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‘Oh shit,’ wailed Stephanie to her husband. ‘That was Meredith, and she wants to come and stay with us. For two whole weeks!’


David looked at his wife curiously. ‘Meredith Harding, your old school friend? Isn’t that good? Because one, we’re running a B&B, and two, I thought she was a great friend of yours.’


‘She is. One of my oldest. But David, they call Meredith the Queen of the East! She’s used to staying in five-star hotels, or even seven-star hotels, if there are any. We’re much too humble for her. I mean – the thought of all the guests dining together at one table. She’d have a fit!’


‘Then you’ll have to explain that the idea of the chambre d’hôte is all about people getting to know each other,’ David replied calmly. ‘Anyway, what makes her so grand? You’re making her sound like Cleopatra and Madame Mao rolled into one.’


‘She works in some incomprehensible high-powered job in finance. She’s always moving from Hong Kong to Singapore to Shanghai making vast amounts of money, so I hardly ever get to see her. That’s why it’s so great that she’s coming here.’


‘And what brings her?’ David asked, intrigued by the prospect of meeting this dazzling-sounding person.


‘I don’t know. I expect she’ll tell us when she gets here.’


‘And when’s that?’


‘The day after tomorrow.’


Steph and David had opened their B&B in France ten years earlier. Since it was only March and the season hadn’t really started yet, they had plenty of room.


‘Do you want me to get something special from the butcher?’ asked David. ‘I imagine you’ll want to kill the fatted calf?’


‘Absolutely. I’ll get down my recipe book. Did you pick up the croissants?’


‘Of course I picked up the croissants,’ he replied patiently. ‘As we have discovered, fresh croissants are part of the fantasy of staying in France and people get pissed off if you try and palm them off with French bread, no matter how delicious.’


It was this same fantasy that had lured Steph and David here themselves. No other country seemed to have quite the same alluring effect on the British mind as France. That and their love of this particular landscape in the south-west, with its clear, shining rivers – so clear that people actually swam in them, unlike their British equivalents – and its rich sprinkling of châteaux for their guests to explore on day trips; not to mention its lush farmland, deep gorges and gentle rows of vines. They had been here on countless holidays and utterly lost their hearts to the place, so when they’d decided to finally take the plunge and buy somewhere to turn into a B&B, it had to be round here.


They had found a handsome maison de maître, a solid stone house, more practical than a crumbling château but with oodles of charm. In order to do it up they had enlisted the help of Steve, a local builder beloved of his fellow expats because he seemed to be able to do his work efficiently without speaking any French. He managed this simply by pointing, gesticulating and having a way about him that the suppliers seemed to regard as engagingly rosbif (eating roast beef being – obviously – the most defining of British characteristics).


Over three years – trying not to get discouraged by rising damp or sudden holes in the walls or floorboards so riddled with damp rot that David had almost fallen through – they had prepared six bedrooms, each with the essential en suite bathroom no tourist could live without, put in a swimming pool, and got ready to open just as their money was about to run out.


The life suited them both. Steph loved to cook and David was the most sociable of beings, happy to host the large shared table that was the big feature of the chambre d’hôte – where all the guests got to meet each other. The only drawback was the grinding tiredness that sometimes enveloped them both as a result of the constant shopping, cooking and bedmaking.


Steph finished laying the table and putting out the pretty pots of home-made jams (another must at a chambre d’hôte), the fruit salad and the cold meats.


‘Madame, s’il vous plaît,’ called a voice from the staircase.


‘Oh my God,’ Steph muttered, ‘it’s that Belgian family again.’ A large family called LeBrun had recently arrived, trying to pack extra children into their bedroom and constantly demanding assistance of one sort or another. ‘What do they want now?’


‘I’ll go and see,’ soothed David.


‘Ideas for what to do today,’ he announced when he got back ten minutes later. ‘Perfectly reasonable, really. That’s what we’re here for, after all.’


‘What did you tell them?’ Steph murmured. ‘To get lost in the caves, I hope!’


‘Now, Stephie.’ David smiled at her. ‘I suggested a day-long boat trip on one of those barge things with the sails. That should get them out from under your feet.’


‘Let’s hope they fall overboard and drown!’


David looked at her in consternation. This wasn’t like her.


‘And why on earth you let them bring that bloody dog . . .!’ The list of his sins was growing.


He was about to answer crossly that it had actually been Steph who agreed to the dog, when he noticed the deep lines of tiredness under her eyes. ‘Hey,’ he said, his voice softening, ‘come out here on the terrace and look at the view.’


‘Really, David,’ she answered irritably. ‘I’ve got too much to do.’


He watched her anxiously. She was like this more and more at the moment. He never knew when he was going to get his head snapped off. Eventually, Steph realized she was being a cow and followed him, wiping her hands on the jokey apron he’d given her, proclaiming ‘I Kiss Better Than I Cook’.


Beyond their terrace the land slipped away, gentle, green and fertile, right down to the river. ‘Nice, huh?’ David ventured.


Steph smiled, looking suddenly pretty and years younger. ‘Very nice. Beautiful.’


‘It’s the reason we came, remember?’


‘I know, I’m sorry. It’s just that I get so tired and then I start to get grumpy. Sorry.’ To think she’d imagined running a B&B together would be good for their marriage! She tried to concentrate on Meredith and how silly she was being. It would actually be great fun to see her old friend after all this time. The realization made her feel instantly better.


‘Why don’t you put your money where your mouth is?’ David suddenly grinned.


‘What on earth are you talking about?’ she replied.


He pulled her against him and pointed to the slogan on her pinny.


‘That was just a silly joke.’ Steph eased herself out of his embrace.


‘So I’m beginning to learn,’ he observed, in a tone of weary irritation she hadn’t heard from him before.


‘Good morning, Miss Harding,’ the flight attendant prompted gently, offering her a glass of wake-up orange juice.


Meredith sat up and stretched. She had slept well on the business class bed, as she always did. Years of flying across continents had accustomed her to dealing with jet lag and making sure she slept as long as possible. She wasn’t like the real pros, though, who got on, donned their masks and ear plugs and lay straight out on their beds till they arrived at the destination. Meredith liked to enjoy dinner served on a tray with its own white linen cloth, with proper knives and forks and glassware. She also particularly enjoyed the glass of champagne you were offered as soon as you took your seat, while the rest of the passengers were still queuing up to board. She always made a point of having dinner and watching a film before settling down; and as for all that wellness nonsense about no alcohol – there was too much of that sort of telling you what to do in modern life. She’d actually bought a bottle of water the other day that had instructed her to ‘Do the right thing today.’


She sat back, enjoying her fresh fruit and thinking about her visit. Her colleagues had been stunned when she’d announced she was suddenly taking two weeks off. Meredith was famed for putting work first in her life. She had plenty of other pleasures, of course. She loved spa weekends and opera and she had a sprinkling of good friends she spent time with, even though moving between cities as she did could mean it was tricky to maintain friendships. She knew she was admired and also a little feared, but she didn’t think much more about it.


So she had been taken aback recently when a young woman she was mentoring blurted out that Meredith was her role model in everything but her personal life. Realizing what she’d said, the girl had instantly tried to cover up her tactlessness, but it was too late. The damage was done. My personal life is perfectly fine, thank you very much! she’d told herself. Somehow, though, the comment had really stayed with her.


And then her father had died so suddenly. He and Meredith had always been very close; it had been he who told her she could do anything with her life, so often that she began to really believe it. Her mother, on the other hand, had been both difficult and distant, and seemed to find having a child faintly irritating. She clearly resented the closeness of father and daughter. Obviously Meredith was sorry when she died, but with nothing like the dreadful void that had opened up when her beloved father had a heart attack while Meredith was on the other side of the world. It had been sudden and unexpected, but everyone had said it was a merciful release, as he was beginning to decline in other ways. Even so, losing him had rocked Meredith’s well-ordered world. She had come home for the funeral, said her own personal goodbyes and gone back to work even more feverishly.


