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      If you’re new to the French Escape series or simply need a reminder, here’s a who’s who of the main characters, both human and canine to refresh your memory.

      Humans

      Daisy – a new arrival in St Quentin sur Aude seeking a fresh start in France. Friend of Poppy’s. Has an unusual talent she tends to keep quiet and is an incurable romantic, though she is, ironically, trying to cure herself of that.

      

      Anton – antiquarian bookshop owner and expert appraiser. Local widower. Writing a history of the area’s folklore. Has a sexy-professor vibe going on but is completely unaware of it.

      

      Poppy – children’s book illustrator, artist, and owner of the farmhouse now converted into a guesthouse, Les Coquelicots, in St Quentin sur Aude. A little scatty but has a very big heart. Lives with her husband, Leo, in his nearby barn conversion.

      

      Leo – husband of Poppy, heir to the Dubois estate including the chateau and the vineyards. Veterinary surgeon and partner in the local practice. Adores Poppy and her entourage of tiny dogs.

      

      JoJo – runaway ex-reality star now living her French dream, browsing the markets and catering for guesthouse visitors as she puts the past behind her. Girlfriend of celebrity chef Cal.

      

      Cal – celebrity chef splitting his time between France and London. Boyfriend of JoJo. More passionate about food than about being a celebrity.

      

      Mme Dubois – mother of Leo; lives at the Chateau St Quentin. Mayor of St Quentin sur Aude. Always dressed immaculately and secretly wishes her daughter-in-law would spend more time thinking about babies than rescue dogs.

      

      M Dubois – husband of Mme Dubois, father of Leo. Also residing at the Chateau St Quentin. Art collector who’s very fond of his new daughter-in-law.

      Dogs

      Peanut – tiny chihuahua and smallest of all the dogs in St Quentin, but probably the bossiest. Rescued by Poppy. Likes disco dancing, particularly to ABBA, but also has a fondness for reggae. According to Poppy she is part meerkat, part baby kangaroo, part fruit bat and part dog, but one hundred per cent loved. Oh, and quite as nutty as her name suggests.

      

      Treacle – slightly timid chihuahua who is as sweet as his name suggests. Friend of Peanut and also rescued by Poppy. Loves cuddles once he gets to know you and has been slowly discovering his inner chihuahua cheekiness since his rescue from an abusive home.

      

      Pickwick – miniature Yorkie with quite a lot to say for himself. Inherited by Poppy from her grandmother. Loves cuddles, sticking his tongue out, and doesn’t let his crooked little legs stop him from bouncing around the garden like a baby lamb, chasing balls, sticks, or anything anyone has been foolish enough to throw for him.

      

      Flump – chihuatriever (chihuahua-golden-retriever cross). Also rescued as a puppy by JoJo. Full of character. Kleptomaniac mischief-maker with the mysterious ability to open closed doors. Loveable canine rogue and loyal friend to canines and humans alike.

      

      Barney – blind ex-hunting-dog, rescued from euthanasia by Poppy and living out a very comfortable retirement in the farmhouse. Part hearth-rug, part griffon, part beagle. Extremely happy and unfazed by his disability.

      

      Maxi – Pyrenean Mountain dog belonging to Leo. Very sensible and well behaved except when Peanut, whom he adores, is around, when he will roll about like a puppy and do his best to impress her.

      

      Pickle – depressed cairn terrier cross belonging to Anton. Grieving the loss of his mistress when we first meet him. Likes to take objects and hide them. A real water baby. Enjoys swimming so much that getting him out of a river or lake is a challenge.

      

      Squeaker – Mixed terrier of unknown parentage. Also belonging to Anton. Still very young and puppyish. Lives with Pickle but was a tiny pup when their mistress died.

      

      Molly – a papillon dog who seems to believe she is part cat. Likes her independence and refuses to cooperate where baths or getting wet are in any way concerned.
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        “To love is to be vulnerable.”

