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Châtelaillon-Plage

		


		
			I

			The Dorchester Hotel

			Stephen Fry, the actor and polymath, took to the stage to great applause. He stepped up to the podium and, with his usual self-deprecation, silenced the crowd with humble gratitude.

			“The Trinity prize for art is awarded each year to the amateur artist, in the United Kingdom, who, in the eyes of the judging panel, has produced the most professional work of art in the previous year.

			2017 has been an outstanding year for amateur art in the UK and there are five nominees for the Blue Riband. The winner will receive £50,000.00 and their artwork will be exhibited at the Royal Academy.

			The nominees are:

			Dickson Smith for “Sentinel”. A statue in bronze. Britannia dressed as one of “The Few”.

			Blair MacLeod for “The Minch”. Oil on canvas. Painting of a fishing boat being tossed in a storm at sea.

			Theresa Agumanu for “Mudda”. Carved wooden statue. Mother as Buddha.

			Sylvia Starrs for “Aurora Borealis”. Colour photograph. The Northern Lights over Scotland.

			Gilbert Martin for “Châtelaillon-Plage”. Oil on canvas. Painting of a recurring dream.

			And the winner is. Drum roll if you please”.

			Stephen smiled at the audience as he struggled to open the gold envelope. He eventually managed to pull the white card from its prison. He read it, smiled, and put his mouth to the microphone.

			“Gilbert Martin for “Châtelaillon-Plage”.

			The cheers were deafening. The other contestants rose out of their seats to give a standing ovation. Gilbert Martin, in shock, was pushed out of his seat by his literary agent, Eleanor Macdonald. She pointed to the stage and mouthed “get up there”.

			Gilbert started walking towards the stage in a daze. Two assistants walked out with a large easel and placed his painting on the stand for the press to take photographs. There was a flurry of flashes as the photographers closed in on the picture.

			The painting was a beach scene, in the late afternoon. It depicted a young girl of about 13 handing a little boy of the same age, an ice cream. The colours were dazzling. Sky blue, pale yellow, Naples yellow, French ochre, yellow ochre, ultra-marine and turquoise.  

			He climbed the steps and shook hands with Stephen, “Well done, Gilbert. It is outstanding.”

			He nodded and stepped up to the podium. ‘I would like to thank Margaux Martin, whoever and wherever she is.

			Thank you for the ice cream. Thank you for the French kiss.

			I’m sorry that my letter may not have lived up to expectations or, if you did not receive it, then I curse fate and will just have to remain disappointed forever.

			Wherever you are, I hope that life has been kind to you and, you never know, perhaps, one day we will meet again, in the twilight, on Châtelaillon-Plage. Thank you.” 

			As he left the stage, he caught a glimpse of Eleanor. She had removed the handkerchief from her sleeve and was drying her eyes. His agent was the only person who knew the whole story. He had, after all, written a book about it.

			As he got to the bottom of the steps, he was stopped by a BBC reporter who was brandishing a microphone, “Mr Martin, if you could give us one minute.”  

			He smiled and nodded. He recognised the reporter. She normally did politics on the news.

			“First of all, congratulations. You must feel very proud.”

			Gilbert nodded, “It’s nice to be acknowledged for something that you have invested an awful lot of time in. I have been painting now for about five years and in that time, I’ve calculated that I have spent over four thousand hours painting in oils.

			This has all been done in between writing my books. It hasn’t been easy because I’m not a natural. I view the prize as an acknowledgement of all the serious hard work that has gone in to it”.

			The reporter eagerly nodded her head in the way that reporters do when they are live on television, “The painting is wonderful, if you don’t mind me saying, and there obviously appears to be a story attached to it, can you enlighten us”?

			Gilbert smiled, “Firstly, thank you for being kind. The painting is a story and is actually the subject of my next novel, so I don’t want to give away too much at this time. If you attend the launch of the book, I’ll let you have the first question.