Yet something had changed. She found herself thinking all the time about the years when she and her father had been happiest together. He had always loved camping and his favourite place to do it had been south-west France, where people took camping really seriously. When Meredith was a child, he had found a campsite where the tents were fixed and even quite luxurious – with their own camping loos! It was right on the banks of the Savarin River and her father would take three whole days to drive the family there, being honked at by angry French motorists and overtaken on the inside on motorways, but staying at the speed he blithely thought appropriate. Then they would arrive and move in, having brought their special put-u-up beds and pillows, and Meredith would dash off and see if any of the usual children had arrived since it was the kind of place people came back to every year, often at the same time. To an only child, it was bliss, and it meant that Meredith learned to get on with lots of different nationalities – a skill that would become very useful in her adult life.


But the best moment of all was when she and her dad would walk along the banks of the river into the nearest village to buy the bread in the mornings. If they dawdled enough, this could mean a whole hour together, just the two of them. Dad would talk about all the possibilities ahead for his clever daughter, and how her dreams must never be limited by the realities of life, as his had been. He was saving, he told her, so that by the sixth form when the important exams loomed, she could go to a really good school where the teachers would do nothing but encourage her, unlike the local school she was at now.


Sometimes Meredith would notice a beautiful butterfly and ask him about it, and he would always know. His knowledge of nature was encyclopaedic. The sun would be beating down on her back and she would run ahead, laughing. And when they got to the village he would buy her a delicious, flaky pain au chocolat, fresh from the baker’s oven, and whisper not to tell her mother about it. Her mother was forever carping that he spoiled Meredith too much anyway.


On the way back he would tell her about the region, its history, the wars that had shaped it, what made the landscape so special. They would cross the river on a small narrow bridge that swayed when it was windy, like something from Indiana Jones, and halfway home they would always stop at the same spot, where they had a perfect view of the château on the other side. It was the most beautiful building Meredith had ever seen, built of golden stone, with four turrets that looked to a child’s eyes like giant pepperpots. It even had its own moat, as every proper castle should. She could just imagine Rapunzel letting down her hair from one of the towers, or one of the Disney princesses waiting for her prince to come and rescue her.


‘Now there’s a real château!’ her father had said. ‘None of your nineteenth-century rubbish. Think of all the history that’s taken place there. Tell you what, one day I’ll buy it for you and we can run away and live there. I’m sure your mother would be all for it,’ he added with a grin.


And they had both laughed and gone back across the rickety bridge to the campsite, where Meredith grabbed her things before dashing off to find her friends for a swim in the wide, shallow river.


And now, all these years later, a very strange thing had happened. A couple of months ago Meredith, flying to Berlin for a meeting with some banks, had opened an in-flight magazine. There, in an article about France, she had come across a photograph of their very own château.


At first she dismissed it as a silly coincidence; but when she idly browsed places to stay near the château and Steph’s B&B came up, she decided that was it. She was going to drop everything and go there. It would mean she could say goodbye to her father properly and catch up with Steph at the same time.


And here she was.


She handed her tray back to the attendant with a smile and headed for the toilet before the masked sleepers woke up and took it over, working their way through all the goodies in their freebie Calvin Klein bags and forgetting the existence of anyone who might be stuck outside, desperate for the loo.


One glance in the mirror told her she didn’t look too bad. Her shoulder-length grey-blonde Helen Mirren hair needed a comb, but her skin was clear and healthy. All those facials had paid off. She touched up her natural lipstick and dusted her face with Dior powder. The beauty writers might claim shiny skin was fashionable, but in Meredith’s view, ladies of her age looked better flatteringly matte.


She patted her well-cut beige trousers and surveyed her silk top. She always travelled in silk – both light and warm – usually with a cosy pashmina to wrap herself in if it got cold. Her long cashmere cardigan was perfect too, both smart and comfortable.


‘Right then,’ she told herself with a smile. ‘They might all think you’ve lost your marbles at work, but what the hell. The adventure begins!’


And, for the first time in months, she felt a happy anticipation about what the next two weeks would hold.


Once she’d cleared immigration at Charles de Gaulle she would find the driver of the comfortable Mercedes she’d ordered and go straight to sleep in the back. It was a crazy extravagance, of course, when she could perfectly well get a high-speed train; but hell, she could afford it.


With a bit of luck and not too many traffic jams, she would be at Steph’s by early evening.


‘Where do you want to put Meredith?’ David asked.


‘In the Oriental Room,’ Steph replied at once. ‘She’s coming from Shanghai, so that should be appropriate.’


During their renovations Steph had found a gorgeously exotic length of fabric at her favourite brocante, the French version of an antique shop, which also sold superior junk. She had taken out her old sewing machine and run up floor-length curtains and a canopy to go above the bed. There had even been just enough left over to cover a stool, which she had put in front of a French dressing table she’d picked up and repainted. With a few oriental prints and a Japanese fan fixed to the wall, the effect might not be authentic, but it was good all the same – both inviting and exotic.


It was in the same brocante that she had found most of the treasures that gave the rooms their themes: the Flower Room, where a marvellous set of flower prints was ranged across the walls, and the Chandelier Room, named after a fabulous gilded chandelier she’d discovered that somehow took you straight back to the lost elegance of the eighteenth century.


Steph had always fancied sleeping in the Oriental Room herself, or at least having a bath in the en suite bathroom, which had a wonderful old tub with feet. One afternoon, after Meredith was gone, maybe she’d sneak up there with a glass of champagne . . .


She sighed. Not very likely.


Their young helper, Marcelline, who came in two days a week because that was all they could afford, would make up the bed and ensure everything was ready for Meredith’s arrival. Steph returned her focus to the plan for tonight’s dinner. It looked like a full house – twelve people – which was good news, as it meant she’d make a bit of profit if she budgeted cleverly enough. Before she left home she’d bought a little book called Running a B&B in France, and it had become her bible. By doing dinner, the book asserted, you could double the income from every room. Most people who stayed in places like theirs didn’t want to go out to eat because they’d often be doing a lot of driving anyway. And of course, there was the drink/drive risk, which the French gaily ignored, as they did any troublesome bureaucratic imposition. So most guests liked to eat in.


The standard fare at a chambre d’hôte was a four-course meal – usually soup, an entrée and a pudding plus a selection of cheeses and a glass of wine – all for a prix fixe. Nowadays, of course, there had to be a vegetarian option. Fortunately, Steph had taken a brief professional cooking course just before they’d moved to France. Before then, she’d been rather an extravagant cook who wasted a hideous amount of food. Now she was the queen of portion control and detailed planning.


It had been a challenge at first but she had soon realized preparation in advance was the key; and thank God for her freezer! Messing about with anything last-minute was a potential disaster. Thankfully, most guests didn’t seem to expect haute cuisine.


Tonight, in honour of Meredith, they were having something more special than usual: iced courgette soup and then a traditional coq au vin, but with Steph’s special dauphinois au gratin potatoes, which always went down a treat. They would finish with tarte tatin, another sure-fire winner. And then, of course, cheese. It was the cheese you had to watch or it could make the cost of the meal rocket, so she always stuck strictly to three very good local ones.


As she peeled the potatoes, it struck Steph that you learned some funny things running a B&B. Beds, for example. She’d discovered that the British and French liked double beds but the Americans, Germans, Scandinavians and especially Japanese preferred twin beds. Funny, because after all, the British were famous for not being interested in sex!


The other thing she’d learned was that most people didn’t bother to unpack, so vast wall-covering wardrobes were a waste of space – which was a pity, since they were very cheap nowadays. In fact, she’d bought a couple and repainted them, and hadn’t been able to resist a delightful, vast armoire with pastoral scenes of shepherds painted on the panels.


It always made her laugh, too, that the French for chest of drawers was commode. She certainly hoped her guests wouldn’t emulate the use of a commode in her chests of drawers! They’d had one guest who’d thrown up after much too wine at dinner, leaving the mess for Steph and David to deal with; and another had dropped black eyeliner on the pale carpet and hidden the resulting stain under a stool.


She looked at her watch. Five o’clock. Meredith would be here any minute.


She thought about when they’d first met and decided not to compute how many years ago it was. Far too many, anyway.