        C. S. Lewis

      

      

      

      
        
        FROM: Daisy

        TO: Poppy

        SUBJECT: Urgent!!!

      

      

      
        
        Hi Poppy,

        I don’t suppose you need an extra pair of hands at the guesthouse this summer do you? I’m cheap to keep, I promise, and I really, really need to get away. Not in a ‘I’ve just robbed a bank and I’m fleeing the country’ kind of way but an ‘I’ve humiliated myself and urgently need a change of scene’ way. I don’t suppose there’s any way we can just leave it at that is there?

        No, I didn’t think so!

        Well... you know how you kept telling me to be brave and seize the day and how I’d regret it if I never found out if Scott felt the same way as me? So I did it. I made the grand gesture, the symbolic race to the airport, the kind of act that’s always rewarded in romcoms with the object of the heroine’s desire.

        I didn’t quite chase him to the airport, but I did leave my post at the hotel reception desk and sort of chased him to catch up with him as he was leaving the hotel. My skin is prickling with horror at the thought of it but in my defence, he has a really long stride! I’m not entirely sure what came over me, but he’d said goodbye and given me one of those lingering looks I was telling you about and had turned to go. I was watching him leave the reception desk when I suddenly felt I couldn’t bear to let another wasted opportunity go by so I raced after... ahem, I mean I followed swiftly to catch him up.

        He seemed lovely, surprised but pleased. I think he was genuinely happy when I asked him out. He said ‘yes’ after all. He said he’d meet me later that evening for a drink. So far so good. Then we might have, erm, indulged in some very unprofessional behaviour on my part, given I was still on my work shift. Not that unprofessional, before your imagination goes into overdrive! Still, it was bad enough to have got me into serious trouble if my boss had seen. I wasn’t that unlucky but unfortunately it was witnessed by one of my colleagues. You remember me telling you about Becca? She was coming into work to take over for the night shift and she’s always been angling for my job. I could never understand why she hated me so much until someone told me that she’d interviewed for my position as head receptionist and failed to get the job.

        As if that wasn’t bad enough, I then subsequently found out that he’s married. Seriously, after all these months of flirting, waiting to walk me to the tube station when my shift was over, opening up to me, asking my opinion about things… I feel so naïve! I mean, I’ve had married men hit on me before at work but this felt different. It was different. There was this intense connection whenever we locked eyes – you know, that sensation of the world around you fading out because of the intensity of the moment. I know I’ve always been a bit of a romantic but it felt like the real deal.

        Obviously I had checked his hand to see if he was wearing a wedding ring, and no, he never did. Some men don’t I suppose, or maybe he lost it, but the point is I feel like I don’t know if I can trust my intuition any more. I followed it, possibly put my job at risk given that sleeping with the hotel clients is a definite no-no, and for what? For a man who wasn’t what I thought he was.

        Plus I’ve got the whole incident looming over me now. I’ll just be waiting for Becca to start the rumours, or maybe even go direct to Gina, my boss. Angie, the other receptionist who I’m friendly with, knows and I’m sure I can trust her but I think it’s only a matter of time before what I did gets out and it’s far better to jump before I’m pushed.

        So… I need to get away. This was only ever meant to be a temporary job but I got comfortable and coasted. Also, and this is embarrassing to admit, but I really don’t want to see Scott again. Married or not I think he does have some feelings for me and I’m concerned he might wear me down with his charm. He never actually said he was single and I was the one who asked him out. All he’s really guilty of is flirting when he wasn’t in a position to do so. I do feel strongly that I would never want to have an affair with a married man but given there’s a strong sexual attraction between us, I’m concerned my resolve might weaken if he turns on the charm. It’s best to put temptation out of reach. Way out of reach. Which gets me to the point of my rambling email (sorry!).