			I’ll say only this. The painting is my way of coming to terms with what might have been. It is the story of a broken heart.”

			She looked delighted, “I’ll hold you to that promise of the first question. Gilbert Martin, Thank you very much and congratulations again.”

			He pressed his way through the milling photographers and made his way back to his seat. Eleanor hugged him and whispered in his ear, “That was excellent. You’ve set up everything nicely for the book launch. I can feel the intrigue.”

			He chuckled, “Trust you to worry about the launch. I think the story is a very good one and I genuinely don’t want to spoil it for people. I think they will love the story.”

			She squeezed him tighter, “Oh, Gilbert. It is a wonderful work. I think you are going to win every award going. Nobel prize, if you ask me.”

			He looked up at the ceiling, “It’s not even in the shops yet. Listen, Eleanor. If you go overboard on this, you run the risk of spoiling something that is very important to me. Please don’t ruin it.”

			She put her hands on his shoulders, “I won’t ruin it for you, Gilbert. I want you to be happy, more than anything else.”

			He sat down and closed his eyes for a moment. The noise was almost unbearable. It was at moments like this, more than any other, that he welcomed a visit. There was a flash of the usual white light and she was there at his side, “Don’t worry. It won’t last long. You’ll be home soon.”

			He moved his hand to touch her, but someone shouted out behind him and he opened his eyes. She was gone. 

			Eleanor said goodbye to him on the steps of the Dorchester Hotel, “We are going for launch on Friday, so enjoy the next few days. I will be in my office. If you need me for anything, let me know. Until then, fingers crossed.”

			He kissed her goodbye and hailed a taxi.

			“Phillimore Gardens, Kensington, please.” Gilbert could see the driver quietly curse. He sympathised. He was only 10 minutes from The Dorchester and the driver was probably expecting a better fair.

			He sat in the back seat and watched Park Lane drift by as they headed for Marble Arch. It gave him time to reflect on the evening’s events.

			He wasn’t surprised he had won. He had honed his skills over the years to the point where he could paint a very decent portrait within four hours. Châtelaillon-Plage had taken him seven months. He had spent a lot of that time with his eyes closed, replaying the memory over and over again. The perfect day.

			“Are you English, Monsieur?”

			He smiled. He had loved being called Monsieur, “No. I’m Scottish, actually. I’m from Edinburgh.”

			She had raised her eyebrows, “Scotland. It is where the monster lives.”

			He had laughed as he had wiped the sweat from his brow, “Yes, she lives in the loch.”

			She looked concerned, “You are hot, Monsieur. I will buy you an ice cream if you tell me about this loch.”

			They had walked arm in arm to the ice cream vendor, “What would you like?”

			He had replied in French, “Je voudrais une glace malaga, s’il vous plait, Madame.”

			She had laughed and bought him a rum and raisin ice cream and a vanilla one for herself.

			“Now tell me about this loch.” Her hand had reached out to hand him the cornet.  

			The sound of a voice interrupted his thoughts, “That will be £6.40, please mate.”

			He shook himself awake and went in to his coat pocket for his wallet. He pulled out a ten-pound note, “Many thanks and keep the change.”

			He got out of the car and walked up to the front door of the house and pulled out his key. He opened the door, switched on the hall light, and locked the front door behind him.

			“Home at last,” she said.

			“Yes, home at last. Will I make us toast and tea?”

			She chuckled, “You make it and tell me about the loch again.”

			He shrugged, “If you like.” He went through in to the kitchen and put on the kettle. He extracted two slices of bread from the bread-bin and placed them in the toaster.

			“Loch Ness is one of the largest lochs in Scotland. It holds the most water. It is the second longest and it is the deepest by average depth. It is the perfect home for the monster.

			Scientists believe that the creature may be a left over from the age of the dinosaurs with some thinking that it may be an erasmasaurus or a plesiosaur.

			I think that this is a bit of a fancy. It is probably a newer creature which remains, as yet, undiscovered and unclassified”.

