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      Having lived in France for longer than I lived in my native
        England, I feel totally at home here. But while I may be fully settled, married to a
        Frenchman and with four Anglo-French children, I can still see France and the French from
        the outside. I enjoy taking a few steps back to appreciate the essential “Frenchness” of a
        beautiful building; of a long delicious meal; the charm of a farmers market or indeed the
        stylishness of my French girlfriends. 

      It is this insider’s view, this private, discreet side to French living and to the French
        women I know that I wish to portray. Women who work every day, with passion, who love to
        take care of their homes, their families, themselves. 

      As I approached women I know—some who live in grand chateaux, others in charming little
        country cottages, or Parisian apartments—asking them to be part of the book, I was amazed
        and touched at the reception I received. Each girlfriend was immediately enthusiastic. And
        although none of them are particularly used to being photographed, they were all highly
        professional in the way they welcomed us for the photo shoots and interviews. 

      These portraits of women and homes show a side of France that visitors don’t normally get
        to see. I deliberately sought out women from all over the country, reaching from Calais in
        the north to Provence in the south. Each girlfriend was chosen because she has a story to
        tell and a great lifestyle to portray. I picked friends of all ages, because it is through
        living our lives that our characters grow; some faces may have a few more lines, but that is
        only because they have smiled more. And with age comes a new self-confidence, a
        self-assuredness. 

      We often hear about how inspirational the French woman is—stylish, confident, “bien dans sa peau,” (comfortable in her own skin). And
        this was certainly the case among the women in this book. For our photo shoots, none of the
        girlfriends asked for any special lighting or makeup; the beauty and character that you see
        here is how they really are. 

      There is an overriding creative theme amongst my girlfriends because I am fortunate to know
        many people who create on a daily basis. They paint, cook, sculpt, make couture gowns,
        restore breathtaking buildings, style stunning homes, and express themselves in many other
        ways. 

      Not surprisingly, considering that they are all women I know, some of the girls were
        already friends with each other. Fred rides with Cornélie; Alicia is a neighbor to Cécile;
        Nathalie and Sabine are sisters-in-law; Celestina and Clarisse are close friends and also
        work together. 

      There were also some amusing coincidences during the making of the book, like the delivery
        of Evelyne’s champagne to Claire’s chateau while we were taking our photos there. Nothing to
        do with us; the champagne was from an admiring art collector. 

      Or the surprise when we learned that Valérie’s future daughter-in-law would be wearing a
        dress by Celestina for her wedding, or that one of Ysabel’s paintings was already hanging in
        Evelyne’s home. 

      All of this made for some lively conversation when nearly all the girlfriends got together
        for a group photo at the iconic Merci store in Paris. Merci welcomed us with open arms,
        proclaiming that they love strong women with great projects, and we had fun taking the
        photos at the entrance to the store and over a long lunch afterwards in their library
        restaurant. 

      With talented photographer Franck Schmitt, it took us six months to complete the photos for
        the book. We flew and drove all over France, staying in chateaux, beach houses, or wherever
        the girlfriends called home; we were made to feel welcome. Apart from fresh flowers, there
        was no staging or styling done for our pictures; the photos simply portray the way they live
        each day. They let us take photos in their homes, at their work, while they entertained and
        during their leisure time. Their generosity was boundless. 

      From a candlelit dinner with lobster and champagne, to a barbecue eaten beside a river, to
        picnics enjoyed on their property or on a mountainside, each girlfriend went out of her way
        to make us feel welcome. 

      From the moment I started working on the book, I don’t think a day passed when I didn’t
        pronounce the word “privilege,” for that, above all, is what making this book has truly
        been: the privilege of introducing you to my stylish French girlfriends. 
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Distilling Poetry

            The antique fair at Chatou, on the outskirts of Paris, is
                absolutely one of my favorites. It is a concentration of the best French dealers all
                in one place for ten days at a time, an ideal place for meeting new antique dealers
                who come from all over France to show at the fair. 

            Discovering new sources is always fun: sometimes it’s a dealer from Brittany who
                specializes in paintings; other times it’ll be someone from the south who sells
                century-old dinner services and flatware. Even if you don’t buy at each stand, the
                dealers are always glad to chat about their work. That’s how I first met Alicia. 
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            My aunt had asked me to source an old French farm table for her kitchen. I promised
                to keep my eyes open and set off the next day for Chatou, her table added to my own
                wish list. 

            As I walked through the fair, buying here and there, Alicia’s stand caught my eye. It
                was beautifully staged, with a country feel to it, exactly the style I love. She had
                painted wooden furniture with real patina, some wonderful textiles, a few small
                paintings and a farm table that looked perfect for my aunt! 

