strappy red T-shirt and white shorts, peering round the door of the barn until finally she heard the rumble of engines.




  ‘Here they are! Mary, wait till you see their motorbikes, they’re as big as cars!’




  It was very nearly true, and both girls felt a thrill as the Swedish lads greeted them with smiley waves, beckoned them to hop on the back and revved away. There was no time for breakfast, Lars

  said; the market was already under way and early morning was the best time to see it.




  But they drove slowly, giving their passengers a chance to enjoy the scenery, hills and fields in shades of terracotta and pistachio, steamy with fast-evaporating dew, gently clunking with the

  sound of goat bells. The breeze blew Mary’s hair free of its moorings and she left it to billow out behind her, relaxing into the deep leather saddle, her lungs filling with dawn-fresh air.

  She hadn’t been sure about this excursion, agreeing to it mostly for Keeley’s sake and for the chance to see the market, but almost immediately she began to enjoy it. How could I not,

  she thought. How could anyone not?




  Aix was a very old town, and she was amazed when she saw it; it looked like something rising out of another age, pewter-coloured, rambly, ancient. Yet it was busy, there were lots of men already

  drinking some cloudy potion at the pavement cafés, where they pulled in twice to ask directions.




  ‘It’s a Roman town,’ Lars told her, ‘but the newer part is only about two hundred years old. That’s where the market is.’




  Dimly she recalled the efforts of some history teacher to tell her about Roman times, biting her lip as she thought of her bored indifference, the wriggly resistance of the whole class. It had

  all seemed dry as dust. And now here she was, plonked down in the middle of it.




  The market was vast and Erik called a little conference as to where they should start. Lace, linens, ceramics, food ... ?




  ‘Food,’ she said immediately. Keeley grinned.




  ‘Our Mary is mad for it. You wouldn’t think it to look at her, would you?’ Both men looked, surveying with candid appreciation Mary’s slim tallish figure, the sudden

  sparkle in her pale freckled face and wide blue eyes.




  ‘Then let’s find the food.’




  It was a whole section to itself, a panorama that even Keeley found astonishing. One stall, protected from the sun by a white awning, sold nothing but big brown eggs, laid only two hours earlier

  Erik said, translating; his French was very good. Everyone smiled as Mary picked up an egg, gently, turning it in her hands to inspect it although she didn’t know why; there was no need to

  buy anything even if she had money to spare. Damnation, that she couldn’t speak French, couldn’t ask the vendor about his chickens, his hens, if omelettes were made the same way in this

  part of the world! But then there were the sausages, at the next stall, straight thick ones swinging in rows from hooks overhead, ten times the size of Irish ones, netted with red string: little

  curly ones like pigtails, black and white, piled on a wooden tray with a sign that said ‘Boudin, 3f la pièce.’ And lots of others besides, wrapped in leaves or encrusted

  with white beads she was told were peppercorns, smelling so strong her head swam. Keeley held her nose, but Lars was very helpful, explaining about boudin, salami, all the different varieties.

  Gratefully she smiled at him, and nudged Keeley in the ribs.




  ‘Stop it! You’ll offend the man!’




  Indeed the vendor did look offended as they moved on in some embarrassment to the next stall, glittering with glass. Oil this time; thick green olive oil, a yellow one made from sunflowers, an

  almost clear one distilled from rapeseed (Mary made a note to look it up), others filled with sprigs of herbs – thyme, Erik said, rosemary, mint. Some were for frying in, some for salads,

  others to be drizzled over parmesan or asparagus. Mary opened another page in her mental notebook.




  She couldn’t believe it when Lars said more than an hour had passed, and would the girls like some coffee?




  Keeley said yes, and they were heading for a kind of makeshift café when suddenly Mary realised she couldn’t bear it. Couldn’t bear to interrupt this magical tour of

  Aladdin’s cave, miss one single thing.




  ‘You go on. I’ll catch you up in a minute.’




  Sprinting away, she plunged back in among the awnings, breathing deeply as her nose led her first to the cheeses and then to the vegetables. Oh, the smell of them, the colours, the shapes and

  sizes! With a kind of desperation she fought to understand what the sellers were crying, what the handwritten signs meant, pleading with her eyes to be allowed to touch, to pick things up, to

  examine.




  At home Mr McNamara the grocer would mutter if anyone looked crooked at his tomatoes or onions, but incredibly these grocers smiled and nodded, actually encouraging inspection, offering tiny

  samples. In ten minutes Mary had tasted twelve kinds of cheese, soft gooey ones, hard nutty ones, salty yellow, creamy white, overpowering orange ... when she thought her welcome was running out

  at one stall she moved on to the next, and the next, lifting, stroking, holding whole bunches of carrots up to her nose to inhale their earthy smell, gripping the big velvety peaches and yellow

  melons from Cavaillon, tracing the knobbly contours of avocado pears, the smooth regal sheen of aubergines, purple and glossy as royalty.




  ‘Mary! Come on! We’re going to the clothes section, and then Erik wants to look at records ...’




  Feeling driven from paradise, she rejoined her friends. But fair was fair, it was their turn to see things that interested them. Lars and Erik were being so nice, too, explaining, interpreting,

  elbowing a path through the crowds. Lars smiled at her.




  ‘You missed your coffee.’




  ‘It doesn’t matter. I’ll never forget what I saw this morning ... thanks for bringing us here, Lars. We’d never even have known there was a market.’




  ‘A pleasure’ he said simply, and smiled again. She seemed to have forgotten about posting her letters home.




  Mary’s mind could not have been further from home as she followed the others deeper into the market, discovering the delights of a first trip abroad. Mere chance had

  brought them all here, really, and both girls were still acclimatising to the weather, the language, the unknown rhythm of the place. But if they were a little bemused by it they were intrigued

  too, youthfully eager to see as much as they could. Mary had been in the countryside before; she could remember childhood outings with her parents, and later the baby boys, to places like

  Glendalough, Donabate, the Strawberry Beds. They’d gone on the bus, taken an unvarying picnic of egg sandwiches and Swiss roll, sheltered under trees or bushes from the inevitable showers.

  But in her memory the days were sunny, she could smell the fresh grass, hear the water, feel the nettle and bee stings, the lovely tired happy glow as they wended their way back through the dunes

  and hillocks in warm sunburnt evenings. As she’d grown into her teens the Sunday jaunts had gradually been abandoned, the boys preferring to play football with their pals while she went

  through moody adolescence, no longer wanting to be seen with her parents as if she were a child. Then, one day not long after meeting Keeley at The Lantern, she’d asked her new friend whether

  she felt like going off somewhere for the day, and been surprised when Keeley said yes, she’d love to, she’d never gone anywhere unless you counted shopping in town.




  What, never? No, Keeley asserted, never. So they’d got a bus timetable and picked out the longest journey in it, the number 44 bus that went to Enniskerry in Wicklow. From there they

  walked all the say to Powerscourt waterfall, chatting, getting to know each other better. Keeley had been wearing tight jeans that day, she remembered, and silly shoes with heels on them; she kept

  stumbling and cursing, the jeans remained damp all day after it rained on them. But, despite a cold that kept her sneezing for a week afterwards, she’d loved it.




  In fact her enthusiasm had been such that she’d nearly got killed trying to climb the wet rocks up the sides of the waterfall, slipping and giggling until she twisted her ankle and came

  crashing down with a yell. There’d been trouble, too, when she threw a chocolate wrapper on the grass and had it returned to her by some irate man, with a lecture about not littering beauty

  spots. But her grin had never faded, she’d talked about that day for ages afterwards, and it was the first inkling Mary had had of Keeley’s home life. She couldn’t imagine never

  going anywhere, even before Dad had got a car they’d always gone somewhere on summer Sundays, but Keeley wasn’t joking when she said she’d never been further than Henry

  Street, for tights and divilment on Saturdays. The oul fella would no more take his family to the beach or park than he would take them to the moon, she said, and her Ma ... well, her Ma

  wasn’t very good at organising things. Weekends in the Butler house were for watching the match, when she was a child, for tinkering with broken household equipment of one kind or another,

  for sleeping late and fighting over who was going to wash the dishes. Tony refused to do it, refused to do anything as he grew up, while Christy created blue murder if his dinner wasn’t hot

  and ready when he rolled back from the pub after Mass on Sundays. Mary’s tale of picnics and Swiss rolls had made her eyes widen in the most incredulous way, as if the Jamesons were an exotic

  species grown as some kind of social experiment. Mary thought Keeley Butler must be the only girl in Dublin who’d never even been to the Zoo, to Dollymount strand or to the Pigeon House,

  where you could see the Lady Miranda and the other Guinness ships rounding the mouth of the harbour, chugging home from places rumoured to be as farflung as Spain and north Africa.




  But she’s enjoying herself today, Mary thought as they wandered from stall to stall, looking at her friend examining things, her brown eyes wide and disbelieving as the

  two Swedish chaps dispensed information like tour guides, authoritatively if a bit clinically. Erik and Lars had only arrived in Provence a few days before they had themselves, but they seemed to

  know everything, must have read up a few books before they came ... it had never occurred to either girl to do that, and Mary frowned in annoyance; their local library would surely have had

  something and they wouldn’t look such dimwits now. Neither Lars nor Erik made any comment, but she sensed they were smiling inside, catching each other’s eye as Keeley’s voice

  rang out again and again: ‘What the ruddy hell is that? Ah no lads, you’re not serious, pull the other one ...’