			“Do you think we will ever see it?” she asked.

			He held up his hand, “Who knows, mon amour. Who knows.”

			It was very late, and his hand hovered over the button on the CD player, “Is it too late, do you think?”

			She hesitated, “Oh, play it but just the once and then we can go to bed.”

			He pressed play. The both sang along.

			Just a perfect day

			Eat ice cream cones on the sand

			And then later

			I hold your hand, then go home

			Just a perfect day

			Feed animals just like you (They pointed at each other)

			Then later

			A kiss or two, and then home

			Oh, it’s such a perfect day

			I’m glad I spent it with you

			Oh, such a perfect day

			You just keep me hanging on

			You just keep me hanging on

			Just a perfect day

			Problems all left alone

			Weekenders on our own

			It’s such fun

			Just a perfect day

			You made me forget myself

			I thought I was

			Someone else, someone good

			Oh, it’s such a perfect day

			I’m glad I spent it with you

			Oh, …    

			The kettle boiled, and he heard the toaster pop. He made his tea and buttered his toast. 

			She put her hand on his shoulder, “Are you going to see that woman tomorrow?”

			He bit in to his toast, “I have to. I need a cover story. People know that I take medication. If they see me talking to someone who isn’t there, they just give me the loony look and walk away, you do want to be free, I assume?”

			She laughed, “More than anything. You are very clever; do you know that? I knew it the minute I saw you. The minute you walked on to my beach.”

			“It is your beach now? When did it become your beach?”

			She laughed again, “Okay, it is our beach, but you, Monsieur. You belong to me.”

			He turned around, “I have always been yours, Madame, and I will be yours forever. Never worry about that. There is not one minute of every day when I do not think about you. We were meant to be together and we will be together. Always.”

			She put her hands on his cheeks, “I know, Monsieur. I cannot leave you now. You are like a strong magnet. There is nowhere for me to go.”  

			Gilbert frowned, “What do you mean by strong magnet. You don’t think I’m forcing you to be here, do you?”

			She giggled, “Not forcing in a bad way but it is like the moth and the candle flame. I am magically drawn to you and I cannot easily fly away.”

		


		
			II

			The Dream

			The following morning, Gilbert found himself in the Harley Street waiting room of Dr Savannah Wilde, psychiatrist to those who found themselves in the public eye. Gilbert had been introduced to her by his agent at some party two years earlier. He knew it hadn’t been an accident. 

			“Gilbert, she knows what she’s doing. You are very vulnerable to gossip and she can take all of that away. She is, on the one hand, discrete, but on the other, she’ll get in touch with the right people and make sure you are handled with the right care. Her husband is an attorney. Trust me, it works.”

			Gilbert smiled. She had been correct. It did work.

			He looked around at the wood panelled room. He like it here. It somehow reminded him of Edwardian England. Brandy and cigars. Men dressed in dinner jackets and black ties.

			“Mrs Wilde will see you now, Mr Martin.” The receptionist held the door open for him and he walked through to his appointment.

			“Ah, Gilbert, I believe congratulations are in order.” She got up from behind her desk and ushered him on to the ox-blood leather Cambridge couch. She was wearing a dress patterned with flowers and he could detect the smell of Baccarat perfume. Expensive.

			“When I saw the painting, I nearly fainted. I take it that I know the subjects?”

			Gilbert sat back on the couch, “Yes, of course you do. The painting depicts the moment when Margaux hands me the ice cream, it is indelibly imprinted on my memory.”

			She laughed, “I’ll say! How long ago was it exactly”?

			Gilbert thought for a moment, “It will be 35 years exactly, this June. The 29th to be precise.”

			She whistled, “Wow! And you’ve dreamt about that day, every night for 35 years”?

			He nodded, “Yes. Every night, without fail. I am neither permitted, nor would I permit myself to forget it.”

			She looked at him curiously, “And why is that?”

			He looked down at the floor, “That’s what I’m hoping to find out. It is the reason I’ve written my book.