        I was hoping that maybe I could come and stay with you in France for a bit? You’ve been saying how busy you are since the chateau art gallery and The Barn restaurant opened on top of all the usual guesthouse work. You wouldn’t have to pay me – I’d be happy to work in return for bed and board. I promise not to bore on about Scott either. Coming to France would be a chance to put it all behind me, maybe even find a new direction in life. Like I said, the hotel reception work was only ever supposed to be a temp job until I found something better. Then I got the promotion and it was too easy to stay where I was comfortable. Maybe this could all work out well for me if I can turn this into something positive? From now on no more moping over a man. No more unrequited love. I need to get myself sorted out first and work out what I really want in life.

        And you have my permission to slap me if I fall for someone unavailable again!

        What do you think?

        Love from Daisy

        xx
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        FROM: Daisy

        TO: Poppy

        SUBJECT: You’re a total star!

      

      

      
        
        Thanks Poppy, I really appreciate this.

        Is this where I admit I’ve already handed my notice in at the hotel? I’ve even found someone who wants to rent my room in the flat-share. There’s someone I met who’s working at a café near work – she’s Australian and wants somewhere decent to stay for the summer, before she moves on with her travels. She’s sleeping on someone’s sofa at the moment so is keen to move in asap. My flatmate, Vicky, is fine with it as long as my half of the rent still gets paid so it’s all worked out perfectly.

        JoJo sounds lovely. I can’t believe you live with an actual real-life celebrity! I love the sound of the barn you’re converting into gîtes. I’m sorry you’ve had builder hassles but it’s good luck for me that it’s not going to be ready for guests this season so I have somewhere to stay that won’t mean you losing out on any rental income. I’m fairly good with a paint brush if you want me to help out with the decorating.

        I can’t wait to meet the new additions to the St Quentin muttley crew and to see Peanut, Treacle, and Pickwick again. I bet they’re loving life in the country. I’ve seen Peanut’s disco dancing on YouTube – she’s a natural born star!

        I’ve been giving some serious thought to what I could do in France if I stayed longer than just the summer. It seems that setting up my own business might be the way to go and I was wondering, do you think there’s a market for pet sitting or dog walking? I’ve so missed not being able to own a dog because of my long hours, not to mention the leasehold conditions regarding pets. When I was growing up our family was never without at least one or two dogs, plus our very own grumpy cat before grumpy cats became a social media phenomenon.

        Anyway, thanks a million for being my Escape Plan. Oops, make that my New Dream Life Plan obvs! Running towards, not away from, lol.

        See you soon.

        Love and hugs to the fur babies,

        xx
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        FROM: Daisy

        TO: Gran

        SUBJECT: Changes

      

      

      
        
        Hi Gran,

        I hope this email reaches you okay. I know you said there’d be no way of contacting you at the ashram but that if you could get to an Internet cafe you would. How is the ashram? I can’t wait to hear all your news.

        So, anyway, here’s my news: I’ve left my job at the hotel and I’m moving to France. Well, maybe moving to France. I’m going for the summer at least and then we’ll see.

        I’m staying with my friend Poppy, the artist – do you remember her? She’s married now and has this beautiful guesthouse she renovated from an old farmhouse.

        The catalyst for the change is not so good. Something embarrassing happened with that guy Scott I told you about – you know, the guest who stayed at the hotel regularly and was always really flirty, chatting to me for ages. The one I’d felt such a connection with.

        Honestly I’m so confused, Gran. You always said to trust my intuition and I had such a strong sense of connection with him. I told you when we locked eyes there was this sense of knowing each other already? Which is why I’m so confused because in this case my intuition was leading me astray. I listened to my instincts and got myself into a mess.

        One day, when he was checking out of the hotel, I decided to try to take things further – all the lingering looks and accidental hand brushes were driving me to distraction. So I hurried after him, deciding to take the plunge and ask him out. He said yes and it was all going great except when he managed to get his watch caught in my hair. Don’t ask why that happened – you probably don’t want to know! It was when I was disentangling it that I touched the watch and had one of those odd experiences we used to talk about.