  They saw an awful lot by the time the vendors started dismantling their stalls at noon, and then Lars made a suggestion. A quick sandwich, and then a walk round Aix? Would the girls like that,

  or would they be bored? It was a historic town, but if they didn’t mind that ... ? Mary noticed the way Keeley’s head jerked up, her sharp tone as she said of course they didn’t

  mind, they might be green as the grass but they weren’t complete eejits. Erik looked at her warily and Mary realised he was taken aback by Keeley’s retort, maybe even realised that he

  and his friend were being a bit patronising. Apparently anxious to make up for it, he bought everyone’s sandwiches, and was rewarded with a smile from Keeley which he returned eagerly,

  looking a little abashed although it was Lars who’d done the damage. But Lars made up for it in turn, buying them all a glass of wine, which restored good humour and made Mary wonder. These

  guys seemed to have plenty of pocket money, what kind of homes were they from? Or did all Swedes have lots, of money and information and good manners? She’d never met such a polite pair in

  her life.




  But they were trying to be nice, she thought as she ate her sandwich with just a quick peep inside it, and really they were nice. Kind of serious, but they meant well, and were generous

  for two guys they’d only just met. Cathal wouldn’t buy wine or propose walking tours – well, there was Dun Laoghaire pier of course, where he took her to walk most Sundays, but he

  talked so much about himself ... still, there was a lot he needed to discuss about his exciting future, and the goals he’d usually scored in the match the day before. His team depended on

  him he said, he had a lot on his mind. These guys were on holiday, it wasn’t fair to compare.




  Cathal faded from her mind as they got up and followed Erik, who was talking about boulevards and fountains, Keeley nodding at him trying to look as if she knew what a boulevard was. Clueless

  but valiant, she trotted at his side and Mary followed, with Lars, keen to see the ‘old town’ which sounded most romantic.




  It took some time to find, but then suddenly they were in it, and Mary drew in her breath. Now here was France, as she’d imagined it! Strangely quiet, green-shuttered, the walls the colour

  of old gold. Every window had a black wrought-iron box of geraniums, the very pavements seemed to smell of garlic, the streets were narrow, cobbled, wendy-bendy. Few people were about, most of them

  taking their siesta Lars said, but here and there she caught sight of old women leaning over their tiny balconies with watering cans, a couple of young men playing dominoes at a corner café,

  a sturdy ancient bicycle vanishing down an alleyway.




  There was the strangest atmosphere about it, as if it didn’t belong to the twentieth century at all, as if nobody could possibly own anything like a television or a fridge, though she

  supposed they must. Although each house was a different colour it blended into the next, creamy, buttery, the shades of tea and coffee and the yellow wine so curiously called white. Each tiny

  window had a lace curtain, aged by the sun and drawn against it, a long curly handle inside, a glimpse of dark mysterious recesses. There were no gardens, but lots and lots of flowers in pots and

  tubs, ivy dangling in great massed bunches over doorways, thick wooden doors with no knockers but a row of bells, with names handwritten in black ink. There was a sense of something off kilter,

  too, something she couldn’t identify until Keeley looked up and shrieked.




  ‘They’re all crooked! Christ, Erik, these houses look as if they’re going to fall down!’




  Erik laughed, for the first time, and Mary noticed his perfect white teeth, the expensive kind you saw in Hollywood films.




  ‘They’ve been standing for centuries, Keeley. I don’t think they’re going to fall today. They’re just crooked because they were built before spirit levels were

  invented.’




  Spirit levels. Passing lightly over that little conundrum, Keeley looked up again, squinting against the sun.




  ‘They’re dirty, too. The plaster is all falling off. They need a lick of paint.’




  Both men laughed this time, and Keeley looked indignant.




  ‘Well, they do! I mean, this isn’t Pearse Gardens, you’d think—’




  Grinning, Erik looked down at her, amused. He really was tall, Keeley looked childlike beside him, as dark as he was fair, completely different.




  ‘It’s very old plaster, Keeley, part of the architectural character. It would do terrible damage to these houses to paint them. But don’t worry, they’re preserved, taken

  good care of.’




  ‘Then why do they look so grotty?’




  ‘Grotty?’




  ‘Yeah. Messy.’




  ‘Because they’ve been standing for hundreds of years, weathered by the sun and wind – the mistral wind, sometimes it blows in Provence for days on end, full of sand it carries

  up from Africa. The houses have absorbed it, withstood it, because they are so strong. They weren’t built to look pretty, their charm is in their strength and endurance.’




  ‘Oh.’




  Keeley looked at Erik as if he were speaking his native Swedish, incomprehensible but challenging, and fell silent while she thought it out. Mary thought about it too, imagined the many people

  who must have lived here, whole generations; it was as if you could feel them, sense ghosts in the shadows. Pearse Avenue had been built in 1961 her Dad had told her, sixteen years ago ... would

  it still be standing when her children’s children were long dead and gone? She had a hazy memory of the day they had moved there, cardboard boxes as big as herself, Mam putting something on

  the mantelpiece, a sense of settling in. But she wondered now if it was built to last. It was nice to think of things lasting, of people looking at them with pleasure and wonder as they were

  looking, now, at these ancient homes.




  Lars smiled at her as she stood there, looking up, looking thoughtful.




  ‘History, Mary. See, it’s not so dull, is it?’




  No. Not half as dull in Aix as it had seemed in the classroom. Not that she wanted to visit any museums or anything, but she liked this area, old and warm and strong; there was something

  comforting about it.




  ‘No, Lars. It’s nice. This place, anyway. I like it.’




  He was pleased. She’d seemed a bit funny the first time they met, writing her letter on the table after dinner, but maybe it was just shyness. Her little friend was very talkative, but

  Mary was quieter, except on the subject of food which seemed to have caught her imagination. He wasn’t expecting to have any stimulating conversations with her, certainly not of the kind he

  had with the students at Gothenberg university, but there was something about her, something stirring slowly to life ... clearly she’d never been abroad before, but she looked as if she was

  starting to enjoy it. Putting one hand on her shoulder, he pointed with the other down the street.




  ‘See that café?’




  ‘Uh huh?’




  ‘Cézanne painted it.’




  Keeley overheard, and grinned.




  ‘So they do paint things! But it’s time it was painted again. It’s filthy!’




  Neither girl could understand why Lars and Erik burst out laughing, but it was a welcome sight. They were very handsome guys, when they laughed.




  ‘No, Keeley. He wasn’t that kind of painter. He was an artist. He lived in Provence and painted many street scenes, much of the landscape. There is a museum full of his

  work—’




  ‘Oh, right. A guy in a smock and a beret.’




  Keeley’s grin was wicked, but Mary thought she noted something slightly defensive in her tone, something offhand in the way she dismissed the matter because she’d made a mistake.

  Maybe she thought she’d made a show of herself. But so what, if she had? Everyone had to start somewhere. Not everyone went to college, like Lars and Erik.




  ‘Well, it’s too nice a day for museums. Let’s just keep walking.’




  So they kept walking, and the others kept talking, but Mary lagged behind, looking, thinking, drinking everything in. What must it be like, to live in a city like this? To live in a house

  hundreds of years old, near boulevards with fountains, in countryside so soft and fresh? It was like her grandmother’s old tapestry cushion, faded but cherished, pink and green and brown,

  telling some kind of story if only you could make out what it was.




  I’m glad we came here, she thought. It was an awful journey and we missed an awful lot coming down here in all those speeding cars, but now we can relax. We’ve got time to see

  things. Maybe Lars and Erik will take us around, they’re quite nice now that we’re getting to know them. I hope they will. I feel like a different person in this country, this place. I

  want to make the most of it, see and do as much as we can. The weather is heaven, the food is seventh heaven, the work is hard but I’m having the time of my life.




  Three weeks later, both girls sat together on the lower of their two bunks, sobbing.




  ‘Oh, Mary, what are we going to do?’




  ‘I – I don’t know, the only thing I know is that I d-don’t want to go h-home ...’




  ‘Neither do I, I want to go to Sweden and be with Erik.’




  Loyally, Mary put her arm round Keeley’s heaving shoulders. ‘Don’t cry, Keeley. You’ll get over him.’




  ‘N-no, I won’t! He was so gorgeous, so good to me ... Mary, I’ll never find another fella like him! I’d never meet anyone who’d treat me like – like a lady!

  He didn’t mind that I’m pig-ignorant, didn’t make fun of me or care that I’m from Pearse Gardens, didn’t go on about football all the time or get rat-arsed every

  night. He took me out and treated me nice, didn’t bang on about engineering or anything I wouldn’t understand ... how can he have gone off, just like that? Why didn’t he want my

  address or say anything about coming to see me in Dublin? Why didn’t he ask me to go to Sweden with him? After the other night, too. It was so great, I was sure he couldn’t live without

  me after that.’




  Mary smiled feebly.




  ‘Well, look on the bright side. At least you’ve lost your virginity. You’d been saying for ages you wanted to do that.’




  Sniffling, Keeley gazed at her.




  ‘Yeah. And so did you. I mean, everyone knows I’m a little tramp – or says I am anyway – but what came over you? What about Cathal? Are you going to tell him?’




  ‘Oh, stuff Cathal! I’ve lost my virginity to someone else and that’s all about it.’




  Keeley gaped. Mary sounded so casual, as if her lost virginity was nothing more than an umbrella left on the bus. But she was practically engaged to Cathal Sullivan!




  ‘He’ll have a canary.’




  ‘Keeley, I don’t care. I thought I was in love with him, but now I know I wasn’t. My parents loved him, loved the idea of me marrying a bit of money. But in fact he never spent

  a cent on me. I only realised it the day Lars took me to that beautiful restaurant, the day I tasted champagne and asparagus ... Cathal only ever took me for walks, the skinflint. He’d

  never treat me the way Lars did, buy me a dictionary so I could look up the names of everything, take an interest just because I was interested. I didn’t fall in love with Lars the same way

  you did with Erik, but he opened my eyes.’




  ‘Yeah. Erik opened mine, too. This whole holiday has opened them. I’ll never settle down at home again, or go out with anyone like Mickser Sweeney, or be able to stand the cold and

  rain. It’s just so much nicer here.’