			I know you are treating me as a patient and I have no problem with that, however, to me, this is not an illness. This is a mystery. I need to know why Margaux followed me off that beach, that day, and why she came home with me to Scotland.

			Don’t get me wrong. I’ve never regarded the meeting with Margaux as just some accident and I’ve never, ever, seen her as just another person that I bumped in to. Something mysterious happened and with the help of my book, I feel I have a chance of finding out.”

			Dr Wilde put her notes down on the coffee table, “Gilbert, I want you to know that I also view this as a mystery and I can assure you, I am greatly intrigued.

			From a medical perspective, I am seeing this as an opportunity for a catharsis. If you do find out something, then hopefully, it will help you put all of this to bed. 

			However, I think it would be wise and helpful if you kept me updated as to what is going on. I’m giving you my mobile phone number so that you can keep in touch.

			When are you going to France”?

			Gilbert sighed, “I’m not sure. I want to see how things go first. The book launches on Friday and I’m hoping to go over shortly after that. 

			The painting was a means to an end. It was to get people interested in the story and when they read the book, hopefully they will respond positively. My one worry is that I’ll be seen as a lunatic and be disparaged in the press. If that happens then I think it would spoil all my plans.”

			Dr Wilde leaned forward, “Let me assure you, Gilbert, that will not happen. I have friends who are ready and willing to jump to your defence at a moment’s notice. There will be no disparagement.”

			Gilbert relaxed. The purpose of this meeting had been achieved. He merely nodded his thanks.

			“Now, how are you getting on with your medication?”

			He shrugged, “It is doing what it is supposed to do, I guess. I am not suffering from any depression at the moment and there have been no manic episodes. I guess I’m feeling as cool as a cucumber.”

			She paused for a moment, “And the dream? Are you still having it with the medication?”

			Gilbert chuckled, “There is no amount of narcotic that can stop that from happening. I have it every night and it is always exactly the same.

			She pursed her lips, “Go over it one more time for me, just so that I have it fresh in my memory before you go off to France.”

			He laughed, “With pleasure. I never tire of it.

			I arrive on the beach by coach from La Rochelle, where the school has booked out a hotel for a week.

			There are about twenty of us and everybody disappears in their little groups. I detach myself from my three friends and say that I want to walk along the shoreline. They are pre-occupied by some French pornography that they’ve managed to acquire.

			I take off my socks and shoes and put them in my rucksack. I start walking along the beach and I let the waves rush over my bare feet. Suddenly, in the white light of the sun, I hear a voice. It is a girl about my age.

			“Bonjour” she says.

			“Oh, hello.”

			“Are you English, Monsieur?”

			I remember smiling, “No. I’m Scottish, actually. I’m from Edinburgh.”

			She raises her eyebrows, “Scotland. It is where the monster lives.”

			I laugh and then wipe the sweat from my brow, “Yes, she lives in the loch.”

			She looks concerned, “You are hot, Monsieur. I will buy you an ice cream if you tell me about this loch.”

			We walk arm in arm to the ice cream van, “What would you like?”

			I give her my best French, “Je voudrais une glace malaga, s’il vous plait, Madame.”

			She laughs and buys me a rum and raisin ice cream and a vanilla one for herself.

			“Now tell me about this loch.” 

			“Loch Ness is one of the largest lochs in Scotland. It holds the most water. It is the second longest and it is the deepest by average depth. It is the perfect home for the monster.

			Scientists believe that the creature may be a left over from the age of the dinosaurs with some thinking that it may be an Erasmasaurus or a plesiosaur.”

			She is very interested, “I think I would like to see this loch and the monster.”

			I lick my ice cream, “Maybe you could come back to Scotland with me and we could go and have a look.”

			She smiles, “I think I would like that very much.”

			We sit down on the beach together and she draws out a map on the wet sand, “This is France, and this is Scotland. Where is the loch on the map?”