        As soon as I touched the watch I knew his wife had given it to him, that despite his not wearing a wedding ring he was married. I haven’t had an experience like that for a while and blurting out that I knew he was married didn’t exactly go down well. Obviously I couldn’t explain how I knew and I think he thought maybe I was trying to honeytrap him or something. It was all horribly awkward and there was no chance to try to talk things out because at that very moment one of my colleagues, who happens to want my job, walked past us into the hotel, sneering at me and making it very obvious she’d seen the whole thing.

        There were a few snide comments when I went back in to formally hand over to her for Reception night duty and I felt I couldn’t stay on after that. There would have been all the gossipy rumours, not to mention the kind of talk about me being weird or freaky – the labels I’ve had to cope with my whole life and the whole reason I do my best to hide the times when I do touch an object and get a flash of insight. The fact I keep it quiet and have never charged any money for anything like that has never stopped people calling me a fake and a fraud, out for attention or their money – or both. I know I don’t need to tell you how bad it was for me at school, before I became better at masking my reactions. You were always the one who helped me through it and that’s why you’re the only one I’ve told the whole story to.

        Obviously I haven’t told Mum. She’d be furious, but then she never understood like you do about not exactly having control over incidents like that. It’s not like I enjoyed making myself a target to be bullied at school. But then you said she rebelled against your interest in anything spiritual or paranormal by trying to be as normal as she possibly could and refusing to introduce you to her friends. And then I came along and even when I was very young started to tell her friends the history of their jewellery or antiques. They thought it was charming and I was a natural born story teller. Only you know that she used to punish me for doing it and I’m so sorry that my confiding in you led to you becoming further estranged from her. I know you’ve said I shouldn’t feel guilty about it but I still do. Let’s say it’s a part of me I’m still not entirely comfortable with. Though it did let me know that Scott was married so… oh, who knows! I guess you can tell I’m still really confused about, well, everything.

        I’m keeping my story simple. I’m saying I asked a guest out while I was still technically on shift and that’s a sackable offence. That I decided it was better to jump before the rumour mill made its way to my boss.

        I hope you’re having a great time and I really do long to hear all about your adventures and travels, plus any wisdom you might have for me!

        For now I’m going to focus on my trip to France and hopefully building a life for myself there.

        Lots of love from Daisy xx
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        FROM: Daisy

        TO: Angie

        SUBJECT: Miss you!

      

      

      
        
        Hi Angie,

        You know I’ll miss you too. I’ll miss our lunches in the park and our nights out but… well, you know why I have to go. Becca is probably already practising her interview technique as I type. I really hope you go for the head receptionist position and get it instead of her. You’d be much better. You should definitely go for it.

        A break is the best thing and who knows? Maybe, after I’ve sorted myself out of course, I’ll meet a tall, dark, and handsome Frenchman like my friend Poppy has. Ooh, that reminds me, I have gossip: you’ll never guess who I’ll be staying with? Poppy has moved out of the guesthouse to stay with Leo in his barn conversion and I’ll be in a conversion-in-progress, another outbuilding belonging to the guesthouse. But living in and running the guesthouse and restaurant is JoJo, who used to be in Sex in the Suburbs and her boyfriend, celebrity chef Callum O’Connor! At least, he’s there most of the time, I think, when he’s not filming in London.

        So… it should be interesting.

        Wish me luck

        xx
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      As I wait outside the arrivals hall at Carcassonne Airport, trying not to get jostled by the crowd of holiday makers, I’m not feeling quite as upbeat about my new opportunities as my email to Angie might have suggested. The sun is warm on my skin and a trickle of sweat runs down between my shoulder blades. The jeans and shirt outfit that were perfect for London weather are now overheating me and I wish I’d worn a T-shirt underneath so I could take my shirt off.

      One of the wheels of my suitcase is decidedly wonky and as usual I’ve put too much in my shoulder bag so now the strap is digging into my shoulder. I had no idea how long to pack for. It could just be for a few months or maybe, hopefully, longer, if I can work something out.