  ‘Yes. I wish we could stay. I really do.’




  ‘So do I. If only we spoke the lingo, we could get jobs. Nobody would even notice if I didn’t come home, except at work, and they’d find someone else in a flash.’




  Hearing her wistful tone, Mary hugged her friend.




  ‘Of course they’d notice. Erik will notice too, when he gets back to Sweden he’ll realise what he’s ...’




  ‘Thrown away? That’s kind of what I feel he has done, Mary. Thrown me away like a bit of rubbish. He didn’t seem like that, but I suppose he must have only wanted the one thing

  after all ... a fellow like him would never fall in love with someone like me, not really, he’d want a student like himself, someone educated you could take anywhere. Someone

  posh.’




  ‘Well, I think you’re great. You made him laugh and you make me laugh, you’re a real hard little worker and you never minded a bit when I was whingeing in the beginning,

  getting sick on the ferry and saying the work was too hard. It certainly has been a sight harder than working in the deli – Oh, God, how am I going to go back to that deli? Or to Cathal?

  I’ll have to break it off with him and he’ll probably be horrible about it, get up on his high horse and say we had an understanding ... well, I suppose we did have, but not after

  Lars. Now that I’ve tasted champagne it would be like going back to Harp lager.’




  They both giggled suddenly as they visualised Cathal in his pub, pumping gallons of it, selling the pints that would make him rich one day, rich!




  ‘But if you’re not going to marry him, and don’t want to go back to the deli, then what are you going to do?’




  ‘God knows. If I have to go back to Dublin then I think maybe I’d like to see if I could get into the catering college at Cathal Brugha Street. Learn about food. Maybe even open a

  little restaurant some day.’




  ‘You’ve really fallen for it, haven’t you? The stuff here, I mean?’




  ‘Yes. The food, the way they cook it, the way they eat it, the way it’s all part of how they live. I’d much rather learn about it here in the sun than at home, where everyone

  would say I was getting notions above my station.’




  ‘But – but then—’




  ‘Then what?’




  Keeley sat up.




  ‘Then why are we going home, Mary? If neither of us wants to?’




  ‘Because – Jesus, Keeley, we have to! You don’t just go off on holidays and never come back.’




  ‘Why not? God, Mary, it’ll be freezing and miserable in Ireland now, coming into October, if we could even stay here even for the winter—’




  ‘Doing what?’




  Keeley thought. Thought rapidly, desperately.




  ‘I could wash hair, just like I did before. I wouldn’t need to speak much French for that, there must be a salon in Aix – and you could get a job as a waitress at that

  restaurant Lars took you to. You said there were lots of English and Americans at it, they’d probably be delighted to get someone who could talk to the tourists.’




  ‘But – but where would we live?’




  ‘We’d be getting paid, wouldn’t we? We could find a little flat.’




  A flat. Instantly Mary’s mind filled with visions of pots and pans, a cooker, strings of onions and garlic hanging from hooks like in the market, baskets bursting with fruit and vegetables

  ... and a job in a restaurant, where she’d be bound to learn something no matter how little French she spoke. Well, none. But she’d pick it up, enough to get by on. Even Keeley would

  surely rise to ‘bonjour’ and ‘au revoir’ and whatever was the French for ‘nice day isn’t it.’




  Poor Keeley. The only one of all her friends who’d wanted to come on holiday with her, and now her heart was breaking over a Swedish chap who’d had his fun and then gone home. It was

  awful but it was probably true: there was one kind of girl for holidays, another kind for real life. Keeley was the kind who wouldn’t count with Erik, any more than she seemed to count with

  Christy, or with her useless mother who had eyes only for Poor Tony.




  As for her own parents ... they were going to be very let down, about Cathal Sullivan and the two pubs and the car. It would be a lot easier to explain in a letter than in person. She could

  simply say she was staying on for a few months, until they began to forget about Cathal and he began to forget about her.




  She felt little regret or remorse, for Cathal, but she did feel a twinge of guilt. He’d often said he was mad about her, that she was a great girl, pretty as a picture. Even surrounded in

  The Lantern by lots of other girls, he’d had eyes only for her. He had picked her, and the whole thing had somehow moved very fast, all been ‘settled’ without ever actually being

  discussed.




  Not that she’d objected. It was nice to feel wanted, unlike Keeley who seemed to have so little luck with men, and Cathal was handsome enough even if he didn’t have Lars’s

  seductive style about him, that aura of really knowing what made a woman tick. If he wasn’t adventurous, he was steady, and if he didn’t spend much money on their dates it was probably

  only because he was saving up for when they were married. He worked, he was ambitious, and lots of girls would give their right arm for him. If she hadn’t seen that silly film, hadn’t

  come to France, the idea of marrying him probably wouldn’t have gone flat at all.




  But it had. She knew it well before she crept out of the barn that night, out into the fields where Lars was waiting for her, waiting to take the only thing she had to offer. If she had been

  truly in love with Cathal she would have wanted to give it to him, could never have given it to Lars – Lars What? With something of a shock she realised she didn’t even know his second

  name. He had told her, but it was Swedish, she couldn’t remember. Oh, well. It didn’t matter. She’d only slept with him because sex was a new experience she wanted to try, and

  because it would put the seal on her break with Cathal. He’d never marry a girl who behaved like a slut.




  Had she? She must have, she supposed, because there’d been no passion in it, no excuse. It bore no resemblance to what Keeley had done with Erik, a deed of sizzling emotion and dazzling

  delight by all accounts, leaving her demolished with lust and love. Mary felt no love for either Lars or Cathal, no desperate longing, no heartbreak, just a kind of gratitude that it was all over

  and done with. Lars certainly wasn’t pining, and Cathal would get over it in time.




  She would write and break it off herself, gently but firmly, to save him the embarrassment of having to explain that he didn’t want to marry That Kind of girl. There were plenty of those,

  but he’d said she was different, she was special ... she was, she realised now, too young to get married. The world was full of men, all different kinds like there were all different kinds

  of food and drink. You didn’t know that until you discovered them, and tried the various varieties. She wanted to stay here, try so many things ... and if she didn’t go home,

  didn’t even have a forwarding address at the minute, there would be nothing anyone could do or say. No awkward meetings down at The Lantern, no shrieks from her horrified parents. The whole

  subject of Cathal Sullivan would simply melt gradually, quietly away.




  Bestirring herself, she looked at Keeley’s woebegone but half-hopeful little face. Usually Keeley was the one who made the decisions, and sure enough this was her idea, but for once Mary

  was ready to act with alacrity.




  ‘Do you know, Keeley, we could. We not only could, but will. We’ll check into the hostel in Aix while we find jobs and somewhere to live. We’ll stay for – well,

  I don’t know how long exactly, but the winter at least. Maybe a whole year. We’ll see how we get on, and decide later.’




  Thrilled, but quite taken aback, Keeley gazed at her. The notion had only been wishful thinking, she hadn’t expected Mary to take it seriously or to need so remarkably little persuasion.

  But that was the curious thing about Mary: sometimes she took things surprisingly seriously. She was the one who’d made up her mind to see France, and now she seemed to be making it up to

  stay. Feeling both excitement and gratitude, Keeley dried the last of her tears on her sleeve and hugged her friend to her.




  ‘Oh, Mary, you’re great. This is great. Let’s do it.’
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  Félix Peyrolle, manager of the Vieux Moulin, thought not. Definitely not. Never in his life had he employed a waitress who wore denim skirts

  or gypsy earrings the size of basketball hoops, and he wasn’t about to start now. Besides, while she could speak English, she couldn’t speak French. She’d be unable to translate

  the orders in the kitchen.




  ‘I am sorry, mademoiselle. No vacancies.’




  It made him feel a tiny bit guilty, the way she looked at him. What was she doing here anyway, at the end of the season instead of the beginning? There wouldn’t be many British or

  Americans over the winter. It all seemed a bit pointless.




  Discouraged, Mary mustered a very small smile of thanks and turned away. This was the sixth restaurant she’d tried. Time and money were running out. Maybe she’d better do as Keeley

  said and see if she, too, could get a job washing hair. Keeley had got one straight away, no problem at all, the manager at Eliane had simply asked her to do a demo on one of the other

  assistants and hired her on the spot. What a muddle, if Keeley had work and she hadn’t—




  ‘Espèce de salaud! J’en ai marre, je m’en vais—’




  Crash! Mary jumped as a stack of crockery went flying and a man shot past her, whipping an apron over his head and dumping it in the lap of an extremely surprised male diner as he rushed out of

  the door.




  He looked so aghast she was tempted to laugh, but thought she’d better get out first. As she followed the cursing employee, who seemed to be having a fit of some kind, she heard another

  flurry, and then a cry.




  ‘Mademoiselle!’




  She turned back. Mr Peyrolle came rushing up to her.




  ‘Ah, mademoiselle ... perhaps ... one moment ...’




  Leading her back through the restaurant, he took her into a corner and spoke urgently.




  ‘Would you be prepared to wash dishes?’




  Yes. Oh, yes. Anything.




  ‘And perhaps prepare some vegetables?’ He made chop-chopping motions with his hand.




  Vegetables? Oh, definitely!




  Pushing her through the kitchen’s swing door, he left her standing in the middle of a vision from hell. It was a vast kitchen, roasting, steaming, bedecked with evil-looking knives, full

  of scurrying people in white, all looking as if some invisible monster was chasing their tails. Moments later Mr Peyrolle returned, looking flustered, and handed her the retrieved apron.




  ‘A little large, but it will do for now. Start with these plates, please.’




  With alacrity she started, plunging her forearms into a huge sudsy sink, not even daring to look up to see where the vegetables were.