			I take my index finger and make a hole in the sand where Inverness is, “Right there!”

			She leans forward and kisses me on the lips. I kiss her back.

			She holds out her hand, “Come on. Let’s take a walk.”

			We hold hands, all the way along Châtelaillon-Plage. At the end of the beach there are rocky pools. We sit down and take a look, “I think Loch Ness is bigger than this” she says laughing.

			I laugh too, “Just a bit.”

			“My name is Margaux Martin. What’s yours?”

			I look stunned, “My name is Gilbert Martin. We are both the same.”

			She smiles and looks pleased, “Obviously. I think we are married. Do you want to kiss the bride?”

			I lean forward and open my mouth just a bit. She grabs my cheeks and kisses me full on. Her tongue brushes against mine. It is electric.

			There is a voice in the distance, “Margaux. Margaux.”

			She looks at me, “Maman. I must go, for now. I will see you again, Gilbert Martin.”

			She gets up and walks toward the road. She climbs up the sand and just before she leaves, she looks back and waves. I wave back. She’s gone.”

			Dr Wilde sat in her seat without moving for several minutes. When she eventually spoke, her voice was shaking, “It is a great story, Gilbert. I predict that you will have no problems with disparagement. You would have to be a heartless stone not to respond to that story at some emotional level.”

			He was happy. He hated anyone making light of his situation. It was too important to him.

			“I think I would like to leave you on the medication you are on for just now and we’ll monitor things. My preference would be for you to sleep without dreams but as you say, the likelihood of that happening before you have a resolution to the situation is zero.”

			She wrote out another prescription for him and handed it over, “Enjoy your trip to France and please, please, keep in touch.”

			He pocketed the little piece of white paper and promised that he would.

			When he got outside, he looked up at the sky. It was a beautiful day and he decided to walk home. If he skirted Hyde Park, it would take him an hour. If he went through the park, he might dally, and it would take him an hour and a half. He decided he would go through the park.

			It was a quiet day for visitors. He entered the park at Bayswater Road and stopped to have a look at the Italian Water Gardens. He understood that the gardens had been a gift from Prince Albert to Queen Victoria. In his mind’s eye, he hoped this was true. It would have been a lovely thing to have done. He could imagine the delight on the Queen’s face when the gift was revealed.

			He thought about his own queen and when he did, he went back, as he always did, to the 29th June 1983 on Châtelaillon-Plage. He remembered as he was about to get on the coach at the end of the afternoon. She had rushed up to him and pressed a little envelope in to his hand, “It is a letter with my address on it. Write to me”.

			She kissed him on the cheek and rushed away. He anxiously looked for her over the heads of all the people. She disappeared over the sand and on to the road. He was sure she looked back, one last time. 

			When he got on the bus he had sat next to one of the girls, Swotty Watts, the insufferable know it all. She had asked him if he was in love. He had told her to shut her face.  

			He chuckled at the thought.

			It was later that evening, when he was in the bathroom brushing his teeth that she put in her first appearance, “What are you doing here?”

			She had just smiled, “I’m coming home with you. We are going to see the monster, remember?”

			He hadn’t thought anything odd or peculiar about it. He had assumed it was a very pleasant dream. It turned out to be a wonderful dream that would last all of his life.

			He turned away from the fountains and walked the rest of the way through the park. When he got to the end of Phillimore Gardens, his anticipation increased. He knew that she would be waiting for him.

			He put the key in the door and let himself in.

			“What did she say?”

			He felt elated, “She said that if anyone poked fun at me, she would arrange to take them to court. I am pretty sure that in a couple of weeks, we will be completely free.”

			“Le jour de gloire est arrivé.”

		


		
			III

			Margaux

			He took his coat off and went through in to the kitchen. He clicked on the kettle and sat down at the breakfast bar.

			“I had to recount my dream to her again, from the very beginning. I stopped when you handed me the letter and I got on the coach. I didn’t say anything about you turning up in the hotel bathroom later.”
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