      When I see Poppy walking towards me my spirits lift. I was starting to feel like a child waiting at school for a non-appearing mother. I am excited but I’m also a bit freaked out; this is a big step to take. I’ve been living in my comfort zone for too long, suppressing any restlessness that arose when I questioned if I was really happy. I stop feeling freaked out when I see Poppy though. She is one of those people with natural warmth who make you feel better just by being around them.

      “Hi!” she waves frantically and makes her way through a small crowd of tourists waiting in line for a taxi.

      She envelopes me in a hug and I feel some of my tension dissipate.

      “It’s been so long since I saw you,” Poppy exclaims.

      “I know.” I return the hug with equal warmth. “Thanks so much for putting me up. I really appreciate it, honestly, I can’t tell you how much.”

      “You might change your mind when you see your accommodation.” She laughs. “Would you like me to take that bag? No? Well, I’m afraid summer is obviously our busiest time. You’re lucky we haven’t been able to get the extra accommodation finished for the season. Don’t worry, it’s habitable, just not paying-guest ready.”

      We head off towards her car.

      “I’m still grateful.”

      “No, honestly, you’ll be doing us a favour. We’ll be grateful for the extra pair of hands this season – it’s been hectic.” She waves away my thanks and helps me get my suitcase into her car boot.

      It’s the first time I’ve been to this part of France – I couldn’t get leave to come to her wedding last summer. I look out at the countryside as we take the road to St Quentin sur Aude and see that it’s every bit as gorgeous as Poppy described it. Green and verdant vineyards are interspersed with field upon field of golden sunflowers and patches of dark, wild forest.

      “There’s wild boar in those forests,” Poppy says, noticing my looking. “You have to be careful driving at night. There’s even been the odd wolf spotted but normally the wolves and bears keep to the higher mountain slopes of the Pyrenees.”

      The Pyrenees are an imposing sight, despite their distance.

      “Have I moved back in time to the Middle Ages?” I joke. “I had no idea there were wolves here.”

      “Not many here exactly but one was caught on camera not too far from here.”

      We pass through tiny villages and quaint hamlets, all with their own ornate mairie and village school building. There’s a mixture of modern villas and traditional French shuttered houses with ornate metal work, vibrant window-boxes, and hanging baskets. I don’t see any chain shops, just individual boulangeries and the odd grocer’s and butcher’s shops.

      “From what I’ve seen so far it’s lovely here. I can see why you like it,” I say, staring out of the window at the latest village we are passing through where a typical market is in full swing, stalls laden with fresh produce.

      “Yes, it’s great. I don’t regret moving here for a minute,” Poppy replies. “The countryside is beautiful but the towns and cities are also lovely to visit and within easy reach – Toulouse and Carcassonne especially, but also Mirepoix, our nearest town, is lovely and people come from all over to visit the Monday market. There’s also the medieval walled cité of Carcassonne which you have to visit. It’s going to be a bit hectic this season but we’ll find time to do the fun stuff, I promise.”

      “Do you really think I could make a go of living here long term?” I muse aloud. “Start my own business, I mean? Obviously I’ve got experience with hotel work but I’ve been thinking it might be time for a change, to work out what I really want to do with my life.”

      “Sure. I don’t see why not.” Poppy shrugs. “Lots of other people manage it so why not you? You have some French, don’t you?”

      I nod. “Yes, to A-level and I’ve been using it at the hotel a little with our French guests so hopefully I’m not too rusty.”

      “That will definitely help. So…” She pauses and I worry she’s going to bring up the subject of Scott. I’m not feeling up to talking about my confused emotions surrounding Scott or why I felt so strongly that I had to get away, not now anyway. She knows a little bit about my ability to sense things about the objects I touch but in typical Poppy fashion takes it totally in her stride and thinks it’s fascinating. I haven’t talked to her about the history of bullying, of being punished by my mother or of the friends or boyfriends I’ve lost because of it. She’s so accepting of everyone I’m not sure she’d understand and it would only upset her.

      “So…?” I ask warily when she doesn’t finish her sentence.