  Keeley wanted to splurge, to celebrate. They both had jobs now. They could go to Quick for a burger and Coke. Mary looked at her as if she’d suggested climbing the

  Matterhorn.




  ‘Are you mad? I’m knackered, I just want to sleep. Anyway they gave me some quiche to eat ... you don’t really want to go to Quick, do you?’




  Keeley did. She still hadn’t got her head around this weird food that Mary had taken such a shine to.




  ‘All right. You can sleep tonight, if you promise we can eat junk tomorrow.’




  Faintly, Mary promised. Tomorrow ... tonight Keeley could knock something together in the hostel kitchen. It was a horrible kitchen, dark and grimy, something should really be done about it.

  If she wasn’t so tired she’d attack it herself. But they’d soon have a place of their own, now.




  ‘Keeley?’




  ‘Mm?’




  ‘How do you look for a flat, I wonder? I mean, we can’t read the ads in the newspapers.’




  ‘Why don’t you ask that man at the restaurant? The one who gave you the job? He speaks English, you said. He could translate for us.’




  He could, Mary thought, but whether he would was another matter. He wasn’t what you’d exactly call a decent old skin. But she’d have to ask him. They didn’t know

  another single soul in Aix. Drifting off to sleep, she thought of home, of the two letters winging their way there, one to Cathal and one to her parents. Was there going to be murder, or what?

  Keeley had written home too, not that she was going to end up on Interpol’s missing person list, she said with a grin.




  So now they really were grown-ups. They had jobs, soon they would have a flat of their own, and they had done The Deed. Only once admittedly, the night before the Swedes left, but no way was

  their virginity going to turn up now in any lost-property office. Keeley was still missing Erik, Mary knew, but she was being very good about it; the occasional furtive tear but no crying jags, no

  endless natter about her Viking god. In fact she was being unusually quiet, for Keeley. Not mopey, but keeping herself to herself a bit, concentrating on her new work, making Mary smile as she

  fervently practised the few phrases she needed to get by.




  ‘Bonjour madame, comment alley-voo, au revoir madame, merci, merci, merci, bonjour, au revoir ...’




  Au revoir indeed, to Erik, the sod. Even if he hadn’t intended to ever see Keeley again it wouldn’t have killed him to let her down gently, ask for her address in Ireland even if he

  never got in touch. For such a gentleman, with all his talk of flowers and trees, all his perfect French, he was really a bit of a brute. Even one postcard would have meant so much to Keeley, tided

  her over until she came to see that it was pointless anyway, their native countries were miles apart and they’d just have to be content with their happy memories. Funny, how Keeley had taken

  the whole thing so seriously. Normally she’d be the first to laugh, had laughed when one or two of their lovestruck friends came back from Tenerife in bits, pining for the bloke she

  always called Juan even if he was Carlos or Felipe. But then it was a different matter when it happened to you, and Erik had seemed like such a prize. As she candidly said, she’d never have

  met a chap like that in her neck of the woods.




  Well, they were in a very different neck of the woods now. They were bound to meet a few Frenchmen, who had such a reputation for romance. Mary wasn’t pushed about meeting anyone, was much

  more interested in the Vieux Moulin where already she’d seen a chef serving up caviar. He’d laughed when she peered at the tiny black dots, unable to converse but obviously

  amazed at her ignorance, and then whipped the plate away lest her dripping arms contaminate it. She’d thought about it for ages afterwards, through twenty or thirty dirty plates at least,

  wondering how such a few blobs of jelly could be so famously expensive, was there heroin in them or what? God only knew what she’d see tomorrow – and when was she going to be put on the

  vegetables? Today had been nothing but plates and glasses, hundreds of them, nobody had spoken to her or even noticed her existence. But maybe it was just as well, what if she chopped the wrong way

  and got sacked? The chopping she’d seen done today was incredibly fast and she’d noticed a pattern to it: carrots lengthways, onions in paper-fine slivers and potatoes in tiny cubes.

  Plus all those other much more exotic items ... it might be better to watch for another few days until she got a fix on things. Keeley said things were much the same at the salon, she too had

  been handed an apron and left to get on with it, nobody talked to her, took tea-breaks or snuck a fag.




  Mary felt she might eventually crack the system, liked the French way of doing things even if she didn’t understand it. But Keeley didn’t care what country she was in, she simply

  liked the sun and the freedom, the long distance between herself and Pearse Gardens, Christy, Ma Butler and Poor Tony. If she met a nice Frenchman, it would be the icing on the cake, help her to

  get over Erik who’d treated her ‘like a lady’ and then like a used Kleenex.




  Maybe Cathal would say that she, Mary, had treated him like a used Kleenex. But she hadn’t used him. She’d simply gone out with him when he asked her, had a nice time but

  never led him on. He’d taken charge, the way men did even in 1977, and there hadn’t been any reason not to go out with him. He didn’t set her heart on fire but he

  wasn’t repellent either; she’d vaguely supposed they’d date until one or other of them lost interest and had been surprised when his interest had quickened, he’d started

  talking about their ‘future.’ If she were truthful she’d have to admit she’d even felt a bit rushed, a bit smothered, especially when he drove up to collect her and her

  parents asked him in, started making such a fuss of him. Everyone’s jaw had dropped like a stone when she said she was going to France.




  But it was only one holiday, why on earth not? Cathal could have come if he wanted; it was his own choice to let her go on her own. ‘Let’ her go – he’d actually said

  that.




  And now she was gone. For good. Smiling to herself, Mary rolled over into a deep sleep, thinking of those beautiful purple aubergines they were going to have to let her at sooner or later.




  ‘Mademoiselle! One moment!’




  Mary turned. ‘Yes?’




  Mr Peyrolle, or Monsieur Peyrolle as he’d told her he preferred to be called, came up to Mary – rather sneakily, she thought – as she was about to leave after the lunchtime

  shift. With a newspaper rolled under her arm, in which he’d circled and explained all the suitable ads with surprising helpfulness, she was anxious to visit the flats before they were all

  gone.




  Monsieur Peyrolle plucked at her sleeve and led her into the dark hallway where customers’ coats were kept. For a split second he hesitated, and then he plunged his hand into his breast

  pocket, extracted a slim leather wallet and removed five banknotes from it.




  Mystified, Mary gazed. Five hundred francs. A vast amount, roughly equal to a month’s pay. Did he want her to buy something while she was out, get some new tablecloths or something?




  ‘You – ah – you may find you need this.’ Mumbling, he stuffed the notes into her hand and, for the first time, smiled at her. A thin prim man of about forty, in a brown

  suit and wearing round gold glasses, he’d never smiled before. Mary was bewildered.




  ‘Need it? Me? For what?’




  ‘For a deposit. You will be required to give any landlady this sum to be held against any damage you might do, or any bills you might fail to pay.’ He coughed. ‘Not that there

  would be any question of damage or unpaid bills, I’m sure.’




  ‘Oh. Oh! Oh, Monsieur Peyrolle, I – I hadn’t even thought of it – how kind of you, but how am I—?’




  ‘Don’t worry about it. It is not from your wages. It is a little loan, which I am sure you will be able to return intact whenever you should leave your accommodation. Good luck with

  your search.’




  With that he turned on his heel and walked away, leaving Mary speechless. A month’s deposit, that she hadn’t even known she’d need, from this man who’d seemed so

  unfriendly, so distant? She was very touched. So touched she’d have hugged him, if he hadn’t made his escape.




  Pocketing the banknotes, she set off. For the first time since her arrival it was a cloudy day in Provence; the air held the first hush of autumn, the ancient buildings were not glowing but

  brooding a little, seeming darker and lower in the changing light. Until now she’d always felt like a tourist, but something was different today, she felt more like a – a normal person,

  who lived here. Or was going to live here, if she could battle her way through the conversation required to rent a flat. It was a pity Keeley couldn’t be with her, but Keeley worked until six

  every evening while Mary had afternoons off and then went back in the evenings. If she found a flat she liked, she’d just have to trust to luck that Keeley would like it too. Anyway, anything

  would do, all they needed was a roof over their heads.




  The ads circled by Monsieur Peyrolle were all for central places, near both the hairdressing salon and the square on which the restaurant was situated; he’d sensibly said it would be handy

  to be able to walk to work, not to have to spend money on buses or brave the suburbs – not all of the low-rent areas were entirely safe. They both thought it would be fun to live in the

  centre anyway, where there were cafés and cinemas and brasseries, France’s equivalent of pubs.




  ‘Brasseries,’ Keeley had giggled, ‘for a pair of brassers.’




  But, although Keeley was still a Dub and no mistake about it, still wore a lot of eye make-up and her punky haircut, she’d bought a decent skirt and two blouses out of her wine harvest

  money, said she couldn’t be going to work at a posh salon looking like a slag. Mary wondered: while working Keeley wore a smock type of apron which covered her from neck to knee. But the

  clothes would be handy for impressing landladies at any rate, for which same reason she was wearing a skirt and shirt herself today. Monsieur Peyrolle didn’t allow shorts at the Moulin, not

  even on kitchen workers, and besides it wasn’t quite as warm as it had been.




  When she reached the door of the first flat there was a pencilled notice on the door: ‘appartement loué.’ Not knowing what it meant, she rang the bell. Seconds later a furious

  fat woman appeared, pointed to the notice and slammed the door.




  ‘Loué’, she learned then, meant rented. Gone. The next one was gone too. At the third there was such a queue she didn’t even wait. She couldn’t find the fourth,

  which seemed to be in a street nobody had ever heard of. Either that, or they couldn’t understand what she was asking. The fifth was in a tall narrow building that didn’t look very

  promising, but at least there was neither a queue nor a ‘loué’ sign on it. Her knock was answered by a small grey-haired woman in a blue floral pinafore which appeared to have

  come off second best in a confrontation with some kind of sauce.