            I introduced myself and chatted with Alicia. She was younger than me, but I quickly
                realized how knowledgeable she was. It was clear that each item she sold was
                important to her, and that she traveled all over France to find her treasures. Her
                bright blue eyes divulged the passion she feels for her work. Before I knew it, we
                had chatted for an hour and arranged to meet at her warehouse the following week. 

            For her, selling antiques is not about decoration, but about the beauty of an object
                and how it can fit into a home.—“Il faut que l’objet
                        trouve sa place.” She takes a poetic approach to her work: happy
                when she finds the right home for an object, happy when the new owner understands
                the beauty. 

            Alicia chooses not to have a store, as she is unwilling to be tied down to boutique
                hours. Instead she shows at fairs and occasionally receives clients in her warehouse
                on a neighboring farm. The first time I visited her storage, I took a friend with
                me. We drove into the farm courtyard and through a huge barn door, past tractors and
                combine harvesters, until at the far end of the barn, Alicia’s display opened up
                before us, all the more beautiful because of its unlikely setting. 

            Alicia’s eloquence belies a rocky educational path. As a child she was unhappy at
                school, ill at ease with the formality of the French school system. She wanted to
                tread her own path, to discover her own truths. At the age of fifteen she left
                school and joined a circus. She did stunt horseback riding; she handled falcons,
                charmed snakes and juggled. Not the typical route for a young girl from a fine
                family. At the time it certainly can’t have been easy to quit the system and go
                against conventional truth, and her family found it difficult to watch her struggle,
                but time has proven her right. Away from the discipline and regulations of
                traditional education, Alicia has invented her own life. She is an autodidact,
                widely read, and a lover of music and art. 

            As well as understanding the antiques she sells, Alicia is also a gifted stylist.
                Today she is in demand for staging weddings and events in the green countryside of
                the Perche, to the west of Paris. She packs up her truck with furniture and
                accessories, and arrives with huge bouquets of freshly cut meadow flowers to
                complete her signature style. 
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                    Alicia’s stand at the brocante fair: garden seed packets, antique demijohns
                        and wine glasses; set off with simple blue cornflowers; odds and ends for
                        garden or indoors; a journal displayed with scattered wooden letters. 
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                    A delightful mix of antiques and meadow flowers inviting clients to take
                        their time to browse.

                

            

            Disciplined in every area of her life,
                Alicia lives in a manner that is as eco-friendly as possible, and her work as a
                    brocanteuse fits into that ethic. As she
                says, “Why buy something new when there is so much beautiful furniture already
                existing?” 

            For Alicia, everyday beauty is vital. In her kitchen all her dry goods are stored in
                tall green glass jars. The jars are antique, of course, and the perfect example of
                combining the practical with the aesthetic. Her plates are works of art created by
                her husband Matthias. 

            The mother-son bond between Alicia and her son Jules is very strong, and to
                compensate for being away from home for the fairs, she is sure to create some
                quality time with Jules whenever she is at home, be it a picnic in the forest with
                their dog, or a fishing party by the river. Their simple lifestyle is fun. They have
                a big circle of friends and Jules will have wonderful memories of his childhood
                days. 

            Alicia lives by her convictions. She has a natural beauty that transcends passing
                fashion, and like the young girl who first ran away to the circus, she is never
                afraid to tread her individual path.
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                    An infusion of homegrown verbena, served in her husband’s hand-cast bowls.
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                    The simple kitchen is bathed in light from the window open on to the garden.
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                    The garden provides a peaceful setting for the old stone cottage, and in the
                        summer months windows and doors are always wide open. 
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                    A vintage trailer forms a cute summerhouse in a corner of the garden. 

                

            

            
                
                    Being on the road so often, Alicia is sure to make time for special moments
                        with her son, Jules—a picnic and a country walk with the ever-faithful Simba
                        at their side.
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Living Her Dream

      As a little girl, Catherine dreamed of living in a chateau and
        preparing delicious meals for long tables of friends and family. A chateau sat above the
        town where she grew up and she fantasized about life inside its walls. Her upbringing,
        though, was much simpler. 

      Catherine remembers her father starting work at dawn every day selling seafood fresh from
        the fishermen’s boats; her grandfather spent his life selling the finest cured hams and
        meats in the region. Like these men before her, she was drawn to the role of provider, of
        being the one who nurtures and feeds. True to the tradition of warm hospitality in the north
        of France, Catherine loves to faire chapelle, a
        regional expression that means “to open your house to family and friends.” 
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      Catherine’s family includes her husband and childhood sweetheart, Guy, and their three
        tall, handsome sons. Catherine and Guy are a close-knit couple. They were both born and
        raised in the north of France, a region where the climate can be grey but where the local
        character is renowned for its generosity and kindness. Their sons practice Guy’s mantra of
        “work hard and play hard” and have followed his footsteps down to the moody grey seashore,
        where they are all passionate kite surfers. 