Meredith had only arrived at Meads House in the sixth form. She was a spiky girl: tall and slender with extremely straight fair hair, which Steph had suspected her of ironing (quite common at the time even if it sounded barmy now, not to mention downright dangerous). She was not well off and had only come, Steph later discovered, because her father had insisted on it, borrowing against his pension to pay the school fees. He believed in education above all, and Meads’ teachers had a towering reputation locally. If anyone could get his daughter into university, they could, he was convinced.


Meredith had obviously felt way out of her depth surrounded by posh Pony Club girls, some of whom had known each other forever. For a while she had kept herself to herself and stayed silent, burying her head in her studies. She had always been the last to leave the library.


And then she’d discovered Steph – and they’d just seemed to click. As her father had told her, you only needed to make one friend and then everything would change. Later on, Joanna had joined their little group and they’d suddenly become quite a force: three pupils who were actually interested in their work and loved to argue about Jane Eyre and Lizzie Bennet from Pride and Prejudice, and whether Mr Darcy was A Good Thing.


Meredith was convinced it was he who had almost single-handedly – maybe with a bit of help from Jane Eyre’s Mr Rochester – provided the stereotype for most subsequent romantic heroes. ‘And why any sane woman would want to live with a dark and handsome but proud and moody man, God alone knows! Even if he did get a bit nicer in the end! Just the profile for a stalker, if you ask me. Once phones came along Mr Darcy’d be checking up on poor Lizzie all the time and asking her where she’d been!’


It had been fascinating how much Meredith had minded. She was a natural feminist before the name was in common use. I wonder if she still is? Steph thought to herself. It was such a long time since she’d seen her properly, just the two of them. The only sad thing was, they wouldn’t get much privacy tonight; though Steph could probably get David to take over the guests at some point, so that she and Meredith could have a bit of time to themselves.


There was a sudden commotion downstairs and she realized Meredith must have arrived. She ran to the window and looked out, feeling nervous again. A sleek black Mercedes, the kind Russian oligarchs seemed to favour, was parked outside on the gravel drive. Steph shuddered at how much it must cost to be driven all the way from Paris to Bratenac. But Meredith’s life was one of limos and swish hotels.


She ran down the stairs to find Meredith, surrounded by a mountain of smart luggage, saying goodbye to the driver while David struggled with the biggest case.


‘Meredith!’ she shouted joyfully and, forgetting all her reservations, skipped down the front steps.


‘Stephanie!’ replied the sleek and elegant figure, dressed in various shades of taupe. She looked as if she could walk straight into the Ritz despite having just flown halfway round the world.


They hugged each other enthusiastically. ‘Get you!’ Steph teased. ‘Fancy taking a limo all the way from Paris!’


‘I know,’ grinned Meredith, clearly guilt-free. ‘Outrageous, isn’t it – but I do work very hard. Anyway, forget me and my extravagant ways. I’m so excited,’ she added. ‘Two whole weeks together!’


‘I know,’ grinned Steph. ‘Pity Joanna isn’t here too! Maybe we’ll give her a call on FaceTime or whatever it’s called while you’re here. She caught me on the loo the other day! Come on, let’s go upstairs to your room. Dinner’s all prepared. You’ll laugh, but I have a minute-by-minute schedule of what to do when.’


‘Very professional. I applaud you. I wish the people who worked for me were so thorough.’


‘Meredith, what is it you do exactly? I know it’s all to do with money, and very high-powered . . .’


Meredith laughed. ‘I work in M&A – that’s mergers and acquisitions – which means I spend my time advising businesses whether to take over their rivals. We also buy a few companies. It can be quite exciting, despite the boring name. Scary, even, at times.’


‘And you aren’t ever tempted to take things easy?’ Steph didn’t add ‘at our age’ as it would probably infuriate Meredith. She didn’t like the subject of ageing and had clearly decided it was a choice, not an inevitability.


Meredith grinned. ‘Can’t think what I’d do with myself. I’m not exactly the garden centre and National Trust type. Besides, you look pretty busy yourself.’


‘True.’ Steph opened the door to Meredith’s room.


‘It’s beautiful!’ Meredith pronounced. ‘Did you come up with the idea?’ She walked round, admiring the curtains and the canopy. She even noticed the stool. ‘And the bathroom’s wonderful!’


Stephanie visibly relaxed. She’d been so worried Meredith would be demanding and hard to please, but she seemed ready to be happy with everything.


‘I’ll bring you up a glass of champagne before dinner and you can have it in the bath. I’ve been fantasizing about doing that myself!’


‘We should do it together!’ grinned Meredith. ‘Imagine if we’d done that at school!’


‘Scandal! That was just the sort of thing they were terrified of, yet they didn’t seem to mind you having pashes on older girls.’


‘You had one on Karen Ricci,’ Meredith reminded her. ‘Mind you, she was Italian and gorgeous.’


‘Actually, it was because she was captain of the netball team and I was so crap at it. She seemed like a goddess.’


‘Hmm . . .’ Meredith laughed. ‘And there were those lovely long netball-playing limbs.’


Steph surveyed her friend. ‘You don’t look too bad yourself,’ she observed.


‘Regular spa treatments, facials, manicures and pedicures. Pampering. That’s the answer.’


Steph repressed a sigh. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been pampered. ‘I’d better leave you now and get back to dinner, but we can bunk off later and take up where we left off.’ She looked at her watch. Six already – she’d better get a move on. ‘I’ll send David with the champagne.’ They hugged again. ‘It really is great to see you. I always wanted women friends here but never found the time!’


Meredith nodded. To be honest, she didn’t have any real girlfriends at all in Hong Kong, Singapore or Shanghai. ‘I’ll start unpacking. I was never any good at travelling light. Why have two pairs of shoes when you could have six?’


‘Especially when you have a limo driver to carry them!’ teased Steph. She waved and went back downstairs to her schedule.


Five minutes later there was a knock on the door and David appeared with Meredith’s champagne. He smiled with genuine good humour. Steph had done well with her choice of husband. He seemed an unusual blend of niceness without dullness. And he still had his hair. Meredith pushed aside all thoughts of her own different life choices: marriage hadn’t been for her, and that was that.


She took the proffered glass of champagne, returning his smile. She was always being offered glasses of the stuff back in the East – where, along with whisky, it was currently seen as an important status symbol – but this one was going to be extra special, in that beautiful bathtub, with two weeks of real friendship ahead.


Downstairs, Steph was going into autopilot. Marcelline had laid the big table where they would all have dinner together. They did have lots of little tables people could sit at, but most guests seemed to prefer it this way; they said it was convivial and fun, like a house party. Dinner was at seven thirty, but people often drifted down much earlier and were sent with a drink (which they paid for) into the lounge.


David was busy advising the noisy LeBruns on some more outings. It was good to get guests out from under your feet during the day. They didn’t actually make them go out, like Blackpool boarding houses were famous for doing, but there was plenty to see in the area and very few stayed around.


Meredith came down at seven twenty-five, looking glamorous in pale grey silk. All the other guests turned to look at her and she smiled graciously.


‘Goodness,’ she couldn’t help commenting, ‘is this where we all sit?’


‘Come on, Meredith,’ David replied cheerily, ‘meet Mr and Mrs LeBrun. They’re from Belgium.’ This could have been a conversation stopper, but Meredith, veteran of many a gathering of foreign businessmen and women, plunged in with aplomb.


The food was delicious and every mouthful seemed to disappear, as if the guests were hungry lions rather than upmarket tourists. Better than people not appreciating it, Meredith supposed.


By the time Marcelline cleared the last plates, it was almost ten o’clock.


‘Right, everyone,’ David announced. ‘Coffee and liqueurs in the lounge. And of course, fresh mint tea,’ he added in the tempting tones of a carpet seller in Marrakech. ‘Chamomile tisane and all manner of interesting potions. You can make it yourself from our array of exotic teabags.’


Steph led Meredith into the sparkling kitchen with its large catering oven and vast fridge-freezer. ‘What would you like? Un petit cognac, as the French always call it no matter how huge the measure? More wine?’ She smiled, looking suddenly less careworn. ‘I know, we could finish the champagne in your room. Your sofa’s more comfortable than it looks.’