      “Have you had any more thoughts about what you might like to do?” she asks. “Did you read the feedback I sent you from Leo?”

      I relax. “Yes, that was really helpful thanks. It’s good to know there’s some demand out there and really kind of him to offer to put a card up in his veterinary practice. The more I think about it the more I’m sure I’d love to do some pet sitting and dog walking, that sort of thing. I always wanted to work with animals when I was younger and spend more time outdoors. My parents talked me out of it though, told me I had to be sensible and get a proper job.”

      “So what do they think about what you’re doing now then?”

      “I, um, haven’t actually told them,” I admit. “I know I’m going to have to. They know I’m here but they may have assumed I’m just taking some annual leave to visit you and I… well, I may have let them carry on believing that.”

      “May have, eh?” Poppy snorts with laughter. “Don’t worry, I’m not judging you. Parents can be tricky. Trust me, I know from personal experience. I get on far better with my mother now we live in different countries. It helps.”

      “Gosh yes, your wedding. I remember your emails from last year. I’m really sorry I couldn’t get leave to make it over, by the way.”

      “It’s fine, no worries. Honestly, life’s too short.” She smiles widely. In fact, she positively glows with health and happiness. The slight air of anxiety she used to carry with her in London has disappeared.

      “Both being married and living here obviously suits you. You look fantastic.”

      “Fresh air, sunshine, good sex… you can’t beat it as a beauty regime.”

      “True,” I agree. “I’ll have to take your word for it about the good sex. It’s been a while and I’m not exactly looking at the moment.”

      My words run out and suddenly I feel tired again. I didn’t get much sleep last night and the train and tube trip to the airport with my wonky suitcase was a bit of an ordeal this morning. What with all the queuing at airports and waiting for trains, it seems amazing how long travelling a short distance can actually take you, door to door.

      “I understand. I wasn’t exactly looking when I met Leo, you know. You never really know what’s around the corner though.”

      “Hmm,” I reply noncommittally. Okay, so things worked out for Poppy but I’m not sure how often you get a chance at love in one lifetime. I’m not someone who believes we only have one soulmate and if we mess it up that’s it. But… the kind of instant mind-blowing sense of attraction and connection? Well, that’s only ever happened to me once and I know enough from what Poppy has told me that she never really had that with her ex, Pete. Could it be true that we only get one real chance at the kind of love that sweeps us off our feet?

      I hope not.

      Not that I’m comparing what I felt for Scott with how Poppy feels for Leo. It just felt like the startling connection I had with Scott had the potential to develop into something wonderful.

      I can’t help replaying the first time I saw Scott: the wide, easy smile he flashed at me that somehow lit me up inside, and the sense that when we locked eye contact, we already knew each other. I’d been transfixed, my own lips mirroring his smile, standing stock still until Angie had cleared her throat and nudged me in the ribs.

      How often does that come round in a lifetime? Just my bad luck that my ‘one’ turned out to be married, unavailable. That’s not how it’s supposed to work out. If there’s even any ‘supposed to’ about it. I can’t contain a small sigh. I’m not heartbroken, of course not, but I’m disappointed and confused and wish I had the answers. But then that’s one of the reasons I’m here, to work out what I want in life and to sort myself out. As much as my heart yearns to know a deep love connection, I do know that focusing on romance isn’t exactly a very solid foundation for life.

      “It’ll all work out, Daisy, you’ll see,” Poppy asserts confidently, touching me lightly on the arm. We’ve pulled up in front of the guesthouse while I’ve been lost in thought. I recognise the elegant, old farmhouse from her photos and from paintings on her art journal blog. There are pretty painted window boxes beneath pale-blue shutters and copper planters filled with lavender positioned by the steps to either side of the double front door. The jagged outline of the Pyrenees is just visible beyond the rolling forested hills.

      As soon as we let ourselves through the gate to the front garden, a cacophony of barking erupts from the house and the front door is cracked open, letting a stream of dogs of all shapes and sizes barrel towards us.