      Catherine and Guy both believe in making dreams come true. As Guy puts it, “We only have
        one life; there is no point if we don’t enjoy it!” When Guy had an opportunity to sell his
        company and start afresh, the family was torn between two ideas. He wanted to buy a small
        house and a large sailboat and spend six months of the year on the sea, while Catherine
        still dreamed of her chateau and longed to create a bed-and-breakfast. 

      Guy acknowledged that he already had a career he loved in the world of surfing and decided
        it was Catherine’s turn to fulfill her dream. Together they set off to find a chateau for
        sale. 

      They wanted to stay in the region and first visited the Chateau de la Marine, but it was
        beyond their budget. At one point this chateau belonged to the French Navy, from where it
        got its name. It had a beautiful view over the sea, and Catherine and Guy both loved it, but
        they stuck to their figures and regretfully continued looking. 

      Months of fruitless searching ensued until, disheartened, they went off sailing for three
        months. When they came back home, they heard that the Chateau de la Marine remained unsold
        and decided to make an offer. It was meant to be: their offer was accepted and Catherine’s
        dream suddenly became a reality.

      
        
          The ocean is never far away. And it’s a pleasure to shop for fresh seafood and stroll
            along the beach before returning home to cook for the family.
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      Remodeling the chateau was a team effort.
        Catherine and Guy embraced the renovation project with energy and enthusiasm. The chateau
        was built in 1870 and rebuilt following a fire in 1900. They wanted to respect the history
        of the property while creating a place that would be elegant and welcoming, where they would
        be proud to welcome guests and friends. 

      Once the major work was completed, Catherine started the interior design. Inspired by the
        hotels she loved, she created a clear picture of her own chateau’s style. The color palette
        would be elegantly muted, the furniture comfortable, the bathrooms divine. She wanted her
        guests to feel that they were visiting with friends in the country. 

      Catherine bought carefully, choosing suppliers for their quality and style. She loves to
        hunt through antique and brocante stores, and in her part of France the choice is
        particularly rich. She often came home with silverware or a pair of bedside tables in the
        trunk of her car, small touches to make her chateau even more inviting and unique. 

      When Catherine wasn’t decorating she was planning. Part of the great plan was that she
        would cook wonderful meals for their guests. Her beautiful, luminous kitchen had direct
        access to the family dining room in the old chapel. Here her cooking and preparation is
        centered around her pride and joy, a La Cornue stove, which is French cuisine royalty. 

      Catherine has always enjoyed cooking for her own family and for friends, but a birthday
        gift took her one step further towards fine gourmet cuisine: lessons at the Parisian school
        of the famous French chef Alain Ducasse. 

      For several months she jumped on a train to Paris each week and spent a day learning new
        techniques. One week it was pastry, the next chocolate, then meat or fish. Here Catherine
        learned the secrets of the professional chefs and gained the confidence she needed to
        prepare meals for her future clients. 

      Good meals start with excellent ingredients, and for the chateau’s cuisine she does what
        she has always done for her family: shop for fresh food every day. She buys at the local
        markets and serves only seasonal produce. Being by the sea, Catherine has made a specialty
        of preparing seafood such as lobster, crab and shellfish. 

      Her reputation quickly grew locally and she decided to open her restaurant to guests beyond
        her B&B clients. Numbers will always be limited to maintain her high standards, but her
        name is one of those confidential addresses that her guests like to share with those they
        love best. 

      These days the table that Catherine dreamt of as a little girl really is long and full, and
        the chateau that seemed so unattainable is hers to share. 

      
        [image: The spacious family dining room with a view out to sea.]
        
          The spacious family dining room with a view out to sea. 

        

      

      
        [image: Attention to detail and a beautiful table are as important as the food that is served.]
        
          Attention to detail and a beautiful table are as important as the food that is served.
          

        

      

      
        
          When restoring the chateau, Catherine and Guy were careful to preserve architectural
            details, which adds to the soul of their home.
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          The sitting room, where guests can enjoy a coffee and plan out their day. 
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          The muted tones of Catherine’s décor feel luxurious and welcoming. 
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        [image: Each elegant guest room has a balcony with a view over the garden.]
        
          Each elegant guest room has a balcony with a view over the garden. 
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          Details from the bedroom suites, where Catherine’s special touches make guests
            comfortable.
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