Meredith laughed, recalling the spindly-legged, gilded Louis XIV-style love seat that looked as if it would be more at home in Versailles. ‘I’ll take your word for it.’


David came in to get some glasses. ‘You go off with Meredith,’ he smiled. ‘I’ll look after the guests.’


Steph’s response took Meredith by surprise. ‘David,’ she replied sharply. ‘You did remember to put out the coffee cups, didn’t you?’


‘For God’s sake, Steph,’ was his weary reply. ‘Yes. I always remember to put out the coffee cups. And the sugar.’


‘And the warmed milk as well?’


‘Yes.’ Again the weary tone, this time with a thin veneer of irritation. ‘Of course I did. Just the way you like it. I’m not a complete idiot, you know.’


‘Sorry.’ Steph rubbed one eye. ‘Just a bit tired, that’s all.’


As they climbed up to her bedroom, it struck Meredith that all was not well here. Steph and David had chosen this life, following a dream of living in France; apparently running a B&B was the number one dream of all Brits moving to France. But it was a demanding business, and by the looks of things, it was overwhelming them.


‘Come on, sit down, you’re exhausted,’ Meredith insisted.


‘It’s been a bit of a heavy week. Those LeBruns are very demanding, always wanting something new. And they do have five children. To be honest, it’s the one downside of running somewhere like this.’ She took Meredith’s hand and squeezed it. ‘You don’t know how great it is to be able to admit that. It’s so lovely here, and David is really patient. I just feel so guilty that I’m always so bad-tempered these days! Anyway, forget about me. Tomorrow we’ll ring Jo and be three Meads girls together! Maybe we can persuade her to hop over while you’re here. You could always share a bed . . .’ She chuckled at Meredith’s shocked expression. ‘I don’t mean it, you idiot!’


Meredith clinked her champagne glass against Steph’s. ‘Long live good old Meads. I wonder what it’s like now? They’ve probably got en suite bathrooms!’


‘And underfloor heating,’ laughed Steph. ‘Do you remember how bloody freezing it was?’


‘Do I?! I used to get dressed in bed!’


They giggled away, bonded by the memory of that tougher era, until Steph found herself yawning unstoppably, suddenly overcome by tiredness. She tried to suppress it, but Meredith couldn’t help noticing. ‘Come on – drink up and get yourself off to bed.’


‘But you’re only here for a little while,’ Steph sighed.


‘There’s plenty of time. Do you get any time off tomorrow morning? I’d like to walk along the river and find the château, if that’s OK with you.’


‘St Savarin? It’s about a mile away. Yes, that’d be lovely.’ She hugged Meredith one last time. ‘Eleven o’clock? Then I could get the dinner sorted first.’


‘Perfect. Sleep well.’


‘I will. See you in the morning.’


When she’d gone, Meredith opened her French windows and stood on the balcony for a moment. All didn’t seem to be well in the Adams household. It was just as well she was a solutions woman – they clearly needed some solutions here.











Two
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Guillaume, the barman of the Café de la Paix, stood behind the bar twirling his moustache in the small mirror he kept for this very purpose.


In his view the moustache was a work of art, far more interesting than Salvador Dalí’s famous version. It had taken him three whole years to perfect it. Dark brown in colour, it unfurled in perfect symmetry over his top lip, ending in a dramatic curl at either end like the strong man in a Victorian circus.


Guillaume and the moustache had just finished an hour’s lively French lesson with the expat members of the Bratenac Ladies’ Luncheon Club. He made a little money from these sessions, but did it more for the entente cordiale and the belief that if all these Anglais were going to come and live in his country, the least they could do was to learn the language. It also helped that the English ladies liked a drink and spent enough to keep the owner, who happened to be Guillaume’s partner, very happy.


Among the club members present was Jackie Brown, well over seventy but still bursting with energy under her mahogany permatan. Jackie considered herself the doyenne of Bratenac’s expats. She had left Essex and settled here long before a lot of the other arrivals and, unlike many of them, spoke good French, albeit with a truly terrible accent.


In her view, Jackie was the opposite of retired, and that was the way she liked it. Like most expats looking for ways to make ends meet in their French paradise, she had a variety of jobs, from managing empty properties to doing the changeovers for Airbnb rentals, making sure villa swimming pools hadn’t gone green and unusable, and organizing her toyboy husband of sixty-two, Steve, who happened to be Bratenac’s most popular builder. Perhaps toyboy was an exaggeration, looking at Steve. He was big and muscular, but had a large paunch and an arse that hung over his trousers when he bent down, in a classic case of builder’s bum. Jackie was forever nagging him about this unsightly appendage. After all, she didn’t want him popping his clogs before her, even though he was thirteen years younger, did she?


The other regulars in Jackie’s coterie were Janine, who did dog walking and dogsitting, often moving into people’s houses for the whole time they’d gone back to the UK; Mandy, who made money catering for the expat parties; Shirley, who was a happy housewife; and Suzi, who saw herself as the group’s femme fatale, since she had a weakness for other people’s husbands. Jackie knew that this came from insecurity and a fear of ageing; but even so, having lost her own first husband to another woman, she knew Suzi definitely needed watching. Fortunately, Steve wouldn’t have noticed if Suzi had posed naked across a plate of chips – or rather, he’d have noticed the chips. He’d lost interest in sex long ago, which was a pity because Jackie certainly hadn’t.


‘Hey girls,’ she suggested, ‘how about an early lunch tomorrow in that new pop-up restaurant down by the river?’ Shirley declined because, being a happy housewife, she liked cooking for her husband, but the others looked keen. ‘It’s been taken over by a famous chef. From Paris,’ Jackie added ominously.


‘Why does he want to open a restaurant in a portacabin in Bratenac, then?’ asked Mandy, who resented all new culinary competition. ‘Anyway, who wants to eat beetroot prepared five ways? You can’t understand half of what you’re ordering with these trendy new menus.’


‘Well, let’s go and see for ourselves,’ soothed Jackie.


They arranged to meet at twelve for a pre-lunch glass to inspect the new venue.


Just as they were leaving, that nice man married to Stephanie Adams came in and quietly went up to the bar, avoiding the lustful glance cast at him by Suzi. It was becoming a bit of a habit with him to slip in here for a drink, Jackie noticed.


‘Suzi!’ hissed Jackie, catching her in the act of undoing her top button. ‘Behave. And do that button right back up. Stephanie Adams is a nice woman and Steve helped with their building work and said her husband was a really good bloke.’


‘You mean he gave Steve a beer on the job, I bet,’ retorted Suzi, tossing her luxuriant black curls.


Jackie ignored her, although it was probably true. Steve had also commented that David Adams had as much grasp of DIY as a gorilla, possibly less. According to Steve, most of the Brits who bought châteaux round here fancied themselves as artists with the Black & Decker. The usual story was that the wife was convinced she was Kelly Hoppen – probably someone at home had once complimented her on her cushions – and the husband thought he could do all the refurb work himself. On the basis of such illusions many wrecks were purchased, Steve said – and often they completely took over the buyers’ lives, destroying their marriages and eating up their entire life savings. He’d seen it time and time again. Still, it was all good business for Steve.


‘Hello, Mr Adams,’ Jackie greeted him cheerfully. He looked startled and slightly guilty. Clearly his wife had no idea he came in here so often. ‘Jackie Brown,’ she enlightened him, ‘Steve the builder’s wife. I’m sure we’ve bumped into each other before.’


‘Oh, hello Mrs Brown. How are you?’


‘Very well, thanks, Mr Adams. How’s business?’


‘Not bad, thank you. Full house at the moment.’


‘That’s good. Give my regards to your wife.’ He picked up the drinks list from the bar.


‘Guillaume!’ Jackie bellowed. ‘L’addition, s’il vous plaît!’


‘J’arrive! J’arrive!’ Guillaume appeared with the bill with all the speed and elegance of a figure skater.


Jackie twirled his moustache, smiling. ‘Worth every second of the three years it took you to grow. It’s wasted on all of us. It ought to be in a moustache museum.’