  After the first ‘bonjour’ there was an awful pantomime until Mary thought to simply produce the newspaper and point to the ad, whereupon the woman nodded and led her up a flight of

  stairs, another and another. Then, flinging open a door, she pointed into what appeared to be a prison cell.




  Two cells, low and dark, a bedroom and a sort of multipurpose room with a bathroom off it, hardly big enough to swing a kitten never mind a cat. But the kitchen—! It was just a galley, a

  sink, fridge and cooker on one side, a fold-up table with two chairs on the other. Mary breathed a sigh of pure bliss.




  ‘Oui. Oh, oui!’




  The woman looked at her, inspecting, dubious. Foreigners were notorious for midnight flits, noise, domestic disputes, damage.




  ‘Anglaise?’




  ‘No. Irlandaise.’




  ‘Hmm.’




  There was an impasse. And then Mary thought of Monsieur Peyrolle’s money, took it out of her pocket and held it within alluring sight.




  ‘Deposit. No damage. Very quiet. Two girls.’




  Clearly the woman didn’t understand, but the five hundred francs were doing the talking in any language.




  ‘Eh bien.’




  With a sigh she took the notes, stuffed them into her pinafore and nodded. Then came a babble of instructions, to all of which Mary agreed without the foggiest notion. And finally, a key.




  Keeley whistled. ‘Well! It’s a kip, but God bless Mister Payroll!’




  Mary beamed. God bless him indeed, his foresight and his generosity.




  ‘It’s not a kip, it’s our flat. Our new home! At least it’s clean, doesn’t have graffiti or screeching traffic outside—’




  Keeley sat down at the table, grabbing at it as the chair wobbled under her.




  ‘Or sheets or dishes or hot water.’




  ‘It does have hot water, you just need to light that burner thing. We’ll have to stay on at the hostel, I suppose, until we get sheets and plates and stuff, but we won’t need

  much for just the two of us. We could probably get everything at the market.’




  Keeley grinned. ‘It’s the pots and pans you want, isn’t it? You can’t wait to start feeding me all your French muck, I’m to be your little guinea pig.’




  Yes. They would eat like royalty, there’d be no tinned peas or fishfingers in this abode. Well, only once a week anyway, on sufferance, in case Keeley rebelled. But suddenly Keeley looked

  over the table at her.




  ‘Actually, I don’t mind. If you want to cook and experiment on me, I mean. I’m not much of a one to tell the difference between cod or haddock, but I suppose if you’re

  going to open your own restaurant some day you’ve got to start somewhere. Anything I spit out you can regard as a failure, anything I swallow you can count as a triumph.’




  Mary thought it would be some triumph to get Keeley even to tolerate things like garlic, much less like them. But if she could get her to, she could get anyone to. And it was sweet of

  Keeley to offer to try, game for anything as usual.




  ‘You’re safe for a week anyway, until I get up and running. But honestly Keeley, you don’t have to eat it, you can have burgers any time you want.’




  ‘No. The next time I get a date with some toff like Erik, he won’t be ashamed of me. He’ll be able to take me anywhere ... why don’t you bring home a menu from the

  restaurant and tell me what all the things are?’




  ‘Because I don’t know myself! But I’m learning ... Monsieur Peyrolle let me chop the cabbage today, it had to be done really fine, it was a lovely white crisp one the chef

  was making into something called sourkraut.’




  ‘I thought he was an old sourkraut. I can’t get over that money he gave you. Has he his eye on you or what?’




  Mary blinked. The thought had never entered her head. Surely not. He was too old. At least as old as her own father. And he couldn’t possibly fancy someone like her, him with his suits and

  gold glasses and perfect manicure.




  ‘No. Of course not. I really think he was just being kind, Keeley.’




  ‘Well, if he was then snap!’




  ‘Snap?’




  ‘Yeah. I got a tip today. Ten francs, too. I nearly fainted. Until now they’ve all been tight as a duck’s arse.’




  ‘Well done. That’s extra money, pocket money just for you. We’ll pool our wages for the rent and to buy stuff, but you’re not to put any tips into it, you’d be

  contributing more than me. Buy a lipstick or something.’




  ‘I will not. We’re in this together, aren’t we? I’d never have got here without you. Never even have thought of it, much less that I could do it. I can’t believe

  we’ve been here six weeks already ... what do you suppose they’re doing in Dublin at this minute?’




  ‘Coming in out of the rain, turning on the telly—’




  They gazed at each other. Telly. It was the first time either of them had even thought of it. At home it was practically a religion, you wouldn’t miss Coronation Street for

  anything, or Friday nights down at The Lantern, or Sunday mass, any of the things that seemed so distant now, so remote. Occasionally Mary thought of her parents and brothers, felt the tiniest

  pang, but other than that Ireland might as well be on another planet.




  ‘Mary, we’re going to the dogs. We haven’t been to church or anything. Not even out at night.’




  Keeley looked slightly bewildered, but Mary smiled.




  ‘Well, I won’t be going out at night, I’ll be working. And so will you.’




  ‘Me? At what?’




  ‘Painting this flat, making curtains, going to your French class.’




  ‘My what?’




  ‘I asked Monsieur Peyrolle. He says there’s one in the Chamber of Commerce, on Tuesday evenings, for foreigners.’




  ‘Is that a fact? And what do they have for people who barely even speak their own language, never mind anyone else’s?’




  ‘Oh, come on! You make yourself out much worse than you are. I bet you could learn French by Easter – enough to ask your way round and do the shopping, at least.’




  ‘What do you bet?’




  ‘A slap-up dinner at Quick.’




  ‘OK. You’re on.’




  Mary smiled. The surest way to get Keeley Butler to do something was to suggest that she couldn’t do it, usually; but something told her that her friend was starting to change, just a

  little, in some invisible way. Starting to grow up, as she was doing too, what with a flat of her own to run. Their own. Looking around at the four blank bare walls, she beamed hugely.




  ‘God, Keeley, this is great. I wasn’t sure we could do it, but we have. We’ve escaped.’




  ‘Yeah. You from Cathal, me from Christy. Do you know what, Mary?’




  ‘What?’




  ‘He hits my Ma. Wallops her. Beats the daylights out of her, sometimes.’ Oh, Mary thought. Oh, God. The bruises, the black eyes. What kind of dope was she, that she’d never

  guessed?




  ‘He doesn’t.’




  ‘He does. Hit me a few clatters too, when I tried to stop him.’




  ‘But – but why doesn’t your mother just leave him?’




  ‘That’s what I said to her. Often. Get out. Go to the Women’s Aid shelter, get the social welfare to put you into some kind of housing ... but she wouldn’t.’




  ‘Why not?’




  ‘Because she said she was afraid he’d turn on me if she wasn’t there. I told her not to be an eejit, I’d hit him right back and then get the hell out of it, leave him to

  stew on his own. She should have given him a knee in the nuts, years ago.’




  Mary was horrified. Not only to hear that Keeley’s mother was being beaten, but to hear that she put up with it. After all Keeley wasn’t a kid any more, she didn’t have to

  stay, Poor Tony was in the rehab centre ... why would anyone stay with someone who abused her? But some women did. Many of them. Her own mother, Leesha, sometimes told her bits of local gossip,

  shady complicated stories about people being bogged down, the courts, the system, the drink, the poor kids.




  ‘I wouldn’t stay.’




  ‘Neither would I. That’s why I wanted out. I feel really bad about leaving Ma on her own with him, but there wasn’t anything more I could do. It was almost as if she

  wanted to stay, in spite of everything.’




  ‘That’s garbage. It must be.’




  ‘No. Really. It was like talking to a brick wall. But I tell you, Mary, if I ever marry anyone it won’t be a fella like my oul fella.’




  ‘It’s a wonder you haven’t gone off the whole idea of marriage, altogether.’




  ‘No. There are some good ones. Some decent blokes.’




  Mary was surprised she could say it at the minute, so recently after Erik, still so visibly raw. But Keeley had always been a little scrapper, a bouncer-back.




  ‘Besides,’ Keeley added, almost as an afterthought, ‘I’d like to have kids.’




  ‘Would you?’




  ‘Yeah. Kids and a nice home. Nothing fancy, but something decent. I reckon if I learn French I might move up a notch. Imagine me, Keeley Butler, being able to answer when the customers say

  comment alley voo! That’d sure knock ’em dead in Pearse Gardens. Not that I ever intend to go back.’




  And suddenly something fell into place with Mary. Neither did she. Not that there were any dreadful secrets in her house, any violence, but there just wasn’t any excitement in it, any more

  than there had been in Cathal. The idea of marrying him didn’t hold a candle to the idea of running her very own restaurant – and that was an idea both he and her parents would laugh

  themselves silly at. She’d never even been in a restaurant. Except the one Lars had taken her to, and the one she now worked in as a scrubber of dishes and carrots.




  A place of her own. That really was a very long way off. Maybe it wouldn’t come to much, but she was going to make it come to something. Here, in France, where the ingredients

  were fabulous and everyone loved eating out. She hadn’t fallen in love with Lars despite the glass of champagne he’d bought her, but she’d fallen in love with the food on first

  sight. Imagine owning, or even running, somewhere like the Vieux Moulin! Working out the menu, choosing the food at the market, cooking with all those herbs and oils, watching everyone enjoying

  themselves. It wasn’t just food for the body, it was food for the soul. Seeing the regulars come back would be like seeing your own family, nourishing it.




  ‘Well, I don’t think I want to have kids, or get married. Definitely not to a Cathal or a Christy. And I don’t want to go back either, Keeley. This is our home now.’




  They looked around it, and beamed. No furnishings, no utensils; only potential.