Joanna Walker checked her bank statement, as she did every day now since The Discovery.


When her husband Mark had left her for upwardly mobile PR exec Amanda, she’d assumed their finances were in order, since he’d always seemed very financially savvy. According to Mark, Jo was ‘an arty-farty type with her nose constantly in a book’, and he would therefore take over all things financial. And she’d let him.


Ladies, a lesson. Never leave all the money matters to your husband, no matter how much you think you can trust him.


It was no longer the 1950s, when women didn’t understand money and men were possessed of godlike wisdom, as Jo had found to her cost. Mark had emptied their joint account and borrowed against anything he could. She’d thought of trying to sue but instead had worked flat out as an events organizer. Now, three years later, she was solvent and their house was safe.


And now Mark and Amanda were getting married.


And although Jo thought she’d got over the worst of the heartbreak from the divorce, the news of their engagement was still ripping her apart. Despite all her mindfulness and effing CBT her mind kept going back to this wedding and comparing it to their own happy day, which had seemed so full of love and hope and promise. Huh.


The mornings were the worst, somehow. When you woke, your mind was raw and undefended. Instead of feeling angry, she started to ask herself if it had partly been her fault. Had she let him down somehow? The truth was, when your husband dumped you for someone else, you couldn’t avoid feeling a failure.


But she mustn’t let herself go down that road. Trying to revive some healthy cynicism, Joanna thought of messaging Amanda that she’d better keep her money in her own account – but the irony would probably be lost on her. She didn’t seem the brightest of sparks.


Instead, Jo longed to get away.


The trouble was, she was busy with a big exhibition and it would be letting down her daughter Sophie, who ran the business with her, if she just disappeared. Besides which, the wedding might affect Sophie too, though all she had said so far was ‘I hope she dresses like a teenager at a school disco like she usually does. She’ll look bloody ridiculous!’


Jo would just have to go to the cinema with her lovely neighbour, Liz, who had seen her through some of the worst times. Women were so much more reliable than men. Pity she wasn’t gay, Jo thought, it would be so much easier. But then gay women no doubt made stupid choices and fell in love with the wrong people just like straight women. Bloody love, she mused, for about the millionth time. We’d be better off without it.


She got out her phone and browsed all the local cinemas. The choice seemed to be between an action adventure or a serious and important film about the plight of the planet. Poor old planet, it was even worse off than she was. She must save more plastic bags. Ah well, she’d go over to Liz’s instead. It would have to be a bottle of fizz and Mamma Mia on Netflix.


She looked outside. It seemed to be rain, rain, rain this spring. Even her daffs were drooping. ‘You look how I feel,’ she told them. ‘Careful,’ she added sternly, ‘talking to yourself is the first sign of madness. If you don’t watch it, you’ll end up a batty old bird!’


She stared out again at the sheets of non-stop drizzle. Looking on the bright side, if the weather stayed like this, at least it might ruin Mark and Amanda’s wedding!


‘Are you ready, Meredith?’ Steph called up to her friend. ‘Everything’s sorted for dinner so we can have all the time in the world!’


Meredith skipped down the stairs, beaming. ‘Will these shoes be OK?’ She pointed at her expensive Tod’s loafers.


‘As long as you don’t fall in the river in them, fine.’


It was a lovely spring day, with a clear blue sky and the promise of a warm sunny walk along the riverbank. Meredith realized she was actually quite excited.


They walked down a path by the side of Steph’s house that meandered from a small vineyard right down to the Savarin River. ‘I wonder if the campsite is still here,’ Meredith mused.


‘What was it called?’ asked Steph.


‘God knows! I haven’t been there since I was twelve.’


‘I think it might be still here,’ Steph suggested. ‘The French are nuts on camping. Some of them come the moment the school holidays begin and stay six whole weeks! That’s why the motorways are all madness at the end of August, for the famous rentrée, when they all go home on the same day. It’s an amazing sight as long as you don’t get caught up in it – like migrating wildebeest! The queues into Paris go back twenty miles.’


They walked along, arm in arm, admiring the lush green landscape. ‘Look at that!’ Meredith said suddenly. ‘That pond over there on the other side of the field. There’s a little boy standing in the middle of it and the water is making perfect circles all around him. It’s like something from a Chinese vase!’


They continued their walk for about half a mile without meeting anyone until they came to a narrow bridge. It was no longer the rickety structure of her childhood but a sensible, solid-looking affair. They crossed the river and stopped to look back from the far side.


‘Oh my God,’ Meredith breathed. ‘There it is! Rapunzel’s château!’


Steph was about to point out that she didn’t think Rapunzel lived in a château, but decided to let her friend enjoy the precious memory.


They both stared at the fairy-tale castle built of grey-gold stone with its four russet-tiled towers, surrounded by its own moat. ‘It’s exactly how I remembered it,’ Meredith announced with a catch in her voice. ‘My dad and I used to stop at this very spot every day on our way to get the bread. It was the best moment of the day and Dad used to laugh and say one day he’d buy it for me.’ She shook her head at the touching absurdity of her dad, in his menial job, being able to buy a château.


‘We could probably look round it,’ Steph suggested. ‘It’s quite a well-known wedding venue now. The great selling point is that the old duke and duchess will come down and mingle if you want them to, and the duke will even give the bride away if there’s no father around. He’s an old sweetie, actually. People come from all over the world to get married here. They have a very grand lady called Héloise who organizes everything, but she must be about eighty now.’


Meredith was hardly listening, still wrapped in her memories. Steph let her have her moment.


After five minutes Meredith turned back to her friend. ‘I’m so glad I came,’ she announced with a kind of suppressed passion Steph hadn’t sensed in her before. ‘I’d lost him, you see. Missing his death, and then coming back for a funeral that could have been for anyone, not my amazing dad. But here I seem to be getting him back. I thought I was mad to race across the world all because of a photo in a flight mag, but I was right. It’s really going to be worth it.’


‘Meredith.’ Steph put her arms round her friend. ‘I’m so glad. Do you want to stay here a bit longer?’


‘No, let’s wander on. I can always come back. We have two whole weeks!’ She looked at her watch. ‘I wouldn’t mind a bite to eat.’


‘Fine,’ agreed Steph, realizing her friend might like to come back alone. ‘Why don’t we try the new place everyone’s talking about? It’s right on the riverbank about half a mile on.’


‘Sounds great.’


They wandered on happily, arm in arm, watching the wide, green depths of the river with willows dipping their branches into the water’s edge, creating secret hidden places.


After about fifteen minutes they spotted some tables and chairs ranged along a decking platform that hung right over the river. Most of the tables were for two people, but three had been pushed together and were occupied by a noisy group who seemed to be accompanied by a large number of dogs, much to the disapproval of the other customers.


‘Oh my God,’ Steph giggled. ‘It’s the Bratenac Ladies’ Luncheon Club!’


‘And what on earth is that?’


‘They’re all expats who hang around in the Café de la Paix. The permatanned one is Jackie Brown, married to our local builder.’


Jackie was at that moment speaking in French to a young man who was waiting at their table. Her accent was terrible, for which she compensated by declaiming at full volume. ‘Qu’est-ce que vous allez faire maintenant, Jean-Christophe?’ she enquired. And then, for the benefit of the others: ‘I’m asking what he’s going to do now he’s finished interning with his dad in the restaurant.’


Jean-Christophe, a young man of about twenty-two possessed of the dark, broodingly handsome looks of a Gitanes ad, was smiling down at her.


‘Amazing how she always knows what’s going on,’ Steph whispered to Meredith as they took their seats. ‘Be warned. Never tell her anything unless you want the entire region to find out.’


‘I will be looking for a job, madame,’ Jean-Christophe replied with a smile that could have melted every female heart within a half-mile radius. ‘Perhaps three days a week, so I can still help here when needed.’ He tucked a strand of luxuriantly curling black hair behind his ear.


The gesture suddenly reminded Meredith of her favourite rock star, a famous bad boy of the early seventies. Good heavens, she told herself firmly, I hope I’m not becoming a jaguar – or is it a cougar? Why on earth the cougar should be burdened with representing predatory older women was beyond her. But then, she didn’t imagine newts got pissed, yet they were lumbered with that label whether they liked it or not.