  There were some complications after that, about putting bills into their names, registering with the tax authorities, massively knotted red tape. But Eliane helped Keeley and

  Monsieur Peyrolle helped Mary, infected by their babbling enthusiasm. Both girls were good workers and Keeley was starting to get a fair few tips, making the customers laugh with her chirpy muddled

  efforts to communicate. Mary’s fingers were covered in BandAid and she lived in dread that one of them would turn up one day in a customer’s ratatouille, neatly severed, sliced and

  tasting delicious. The more the chefs shouted at her the more harassed she got, but at least she only had to contend with the really ferocious one at night, the lunchtime chap was much calmer. What

  was more, he’d spent some time at a hotel in Oxford and was able to talk to her in English.




  ‘Julienne means in thin strips. Flambé means flamed, in alcohol. Haché means minced. Gratiné is with cheese, grated like this ... I have some cookery books in

  English if you’d like to borrow them.’




  With gratitude Mary did borrow them, staggered home with a whole stack to read between shifts while Keeley was out at work. But there was evidence of her presence: two sheets knotted over a pole

  at the window one day, dyed yellow and serving as curtains, an idea Keeley said she’d got from a shop window display. The walls changed from murky beige to bright white, there was a table

  made from an orange crate, draped in fabric acquired the day the salon staff were getting new smocks, and there was a constant stack of blue dishes on the draining board, washed by Keeley because,

  she said, Mary washed enough of them at work. And one day her stack of cookery books was joined by a French reader for beginners: Keeley actually had joined the language class for foreigners.




  ‘Pain in the arse,’ was her verdict, ‘but I can keep up OK.’




  Mary thought Keeley was more than keeping up. She was diving in head first, providing great entertainment with her perpetual tales of adventure. There was the day she struggled to tell her

  colleagues she’d been bitten by a mosquito, got mixed up between two similar words and told them she’d been bitten by a musketeer; the day she told a customer to go fuck herself after

  one of her colleagues had mischievously taught her that the phrase was what you said as thanks for a big tip; the famous day she got arrested. A policeman had arrived at the salon demanding to see

  the ‘illegal immigrant’ and marched her off to the police station despite the protests of her boss, Eliane. There she had been harangued for hours until she’d finally demanded her

  right to one phone call and had rung the Irish embassy in Paris, shrieking that she must speak to the ambassador. Lo and behold, she’d got him, and he had briskly explained the difference

  between Iceland and Ireland to the cowed policeman, who drove her back to work in a red-faced fury.




  Life was never dull with Keeley around, and Mary was delighted with her new flatmate, the new life they’d carved out for themselves. They got on great together, and began to make progress

  at work. Eliane started teaching Keeley to cut and style, a promotion she’d long wanted but never got at home, while Mary was furnished with a set of knives and let loose on the vegetables,

  then on the joints of meat, and the fish that had to be boned so carefully. As she chopped and sliced she chatted with Luc, the chef who’d worked in Oxford, soaking up information like a

  sponge, repeating the names of the dishes like prayers in church. Of course there were other types of cuisine, he conceded with a snort – Italian, huh! Mexican, pah! – but

  France’s was the finest. By far. Gradually she edged nearer to him in the kitchen, sneaked quick glances into his saucepans, began to hover as he prepared a dressing or a sauce, marvelling at

  the way he twisted lemon skins into curls, worked radishes into the shape of flowers, manufactured a swan from ice. Flattered by the look in her young eager eyes, he tossed her tips like tidbits to

  a puppy, let her taste his roux, his stock, his famous raspberry vinaigrette. Her mental notebook turned into a real one, filling with details as if she were a detective trying to crack a

  murder.




  She was rarely free at the same time as Keeley, and neither of them had much money, but sometimes in the evenings they had a drink at a brasserie on the square, loving it that you could still

  sometimes sit outdoors, in the lavender air that was scented now with autumn, with apples and spices and nuts. One evening Keeley even screwed up her eyes, took a deep breath and ordered her beer

  in French.




  ‘Une blonde à la pression, s’il vous plait.’




  Mary laughed, but the waiter didn’t, he simply went off to get it.




  ‘Cripes, Keeley, he understood!’




  ‘Yeah. The classes must be working.’




  Mary was amazed. The classes were working, they were working, everything was working. They were surviving, they were adults, runaways who actually had found freedom. She felt wonderful and

  thought Keeley looked wonderful, so lively and cheerful, her dark complexion almost Mediterranean after all the sun. In appearance she’d nearly be taken for a native, and in spirit

  she’d never seemed happier.




  ‘Do you ever miss home?’




  Letters had come for them both, now that they had an address; a sad pained one from Mary’s parents, Leesha and Kevin, and a short baffled one from Keeley’s mother whose name, Mary

  discovered, was Gertie. Nobody could understand what they had done or why they had done it, the general message seemed to be that they’d soon tire of such nonsense and come home looking for

  their jobs, which would be gone, and then what?




  ‘No. Do you?’




  Keeley lit a cigarette and looked at her rather keenly, thoughtfully, exhaling with a raised eyebrow.




  ‘No. Well – I miss Mam and Dad, a bit, and the boys. I feel bad about just sort of – disappearing. But I’m so busy, learning so much, I don’t have time to think

  much. They seem so far away.’




  Keeley nodded.




  ‘Yeah. Can’t be far enough for me. But your lot are OK. Did they say anything about Cathal?’




  ‘Oh yes. Lots. They think I’m a fool.’




  ‘And what do you think?’




  ‘I think – I think I had a narrow escape. He hasn’t even written back.’




  ‘Well, you did throw him over.’




  ‘I suppose so. Jilted him, Mam said, for no good reason. Maybe he will write, when he calms down. But I don’t really care whether he does or not.’




  ‘He’ll probably get someone else, right away to show you don’t matter.’




  Yes. It was odd, because she’d thought she did matter, but still she couldn’t imagine Cathal heartbroken, shattered, his life in ruins. He was the kind of person who got on with

  life; if his feelings or pride were injured he’d just sort of stick a bandage on them and carry on. He must feel something, she supposed, but it would soon mend.




  ‘What about Erik? Do you miss him, still?’




  It was hard to tell, because Keeley had given up talking about him, turned some little key in a lock.




  ‘He’s history.’




  Stubbing out her cigarette, Keeley blew out a thin stream of blue smoke, picked up her glass and took a deep gulp of beer. ‘Well, it did hurt. You know it did, there’s no point in

  pretending. But I’ve decided to forget what’s past and look to the future. You know, Mary, I really think I might be able to make one here.’




  ‘Do you?’




  ‘Yeah. I have a flat of my own, I’m getting on well at the salon, I’m even learning a bit of French. Nobody in my family ever did anything like that before – worked, I

  mean, got up on their own two feet. I was so sick of it all back home, the – the laziness, the sort of despair, that hopeless feeling. Even when Tony got a job he couldn’t keep it two

  months, he had to go and blow his whole life to kingdom come.’




  ‘But don’t you feel sorry for him?’




  ‘My Ma does most of the feeling sorry for him. I suppose I do sometimes, but it doesn’t change anything, does it? And that’s what I want to do, Mary. Change things.’




  ‘Well, you have!’




  ‘No. I mean really change them. I’ve been thinking about it. If I stick at things here, the work and the language and everything, I could have a whole new life. Nobody knows anything

  about me or where I come from. I could get to be – well, the kind of person who – you know. A woman called me mademoiselle in the salon today and I nearly dropped down dead.’




  ‘But that’s what they call all unmarried women here.’




  ‘Yeah, I know. But it sounded so – respectful. As if I wasn’t just a pair of hands scrubbing her scalp. She smiled and looked right at me, not just through me.’




  Mary smiled, thinking of the night chef who constantly looked through her, unlike Luc; to him she was just a pair of hands, as Keeley said. But it didn’t bother her the way it seemed to

  bother Keeley.




  ‘So what do you have in mind?’




  ‘Well, Eliane is teaching me to cut and style. If I make a good job of it she says I’ll get promoted at Christmas. That made me think ... there’s no reason why I

  shouldn’t be an Eliane some day. Just like you want to get your own restaurant. I could get my own salon.’




  For a few moments they were silent, trying to think of all the arguments they’d hear back home, the laughs. But the voices were very distant. Mutually amazed, they looked at each

  other.




  ‘I can’t see why not, Keeley. You never worked at school but you’re working here, really hard, I’ve noticed it myself.’




  ‘Have you?’




  Mary had. Noticed not just that, but the way Keeley got up early, enthusiastically, in the mornings, toned down her hair and clothes to suit what was required at work, came home full of stories

  that showed she was getting on with her colleagues and customers. She was adapting to France, too, making a real effort to get used to the strange customs, didn’t grimace at the food any

  more.




  ‘But I thought you said you wanted to get married, and have kids?’




  ‘Yeah. Some time. I could do that as well, after I got my salon going. Right now what I want – need – to do is polish myself up a bit so I can talk to people. Get a kind of

  shine, like Eliane has. Since I’m learning French from scratch I can learn it properly, not make mistakes like I do in English. I can – I can do anything I want, if I set my mind to

  it!’




  God, Mary thought, she can. So can I. There’s nothing to stop us.




  Life settled into a busy routine, purposeful, sometimes exhausting, but there were laughs, late-night chats, visits to the market for food, crockery, things for the flat that

  began to feel more and more like home. Keeley had a great eye for bargains, pictures and vases started to spring up, a second-hand radio so they could listen to talk programmes, she said, and

  practise their French. Mostly they listened to music, but now and then they turned on the news, trying to understand it even though they didn’t give a fiddler’s what President

  Valéry Giscard d’Estaing was doing. Mary went into the salon and Keeley cut her hair for her, said she needed a quota of guinea pigs and it was only fair that Mary volunteer, since it

  worked other way round at meal times. Mary quaked as her long auburn hair fell to the floor in chunks, but the result was a triumph; short, snappy, ‘gamine’ as Eliane admiringly called

  it, perfect for showing off her beloved earrings and long neck.




  ‘You look great. Much more French.’




  Not that anyone would ever take them for French in a million years, but they felt they were starting to fit in, make real progress. One evening, Keeley came home in a panic, calling for Mary as

  she ran up the stairs.




  ‘What is it?’




  ‘It’s Sylvie!’




  Sylvie was one of the girls who worked at Eliane’s, a pretty blonde who, after a properly cool French interlude, had warmed to Keeley and become friendly.




  ‘What’s she done?’




  Keeley flung off her jacket, dumped her bag on the floor and looked stricken as she kicked off her shoes.




  ‘She’s asked me to dinner! At her house, you know, the way the French do, no pub or anything first. Christ, Mary, what’ll I do?’




  ‘You’ll go, of course! Why not?’




  ‘But she lives at home, her family will be there, I won’t know any of the food or wine or what fork to use, I’ll make a holy show – Mary, you’ve got to teach me

  what to do, quick! It’s tomorrow night!’




  Laughing, Mary said she couldn’t anticipate what kind of food Sylvie might be planning to serve, but all Keeley had to do was work from the outside of the cutlery in, as guests did at the

  restaurant, put her napkin on her lap and watch what everyone else did.




  ‘Just mimic them. They’ll serve you, you won’t have to decide which wine goes with what or whether the dessert comes before or after the cheese – it’ll come after,

  by the way, so leave room for it.’




  ‘Oh God. How am I going to talk to them, in French, all night?’




  ‘Well, Sylvie has a few words of English, she’ll help you. Don’t worry, Keeley, you’ll muddle along.’




  ‘Dinner, if you don’t mind. Me, Keeley Butler. It was far from dinners I was reared.’




  She made a funny face, but Mary saw that she was pleased, even excited: here was the very first step on the long road she wanted to travel. Even if the evening was a disaster, it was still a

  start. And it was nice to be making friends.




  The following night Keeley set off, petrified, gingerly carrying a cake in a box the way they’d discovered you did when invited to a French person’s home, dangling it between your

  fingers by its ribbon. Mary wished she could have baked it herself, but had to be content with the one recipe Luc had let her try, which unfortunately was for soup. French onion soup though, a

  favourite dish which he said would be in great demand now that they were coming into winter. It was very tricky, but oh, those beautiful powerful onions, those crusty chunks of bread, that smooth

  melting cheese like velvet ...




  ‘Mary!’




  ‘Sorry! What?’




  Keeley turned back in the doorway, looking lovely in a short black dress she’d got at the market, her brown eyes round as plates.




  ‘Wish me luck.’




  ‘Good luck, Keeley. Have a great time.’




  Mary wondered how it would go as she went off to work at the restaurant, where the night chef still frostily called her mademoiselle if he deigned to speak to her at all. Luc was Luc but this

  one was Monsieur, and she thought even Monsieur Peyrolle was a bit afraid of him. Well, you would be, with all those cleavers to hand.




  Her own evening didn’t start well at all. First she sliced the peppers too thick for Monsieur’s liking, then she dropped a tray of basted chickens, slipping on a patch of hot grease

  and skating across the floor. Monsieur screamed for Félix, Félix came flying in and there was an agitated conference, much stabbing in her direction with a skewer. Mary, her leg

  throbbing painfully where she’d hit the tiled floor, suddenly felt tears spring to her eyes. Frantically, she tried to fight them back as Félix came over to her.




  ‘Monsieur Peyrolle, I’m so sorry, I fell on the grease, I didn’t see it because the tray was so big ...’




  He pulled her out of Monsieur’s line of vision.




  ‘Don’t worry, Mary. Accidents happen. I’m going to put you back on washing dishes tonight, because he wants me to and there might be a scene if I don’t. But he’ll

  have forgotten by tomorrow and you can go back on the vegetables then. In fact, I’ve been thinking ... you seem so interested ... would you like to start some formal training?’




  ‘Formal – training? As what?’




  ‘As a commis chef. With Luc. You could work the morning shift instead of nights, he says he thinks you’re worth teaching.’




  ‘Oh! Félix!’




  Before he could skip out of the way she grabbed him to her and smacked a huge kiss on his cheek, springing backwards again like a startled deer.




  ‘Oh my God, I’m sorry, Monsieur Peyrolle, I didn’t mean to do that, to call you Félix ...’




  Solemnly, he dusted himself off and adjusted his tie.




  ‘Well, now that you have, you may as well continue. But Mary, please don’t upset Monsieur again tonight, I have fifty-six customers out there.’




  ‘No. I won’t. I promise.’




  Desperately she returned to work, delirious at the prospect of what Félix had just offered, terrified lest she slip again and Monsieur demand that she be sacked on the spot. It was well

  after midnight and every bone in her body was aching by the time she finished, but she floated home in a dream, gasping as she staggered up the stairs.




  A chef! She was going to learn to be a chef!




  Showering off the heat, fatigue and smell of cooking, she slipped on a long teeshirt and filled the cafetière with water, thinking that only two months ago she’d thought coffee came

  in jars and was made in mugs. Now she spent half an hour in the market every Saturday morning, dithering over the week’s supply of beans that she ground herself, noting that prices had risen

  in Costa Rica and that supplies seemed to be slipping in Kenya. Keeley had howled at the price of the grinder and filter, but they were well worth it; once she’d tasted real coffee at the

  Vieux Moulin Mary had known she could never go back to Nescafé again. Resolutely, she ignored the jar of it that Keeley kept in the cupboard.




  Where was Keeley? It was late, by French standards, the streets were very dark and quiet, Sylvie lived a good twenty minutes’ walk away ... anxiously, she went to the window and peered

  down.




  So dark, so silent! In Ireland they’d all be at the pub now, laughing and having a great night – but it was a night she’d had once too often, so predictable that she’d

  have given up going to The Lantern if it wasn’t for Cathal working there, and Keeley always turning up. Now it seemed like a clip from an old film, fixed in its own time, its own era. It was

  part of the past.




  As she peered down she heard Keeley’s shoes tapping on the pavement, and opened the window to throw down the keys. Keeley was always forgetting them.




  ‘Hi!’




  Keeley waved, but didn’t shout up; if anyone complained about noise they might be evicted. Shutting the door quietly behind her, she flew up the stairs and burst into the room.




  ‘How did it go?’




  ‘Oh, Mary! It was wonderful! They were all so nice, Sylvie’s father proposed a toast to me – in champagne, before we ate – he held my chair ready for me to sit

  down, I felt like such a lady! And the food was – well, you know me, but it wasn’t bad, I didn’t have to slip things into my bag or anything. I didn’t drop anything or make

  mistakes – that I know of, nobody laughed at any rate – and somehow we managed to talk in some kind of language, sort of a mixture. And Mary, she has a brother!’




  Mary grinned as she took in her friend’s flushed face, the brown eyes huge with excited exhaustion, the clearing of a hurdle that really had terrified her. Although their new life was a

  success it was a struggle too, a never-ending fight to survive, understand, learn, keep up and adjust to new things every day.




  ‘A brother? What kind of brother?’




  ‘A trainee manager kind! He’s twenty-one, he works in a department store, you know, that big one, P-P-Pr—’




  ‘Pridoux.’




  ‘Yeah. He’s learning to be a big nasty boss. But he’s gorgeous. Curly hair, dark, kind of olive skin, a mouth like that guy who was in Love Story – Robert,

  Richard, what’s his name—?’




  ‘Ryan? O’Neal?’




  ‘Yeah. And get this, he offered to drive me home!’




  ‘But you walked home.’




  ‘Well, I thought ... I mean ... it might be better to—’




  ‘To what?’




  ‘To play a bit hard to get, for one thing. I’m not going to do an Erik this time. And besides, I was afraid he might want to come in for coffee, and, well ... it’s not

  exactly Buckingham Palace, is it?’




  ‘Oh, Keeley! It’s our flat! I thought you loved it.’




  ‘I do love it. I just decided to wait until I got to know him a bit better, find out whether he’s the kind who’d be prepared to take what he finds. I think he might be, though.

  He’s really nice, Mary. They all are. I had a ball.’




  Delighted, Mary threw in her own tuppenceworth.




  ‘I got into trouble with Monsieur tonight, but Félix took my side. Keeley, he says he’s going to let me start training with Luc! To be a chef!’




  ‘A chef? Like a man, you mean? With a big white hat and a moustache and a temper?’




  Giggling, they leaned on opposite sides of the tiny kitchen’s wall, taking in so many developments in one night, each so pleased for the other. Proud of each other, too; they really could

  hack it, manage things, get somewhere.




  ‘Well, I’ll drink to that! Even your revolting coffee. Pass me a cup.’




  Without so much as wrinkling her nose, Keeley drank it, crooking her little finger comically as she took ladylike sips. She’d better get used to it, if Mary was going to be a chef and she

  was going to fit in, be accepted by people like Sylvie Tourand, the father who held chairs for ladies and the beautiful brother, Vincent.




  From the following Monday Mary’s schedule changed to mornings, and although it meant getting up at six she fell into it with relief, glad to be off the stressful night

  shift and even more glad to get away from Monsieur. Keeley had never taken him seriously, said she should just tell him to shag off, but even if Mary had known how to say it she wouldn’t have

  dared. Monsieur was a monster, his reign was one of terror, even Félix paled when he went on the warpath. Luc Bosquet on the other hand, was a joy to work with, to be taken under his wing

  was both a compliment and a pleasure. Often Mary and Keeley fell over each other in the small cold bathroom, now that they both had to be up early, but they worked out a system and there were no

  clashes, no friction at all, both of them looking forward to each fruitful new day.