Along with the rest of the restaurant she couldn’t help hearing Jackie’s question to the young man. It seemed he was a chef who needed a part-time job. How interesting. Meredith, with her highly evolved business brain, stored the information away.


Before they’d even given their order, Jackie was grilling him again.


‘Does it need to be near here?’ she enquired in hundred-decibel tones.


‘Yes, madame, in Bratenac if I can find one.’


‘You don’t miss the bright lights of Gay Paree?’


‘I grew up there, madame. But you can tire even of Paris. Now you could say I am a country boy.’ 


He smiled with the half-modest, half-flirtatious air of a young Belmondo; then, noticing the two newcomers, he turned towards them. ‘Can I get you a menu, mesdames, or are you just here for a drink?’


‘A drink first, and then something to eat.’ Meredith returned his smile.


Five minutes later they were settled in the sunshine, Meredith with a gin-tonique and Steph with a glass of local white wine, so cold that it made the glass look frosted. Steph knew the experts argued that you should drink white chilled rather than cold like this, but it was the way she loved to drink it.


They both studied the menu.


‘It’s much less up itself than we were expecting,’ Jackie informed them loudly, twisting round in her seat with surprising agility for someone who resembled a barrel wrapped in Lycra. ‘The chef has moved here from Paris and has quite a reputation, so we were expecting some incomprehensible nonsense covered in dots of balsamic vinegar.’


‘Thanks, Jackie.’ Steph went back to the menu.


Meredith was looking around her and had become so entranced with the landscape that she didn’t even hear. The river danced in the golden light of spring; it seemed to sparkle and shimmer like a mirror reflecting the sunshine. Further in the distance, the russet brick of an ancient bridge looked almost like a mirage in the midday heat.


‘I can’t believe the air.’ She threw back her head and closed her eyes. ‘So clear you can almost drink it. In Eastern cities, sitting out like this, we’d all be choking with the smog and pollution!’


‘Did you manage to find a parking space?’ Jackie enquired. ‘We’d forgotten it’s market day and had to leave the cars miles away.’


‘We walked, as a matter of fact,’ Steph replied. ‘My friend used to come here as a child and wanted to see if the château was still the same.’


‘And it is,’ laughed Meredith, mellowed by the beauty of her surroundings into a rare personal disclosure. ‘Exactly the same. My father used to say he’d buy it for me one day.’


‘Your luck’s in, then,’ Jackie remarked with a flourish, waving her blackberry martini. ‘The duke and duchess have put it up for sale. Hoping some mad Brit will buy it.’ She sipped her drink, warming to her subject. ‘You know Louie Worth, the ballerina, owns a wedding château nearby, and one of the Spice Girls another. Château weddings are big business round here.’


Meredith put down her drink. ‘How bizarre. How much are they asking?’


Steph stared at her, eyes widening in surprise.


‘Four hundred thousand euro, I think,’ said Jackie. ‘Though they’d probably take an offer,’ she added confidentially, as if she were an intimate acquaintance of the duke and duchess.


‘Good God,’ Meredith laughed. ‘My apartment in Hong Kong cost four times that – though of course, it does have a concierge and swimming pool.’


‘Why don’t you buy it, then?’ challenged Jackie. ‘I hear you’re a businesswoman. If you’ve got money and a business brain, I gather it could be quite a good venture.’


Meredith smiled and stared out at the river. ‘Not really my kind of thing. I’m more into banks and hedge funds.’


‘God, how dull,’ said Jackie, as Jean-Christophe arrived at her table with their food. ‘Think of all the drama you get at weddings!’


Once they were served, he turned to Steph and Meredith. ‘Are you ready to order, mesdames?’


‘I think I’ll have two starters, please,’ Steph replied. ‘The hot foie gras and then the asparagus. Are they local? Not flown in from Brazil?’ She smiled, undercutting the pointedness of her question.


‘Bien sûr, madame.’ The young man looked shocked, as if Steph had just sworn in church. ‘My father insists. Everything is local and seasonal.’ He turned to Meredith. ‘And you, madame?’


‘I’m actually quite hungry after our walk. I’ll have the confit de canard and some sauté potatoes. Oh, and a salade verte. Merci bien.’


She gave him one of her special smiles, the one she reserved for friends rather than clients.


‘I didn’t know you spoke French,’ commented Steph.


‘Menu French, you mean. We all do that.’


‘No, you have the accent, and that little way of waving your hands as the French do.’


Meredith looked out at the river again. ‘How much would it make my dad laugh if I bought that château?’


Steph stared at her, astonished. ‘You’re not serious? Could you afford it?’


‘Easily. A year’s bonus. And that’d be a bad year.’


‘But your life’s in the East.’


Meredith produced a sphinx-like smile. ‘Indeed it is. Are you going to have another glass of wine with yours? I certainly am.’


Jean-Christophe appeared with the drinks menu.


‘I’ll have a glass of Sancerre,’ Meredith said decisively, not even bothering to look at the list.


‘Non, madame, je suis desolé,’ a laughing voice insisted from somewhere behind them. ‘Sancerre is from the Loire, and here you must drink the local wine.’


An older version of Jean-Christophe suddenly materialized. They even had the same hair, although the newcomer’s was streaked with grey. Yet this version struck Meredith as shaggy and craggy, unshaven to the point of scruffiness, wearing an old and not very clean suede jacket over his chef’s overalls.


He was holding a bottle of unlabelled white wine in one hand, and a tiny glass of golden liquid in the other. ‘Montbazillac,’ he announced, indicating the glass. ‘Our famous dessert wine, and the perfect partner for the foie gras.’ He set it down in front of Steph, and then poured Meredith a glass of the paler wine from the bottle.


Meredith, used to ordering – and paying – for exactly what she wanted, was about to protest that she’d have what she bloody well asked for, merci.


‘Try a little, at least,’ he insisted with a smile. ‘It would be a crime to drink Sancerre. And think, you would become notorious – the tourist who ordered Sancerre in the middle of Savarin!’


Meredith took a sip, annoyed that he seemed to be mocking her. To her irritation it was absolutely delicious: flinty, as she liked her wines, and yet with overtones of fruit that never strayed into sweetness.


‘The grapes are grown no more than a mile from here. Is there not a special pleasure in knowing that, when it accompanies your confit d’oie?’


‘I know,’ Steph interjected, suspecting that Meredith might say no simply because she didn’t like being told what to do. ‘You must be the famous Philippe!’


The man bowed, an ironic expression lighting up his warm brown eyes and producing engaging crinkles in the corners. ‘Not so famous in the circles I suspect your friend moves in. Enjoy your meal.’


Meredith had been about to comment that his jacket didn’t exactly look like suitable wear for a kitchen, but she could imagine his sardonic reply. No doubt she was more used to pristine overalls and the white chef’s hat of five-star establishments, he would reply; and she would somehow end up looking foolish again.


Instead she waited till he had left. ‘How is he famous?’ she enquired huffily.


‘He grew up here, then went off to Paris and ran his own restaurant – with three Michelin stars. He’s just come back to Bratenac to start again and rediscover his roots.’


‘I bet he lost one of his stars and knew the whole thing would go pear-shaped,’ Meredith said cynically. ‘So he’s come home to keep the food local, seasonal and very, very simple, and give a positive spin to his failure at the same time.’


‘Meredith! Don’t be so mean. I think he’s rather wonderful. Also, his father’s ill, who used to be a big influence on him when he was growing up. Taught him to cook and everything.’


‘He’s got dementia, as a matter of fact,’ interrupted Jackie from the next table. ‘Wanders round the town making a spectacle of himself.’


‘Is there anything that bloody woman doesn’t know?’ hissed Meredith under her breath. She added at normal volume: ‘Poor man. I do sympathize. As a matter of fact, I’m pretty ill myself. I’ve just had a cancer diagnosis.’


Steph was so startled that she almost dropped her glass of Montbazillac.


Jackie leaned even closer until she was practically in Meredith’s lap. ‘Oh, poor you. Is it terminal?’


Meredith simply looked forlorn. ‘Nothing the doctors can do. That’s why I’m here, as a matter of fact.’


‘You won’t be buying the château, then,’ concluded Jackie unceremoniously. ‘You have my deepest sympathy.’ She moved back, as if Meredith’s affliction might be infectious.


‘Meredith! Behave!’ Steph tried not to completely dissolve in giggles. ‘You really are the end!’


Rather to Meredith’s disappointment, there was no sign of the annoying Philippe for the rest of lunch. Several times, Steph noticed her friend glance towards the kitchen and smiled secretly to herself. But not secretly enough for the all-seeing Meredith.


‘What are you looking like that for? That’s the kind of smile Jane Austen probably smiled as she sentenced Lizzie to fall in love with that moody Darcy bloke. Come on – let’s walk back through the town. I used to like the market here. Will it still be open, though?’


‘It’s all day on Saturdays, though some of the really early stallholders may be closing up shop. Let’s go and see.’


Meredith clicked her fingers and Jean-Christophe did a slight double-take before he came towards them.


‘Meredith,’ whispered Steph. ‘That’s considered rude in France. You call the waiters “monsieur” here. It’s considered an honourable profession.’


Meredith looked impish. ‘You can do what you like when you’re as ill as I am!’


‘I don’t think we should let that silly rumour go any further,’ Steph replied. ‘Besides, it’s really quite offensive. Plenty of people really are seriously ill!’


‘Don’t be so PC,’ countered Meredith. ‘Humour has to be a bit outrageous, or it wouldn’t be funny. You’re probably right, though,’ she admitted. ‘It’s just that I can’t bear the way she claims to know everything.’ She picked up the bill. ‘I’ll get this, by the way.’


‘Thanks,’ Steph smiled. No point arguing with Meredith about money. ‘Then I’m going to put Jackie right about this silly story.’


She headed for Jackie, who was in the middle of revealing some particularly juicy gossip about a Parisian couple who had bought a house in the village. ‘She’s incredibly stylish,’ Jackie was saying confidentially, ‘but wait till you meet the husband. Camp as Christmas!’


‘Jackie.’ Steph leaned in and spoke firmly. ‘That stuff about my friend being ill. I’m afraid it was just a joke. Meredith’s perfectly fine.’


‘Is she indeed?’ replied Jackie stiffly. She didn’t like to be made a fool of. ‘Then rather tasteless of her to say so, if you don’t mind me pointing it out.’


‘I’m sure she’s very sorry.’


Meredith, who was striding towards them, looking expensively elegant, didn’t appear in the slightest bit sorry.


‘So,’ Jackie mused as she watched the pair of them walk away, ‘is she just being tasteless, or is she really ill?’ She turned back to her coterie with eyebrows raised.


‘You don’t think,’ Suzi posited, still smarting from the rebuke about undoing her top button yesterday, ‘she was trying to make the point that you can be a little bit nosy, Jackie?’


Jackie looked as shocked as a nun at a hen do. ‘Me? Nosy? What a completely ridiculous idea. Half the time I’m the last to know about things!’


Janine bit her lip, trying not to giggle, as Mandy kicked Suzi under the table on her bare fake-tanned leg. ‘Time we left, I think.’ Jackie rose with all the hauteur of Elizabeth I on a royal progress and marched out of the restaurant.


Behind them, Meredith and Steph were settling their bill with Jean-Christophe.


‘You do not think, madame,’ commented the slightly husky voice Steph recognized as Philippe’s, ‘that you should not make jokes about being struck down by serious illness?’


Meredith whipped round to find that he was, in fact, roaring with laughter. ‘Congratulations. You have finally turned into a laughing-stock the biggest busybody in Bratenac. By tonight the story will be everywhere.’ He bowed like an eighteenth-century chevalier and blew her a kiss.


‘The cheek of the man!’ Meredith exploded as she dragged Steph swiftly towards the river. ‘I loathe his type. Men who are rude to you, then pretend it’s all a joke! Absolutely bloody outrageous!’




Bratenac market’s indoor area contained three butchers, two fishmongers, a bread shop and three different cheese shops, as well as some fruit and vegetable sellers. It always left Steph in exasperated amusement that you could queue for twenty minutes in the vegetable shop, but when you asked for lettuce the shopkeeper would shrug at the extraordinary ignorance of the foreigner and patiently explain ‘Mais ça, c’est salade, madame!’ – and you would have to queue for another twenty minutes to purchase your lettuce and cucumber from the salad man next door. No wonder some people fell for the lures of the hypermarket.


Despite that, Steph loved French markets. The outdoor market area consisted of about a hundred stalls, selling everything from the enormous knickers beloved of the farmers’ wives to a magnificent array of handbags imported by two Senegalese with megawatt smiles. There were also ‘Persian’ rugs made from suspicious-looking polypropylene, and a glorious selection of herbs tied with ribbon or displayed in baskets, perfuming the air with their fragrance as if preparing for the arrival of the Queen of Sheba. Another stall sold jars of olives and nuts, especially walnuts, one of the proudest products of the region, found in everything from savoury tarts to salads, puddings and stuffing. A couple of local winegrowers were offering samples of the sweet Monbazillac wine Steph had had with her foie gras, which Meredith gaily accepted.


‘I only tried the local white, remember. Whether I liked it or not.’


Steph tried not to smile at how much this clearly still rankled.


Next was a clothes stall selling dresses in thick, slubby Italian linen. Steph stopped and fingered one of the dresses hanging up on display. ‘It’s really good quality, feel.’


Meredith raised a disdainful eyebrow.


‘OK, OK, I know you only wear designer . . . but this one would really suit you.’ She held up a knee-length dress in bright pale green, the colour of a new shoot, patterned with the outline of leaves in a darker shade. ‘Go on, try it on!’


‘What – there?’ Meredith pointed to the half sheet slung across a tiny alcove set aside for clothes-trying.


‘Don’t be so pompous! Try it!’


‘Madame, try,’ encouraged the vendor. ‘It could be made for you!’


‘I’ll be the judge of that.’ Meredith reached for the dress and carried it off, still shaking her head at the ludicrousness of the situation.


When she emerged a moment later, Steph burst into smiles. ‘It’s really great! That colour is perfect for you.’


Meredith studied herself in the mirror. The cut was surprisingly stylish, just the right length, shaped at the waist and with short sleeves that covered any incipient bingo wings. Not that Meredith would ever have those.


‘How much?’ she enquired in a bored tone.


‘Twenty-five euro, madame.’


‘Twenty-five euro? God, I pay that much for parking when I’m at home. OK, at that price I suppose I’d better have it.’


‘Come on, big spender,’ Steph teased, ‘let’s go home and we can ring up Jo.’


‘What a lovely idea!’ laughed Meredith as they passed through the remaining stalls, who were now beginning to pack up, the best of their business accomplished.


They started off towards home, passing a pancake stall, the distinctive aroma filling their nostrils as the young woman spread the mix astonishingly thinly onto the hotplate. Seeing this always made Steph think of the LPs she’d played on the Dansette record player in her teenage bedroom.


Meredith stopped, breathed in the glorious scent and enquired, a saucy grin suddenly transforming her sophisticated manner, ‘Have you had a crêpe lately?’


Steph came to a halt, her hand over her mouth, totally shocked at the lavatorial double entendre. Something was happening to Meredith. The high-flying businesswoman seemed to be shedding her cool and blasé demeanour and returning to the mischievous, irreverent Merry of their sixth-form days.


‘I love you, Meredith Harding,’ Steph stated and gave her a sisterly hug. ‘Come on, let’s get home and call Joanna as soon as we can, or the dreaded LeBruns will be invading the homestead.’


‘Hi, honey, I’m home!’ she called out as she opened the front door, sharing the private joke both she and David often called out as they got in. Silence. He must have gone out and left me to do it all, she thought irritably, somehow forgetting that she was the one who’d just been out for hours with her friend.


‘Come on, let’s call Jo while the house is quiet,’ she said.