  After the first week Luc sat Mary down with a coffee during their mid-morning break, pronounced her progress satisfactory but then looked at her in a way that unnerved her. A short but robust

  man of about fifty, with dark heavy eyebrows and a slow thoughtful way of speaking, he was an extremely good chef and was actually taken, she suspected, more seriously than Monsieur.




  ‘Mary, tell me – this is your first time away from home, is it not?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘What made you choose France?’




  ‘I don’t know ... the sun ... a film I saw ...’




  ‘You knew nothing of French cuisine?’




  It was more a statement than a question, and she felt able to be honest with him.




  ‘Nothing. Of any cuisine. I don’t know what happened. I just got interested the moment I saw it, tasted it. It’s so different to what we eat at home.’




  ‘Yes. Well, I think you should learn a little more about it.’




  She panicked slightly. Was she not learning as much as she could, as fast as she could? Was he not pleased?




  ‘Your work in the kitchen is excellent. But there is more to food than kitchens.’




  ‘There – there is?’




  ‘Much more. What I want you to do now is start getting to know the region, the specialities, the producers. You must go to see the farms where they grow the vegetables, raise the pigs and

  the cows. You must visit Marseille and the little fishing villages, talk to the fishermen, go out on some boats if you can persuade them to take you. I want you to tour the vineyards, the orchards,

  climb the mountains with the goats, see the bees buzzing in their hives.’




  She thought quickly. She would have some time, now that her afternoons were free, there were buses to places like Marseille ... but the farms, orchards, mountains? How was she supposed to get

  there?




  Well, that was her problem, not his. Mr O’Rourke at the deli had often said that; he wanted to hear answers, not questions. ‘Just get on with it,’ he used to say; he was a busy

  man – and Luc was even busier, she couldn’t expect him to babysit her.




  ‘Then I’d better go, Luc. Where do you think I should start?’




  ‘I will write you a list, make some telephone calls, arrange introductions. And, after Christmas, I will take you to the truffle fair in Rognes myself.’




  Before she could confess that this was a new word for her, he got up, crossed the kitchen and came back holding a small white plate, with the reverent look of a priest carrying a chalice. On it

  was a single tiny piece of something that looked like black cotton.




  ‘Taste it.’




  She picked it up and ate it with her fingers, as he evidently expected her to, waiting for the flavour to come welling up. What you tasted on your tongue, he had taught her, was not the whole

  story; fine foods carried on down into the throat, spread their flavour into the bloodstream, into the mind and heart. After a few moments, she swallowed, then nodded.




  ‘A type of mushroom? A magic mushroom!’




  ‘Yes. Sheer magic. They are very rare. They grow in winter in the forests, we train pigs to sniff them out, a certain type of pig ...’




  He launched into the whole history of truffles as she smiled to herself, thinking that Keeley would recoil in disgust. But she was fascinated, glancing occasionally at the empty plate with

  wonder, realising the importance and value of what she had just eaten.




  Absorbed in Luc’s story, she didn’t even notice when Félix came into the kitchen, looked at the two of them with their heads bent over a completely empty plate, and withdrew

  without a word.




  ‘Oh, please, Keeley, say you’ll come with me. I can’t go on my own, but I have to go ... dear God, how am I going to go, where will I find

  transport?’




  Keeley beamed.




  ‘I think I may be able to fix that problem for you.’




  ‘How?’




  They were sitting in what now passed for a sitting room in the flat, Mary on the orange crate and Keeley on the floor, cradling bowls of hot chocolate as they luxuriated in Sunday morning, when

  Keeley didn’t have to work at all and Mary didn’t start till ten.




  ‘Vincent.’




  Keeley had been out with Vincent last night, to a bowling alley where she had beaten his score and, she crowed, impressed him no end with the accuracy of her aim. As a kid, she’d been a

  whizz with a slingshot.




  ‘Vincent? But he—’




  ‘He wants to take me out. Today. For a drive. Just tell me where you want to go, and I’ll tell him that’s where I want to go, with my friend Mary, I can hardly leave her on her

  tod on Sunday afternoon, can I?’




  Mary could hardly believe her ears. Keeley must surely want to be alone with Vincent, yet she would offer to do this? And wait for her, until she finished work at two-thirty?




  ‘Oh, Keeley—’




  ‘I know. I’m a gem. Don’t mention it. And just don’t pick anywhere forty miles away.’




  No. It was getting dark much earlier now, they’d only have a few hours ...




  ‘How about that abbey where they make the calissons?’




  ‘The huh?’




  ‘Calissons, they’re a kind of sweet made from fruit, almonds, orange blossom. The abbey is near Simiane, Luc says, not too far from Aix, and you have a sweet tooth – I’ll

  buy you a whole box!’




  ‘OK. Just so long as you promise not to buy me a whole box of cheese when we go to see the ruddy goats, or sardines when we go to Marseille.’




  ‘What? You mean you – you’d—’




  Keeley sighed, exaggeratedly, and then smiled.




  ‘Yeah. I’ll try to get Vincent to take us to as many of these blasted places as I can. I’ll tell him I don’t go for drives without a chaperone and he’s got to take

  you with us. Anyway, it’ll be out in the country, won’t it? I liked the country, that time we went to Powerscourt, and when we were picking the grapes.’




  ‘But Keeley, don’t you want to be – I mean – on your own with Vincent?’




  ‘Sure. But we’ve got nights, haven’t we?’ Mary looked at her. She sounded so calm, almost confident.




  ‘You’re really getting on well with him, then?’




  ‘Yeah. Or more to the point, he’s getting on well with me, the lucky man.’




  Mary thought about it while she dressed, conscious of a shift in things. After less than two weeks, Keeley seemed to have got the whole question of Vincent Tourand remarkably well in hand, was

  taking things very slowly and, apparently, calling the shots. There was none of the giddy gossip there’d been about Erik, no sighing or simpering, she wasn’t dying to show him off or

  even to describe him. Only that he was dark, and nice, she was teaching him useful English phrases like ‘how is yer oul wan, game ball.’ That was the right thing to say to Irish or

  English ladies when they came shopping at Pridoux, as some occasionally did ... her eyes sparkled with mischief, determination to tease the French as they teased her. Mary hoped Vincent had a

  sense of humour. He’d need one, not only to cope with Keeley but to see the funny side of having to drive on Sundays to abbeys and farms and fishing ports, with a gooseberry in the back of

  the car. What if he hated it, hated her, refused to do it?




  But, when she met him that afternoon, she was impressed. Not only did he come to collect her at the Vieux Moulin, with Keeley in the front seat of the Citroen like a trophy, he came right in and

  asked for her, escorted her out while introducing himself. Far from being resentful, he seemed eager to please, and she thought he was lovely. Dark curly hair, just as Keeley had said, tanned skin

  and warm hazel eyes, not overly tall but fit and strong-looking in brown cords, a red sweater, the slip-on type of shoes Frenchmen wore. With relief, she saw that his sister Sylvie was in the back

  of the car too, so there were four of them; it wouldn’t be so awkward after all.




  Sylvie, who specialised in tints and colours at the salon, was good fun, Keeley said, when you got to know her. But then Keeley was getting to know lots of people, while Mary knew only

  Félix and Luc. They were kind, but too far out of her age group to become friends ... this chatty type of friend anyway, that you could go off on jaunts with. Not that Mary minded; she was

  so busy, often so exhausted, she hadn’t time to join the French class where Keeley met people, although she liked it when Keeley brought them back ‘to sample our Mary’s

  cooking’, now that there were pots and pans to cook in. Félix had been great about that, given her a lot of stuff to take home, saving them the expense of equipping the kitchen. Lately

  she’d started trying out recipes there, simple things like cassoulet and salads, delighted to have some more appreciative guinea pigs than Keeley. Of course it was a pity about the quiche,

  the very first experiment, which had turned out so curdled and horrible, Keeley had roared laughing and they’d ended up with a takeaway from Quick. But the coq-au-vin had been better, and

  just wait until this time next year, she’d be serving whole four-course meals, they would beg for her ratatouille, grovel for her bouillabaisse!




  When would Vincent be invited? Keeley had no problem about asking her classmates or colleagues to the flat, but she still hadn’t asked him, or Sylvie for that matter. It was as if the

  Tourand family was out of range in some way, being kept at arm’s length ... and as a strategy it seemed to be working. As they drove off she noticed the way Vincent turned to smile at

  Keeley, as if to ask whether she was pleased with him, was his behaviour up to scratch so far? Keeley smiled back, but then turned round to talk to the two in the back of the car, lightly,

  airily.




  It was only half an hour to the abbey at Simiane, an easy pleasant drive during which they became acquainted, with a lot of sign language and wonky translation, gesturing and giggling. As soon

  as they arrived Vincent leapt out of the car, sprinted round and opened the door for Keeley, and Mary was open-mouthed to see her friend demurely step out as if she expected such treatment, with

  just a small nod of thanks. Mother of God, Mary thought, is this really the same person who used to sit on a wall chewing gum with Mickser Sweeney?




  Hardly able to keep a straight face, she approached the abbey with some awe, not just because it was such a magnificent building but because Keeley failed to squint at it dismissively, to say

  ‘Jaysus!’ or to light up a cigarette. Usually she did one or other, or all three, when faced with something old, unfamiliar or daunting. Instead, she nodded regally at the monk who

  stood on the gravel smiling a welcome, and left Vincent to make enquiries about where to start. It turned out that the monk was to guide a tour of the sweet factory, which was in a converted part

  of the building; they would see all the raw ingredients, the manufacturing process, and then taste the result. Mary thought there would surely be a rebellion at the first two parts of this

  proposal, but before she could say anything Vincent had got four tickets. It was a pleasure, he said, to find two foreigners so interested in the culinary arts of his country. Keeley caught

  Mary’s eye, turned scarlet and grinned from ear to ear. After some other visitors had joined the group, they set solemnly off.
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