They sat in the empty sitting room and she dialled Jo’s number. ‘I hope she’s not at work,’ she remarked as the phone rang out and no one picked it up. Then on about the tenth ring, just as Steph was about to put down the phone, Jo’s voice came on the line.


‘Hello. Joanna Walker speaking.’


‘Jo!’ they both chorused gleefully. ‘It’s Steph! And Meredith!’


Jo sounded as if she almost had to sit down. ‘Meredith! Are you in France, then?’


‘Staying at Steph’s. It’s a long story. You’ll have to come and we’ll tell you.’


Steph grabbed the phone. ‘Yes, Jo, please come. Meredith’s here for two whole weeks! You’ve got to come. God knows when she’ll be over again! We miss you! It’s time we Meads Girls were together again!’


They heard Jo speaking to someone in the background, no doubt explaining who was generating so much excitement down the line. ‘I’m with my lovely next-door neighbour, Liz,’ Jo explained. ‘She’s been saving my life, as a matter of fact.’


‘Oh, Jo.’ Steph instantly guessed why. ‘Are things pretty horrible, then?’


‘Fairly crap, as a matter of fact,’ Jo confessed, her voice sounding ragged at the edges despite every attempt to sound normal. No point beating about the bush with Steph and Meredith. They’d been almost as close as sisters before life got in the way. ‘My horrible husband Mark is about to get married again.’


‘Oh, Jo, the bastard!’


‘Too true! I was tempted to call you, Steph, and offer myself as an extra pair of hands at your B&B. I know how busy you always are, and there’s nothing like a bit of bedmaking and a lot of white wine to help you forget your troubles.’


‘Oh, Jo, you don’t need to do any bedmaking,’ Steph reassured. ‘You’d be a treasured guest. Look, you have to come over while Meredith’s here! It’d be amazing! All three of us together again!’


Hearing Steph’s voice, the thought seemed more tempting than ever to Jo. And Meredith was there too! Meredith, who already thought men an inferior species and would waste no time in saying so. Jo could almost hear her funny, astringent tones now.


‘The thing is,’ she insisted finally, ‘no matter how much I want to, I can’t. You remember I’m in business with my daughter? We’re right in the middle of this major exhibition, the biggest thing we’ve had for ages. Liz . . .’ She stopped, her voice sounding suddenly sharp. ‘Liz, what are you doing?’


‘Calling Sophie,’ was the matter-of-fact reply in the background. ‘Hi Sophie, it’s Liz here. The thing is, your mum’s just had this great invitation to go and see her two old school friends in France and she doesn’t think it’s fair to you. Yes, that’s what I thought, and I could help you out with any boring admin. Here, I’ll hand you over.’ She held her mobile out. ‘It’s Sophie. She says of course you should go.’


‘Liz, you wretch. I’ll kill you!’ laughed Jo. ‘Hi, darling. Yes, Steph invited me and Meredith’s over there too.’


‘That settles it, Mum. Of course you must go,’ her daughter repeated. ‘Look, Mum –’ Sophie’s voice was unusually serious – ‘for perfectly understandable reasons you’ve been cocooning yourself away. But it’s time you took a few risks. You mustn’t let what Dad gets up to define you! Go to France with your friends. You need an adventure. I can cope fine with the exhibition.’


‘But, darling,’ Jo replied hesitantly, ‘the exhibition’s one thing . . . but what about the gruesome wedding?’


‘I can just as easily run her over when you’re away as when you’re here!’ Jo could hear her daughter’s laughter, and felt a little reassured. ‘I’m kidding! I’ll be busy flogging paintings to art galleries and making our sponsors happy little bunnies. Sad, because it means I’ll have to miss the nuptial celebrations, which quite frankly is probably much better for my head; and then when the show closes, maybe I’ll pop out and join you!’


‘Soph, you’re wonderful!’ Delight struggled with guilt, and delight won. ‘OK, then. I’ll go.’


She handed the phone back to Liz. ‘Good on you, girl,’ Liz congratulated Sophie. ‘And I mean it about the boring admin. I used to be quite a whizz in my day.’


‘I expect you heard all that!’ Jo explained to her two school friends, but her words were lost in all the clapping and jumping up and down that seemed to be greeting her response.


‘Jo, that’s so bloody brilliant!’ Steph managed to reply. ‘Just let me know when you’re arriving. David’ll come and meet you.’


‘What a luxury!’ Being met at airports was one of those rare treats Jo missed from her marriage. Not that Mark had ever done it unless forced to. ‘I’ll look up flights,’ Jo suggested, full of excitement. ‘Does any day suit you especially?’


‘Tuesdays are usually quiet for some mysterious reason.’


‘Then I’ll come on Tuesday. How absolutely lovely!’


‘It will be. And the weather’s gorgeous. This is always a lovely time of year here, before it gets summer-hot.’


‘I’ll let you know the details as soon as I’ve booked. Byeee!’


Steph was still smiling delightedly when David came back into the room, so she didn’t notice his slightly guilty demeanour. But Meredith did, and wondered what he’d been up to. Maybe she’d better speak to that nice young chef soon about an idea she’d had.


‘Jo’s coming!’ Steph blurted delightedly.


‘Well, that should cheer you up,’ smiled David. ‘The Meads Girls are back in town.’


‘And she even wants to help a bit.’


‘Well, there you are. You boarding-school girls are brought up to help other people, I know. Except husbands,’ he added with a grin.


‘Come here, you.’ And Steph gave him a kiss to silence any more complaints he could think up.


Jo could hardly control her excitement the next day as she booked her flight and started packing. What would she need? Some old jeans in case she really did do some cleaning. Her trusty white capri pants and some pretty blouses, plus two or three smart dresses. Sandals! She looked out of the window at the driving rain. How wonderful to need sandals! Finally her make-up, sponge bag and a hopeful swimsuit. Would she need suntan lotion? She delved into the bathroom cupboard in case, pushing aside a can of mosquito spray.


Jo picked it up and laughed. Last time she’d spent any length of time in France she’d been a student, grape-picking near Carcassonne during her long summer holiday. It had been the fashionable student thing to do then, even considered rather daring in Basingstoke, her home town. She sat down on the bed for a moment. Where had all the time gone between then and now? She’d been so hopeful and optimistic, full of excitement at having life ahead of her.


Her daughter was right. She had been hiding herself away. It was time she broke out of her cocoon and tried to be a butterfly!


She got up to go and join Liz and heard the faint sound of an insect batting against the window. Probably an early fly or bee. In fact, it was a large moth. As she watched it, it opened its wings and revealed shades of delicate celadon green, patterned with zig-zag lines like Venetian paper. Jo smiled as she let it out. Even moths were beautiful, she told herself, feeling suddenly light-hearted and hopeful for the first time in months as she went next door to join her friend.


A powerful whiff of patchouli assaulted her nostrils as Liz showed her in. The Sixties were still very much alive where her friend and neighbour was concerned. Jo hadn’t even taken off her coat when Liz handed her what looked like a shoebox wrapped in stripy paper and adorned with a large green bow.


‘What on earth’s this?’ Jo asked.


‘A revenge gift!’ replied Liz with a smile.


Jo began to unwrap the layers of tissue until she uncovered a bright purple rubber object, about six inches long, shaped like some kind of tree or cactus without the spikes, with what seemed to be a small animal climbing up the side. Perhaps it was a koala bear?


It was Liz’s favourite hobby to go to every artist’s open house in the area, and Jo assumed she’d bought this at one of them.


‘Right.’ Jo tried to sound enthusiastic. ‘Does it go on the mantelpiece?’


‘I sincerely hope not,’ smirked Liz, reaching out and pressing a white button on the side of the trunk that had escaped Jo’s notice. The object began to buzz loudly and jump about. ‘It’s a Happy Rabbit!’


‘What on earth is a Happy Rabbit?’ Jo enquired.


‘A vibrator, you nitwit! You’ll never have to think of Mark ever again once you discover one of these! Guaranteed!’ Liz produced the beatific smile of a highly satisfied customer. ‘Off home with you. I have to go out. I’ll pick you up at six a.m. on Tuesday and drop you out to the airport. Have fun with the rabbit!’
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