      “Peanut!” I recognise one of Poppy’s chihuahuas and am gratified that she remembers me too, she’s jumping excitedly up and down on her hind legs. I get down to my knees on the path and soon the other chihuahua, Treacle, has joined Peanut and they’re both using me as a climbing frame. Pickwick, the miniature Yorkie, isn’t far behind them and deposits a slightly soggy tennis ball on my lap.

      “Ignore him or you’ll be doing that all day.” Poppy rolls her eyes but greets them all with as much enthusiasm as they do her.

      “I don’t mind. You know how much I love your dogs – I’ve missed them.” I can’t resist Pickwick’s hopeful little face and throw the ball for him.

      A sandy-coloured dog a bit bigger than the chihuahuas pushes forward and takes the space on my lap vacated by the tennis ball, clearly not willing to miss out on the action, or rather, miss any fuss that might be handed out.

      “Hello, who are you?” I stroke the back of his head and he tips his nose up towards me, watching me.

      “Flump, stop mutt-mobbing the poor girl!” Joanna Grant makes her way towards us now. “Hi, I’m JoJo. You must be Daisy. That little reprobate on your lap is called Flump. Watch him, he likes to steal things, mostly because he wants you to chase him to get them back but it has led to some… um… interesting moments.”

      Her cheeks flush pink and I wonder what she can possibly be referring to.

      “Er, okay, thanks. The mind boggles.” I smile back at her. “Flump is such a little sweetie; those big brown eyes make him look like butter wouldn’t melt.”

      “It’s how he reels you in, makes you lower your defences, forget to lock your bedroom door, that sort of thing. Sorry, he gets a bit enthusiastic.” She groans as Flump wriggles back against me and nestles his head into my cleavage.

      “It’s not a problem, honestly. I love dogs.” I continue to make a fuss of the chihuahuas and Flump. “What breed is he?”

      “A Chihuatriever, we think.”

      “A what?” I ask, bemused.

      “A cross between a chihuahua and a golden retriever. Or possibly a Labruahua. And yes, it really is a thing.” JoJo laughs at my raised eyebrows. “And before you ask, no one seems too clear on whether it’s a naturally occurring phenomena or, you know, a test-tube thing.”

      Before I’ve had time to digest this rather odd trivia I notice Poppy’s blind dog Barney ambling towards us across the grass, tail wagging lazily. She described him to me as her part-griffon, part hearth-rug crossbreed dog, and I notice he really does look like a nice, cosy rug.

      “And this is Barney.” Poppy makes her way over to him and gently guides him towards our group. “He knows his way around okay but sometimes he likes to feel your touch. He’s just happy to know there’s someone nearby.”

      I reach out and let Barney sniff my hand before stroking his large velvety ears. It’s slightly awkward given Pickwick has chosen this moment to deposit his tennis ball at my feet again.

      “You’re certainly in demand,” Poppy giggles. “It’s your own fault for mentioning you wanted to do dog sitting and pet walking on the ride over; they obviously tuned in with their supersonic hearing and heartily approve.”

      “I’m sure the dogs think you’ve come to stay purely to see them,” JoJo adds.

      “Oh but I have. Sorry, did I not make that clear?” I laugh and it occurs to me that I haven’t felt this… light in a long while. Pet therapy is definitely good for the soul.

      “That’s Maxi lying over there by the front door.” Poppy points out the Pyrenean mountain dog gazing at us impassively. “He’s Leo’s dog and he’s far too sensible to get involved in a doggie scrum, which is just as well given his bulk. Unless Leo’s been away, that is, then he can be every bit as nutty as this lot.”

      Poppy reaches down and takes Pickwick’s ball away. “Later, Pickwick. Give Daisy a chance to unpack at least before you start harassing her.”

      “I don’t mind, really I don’t. It’s lovely to be around dogs again. We always had dogs when I was growing up but because of my hours and live-in shifts at the hotel, plus the lease at my flat not being dog friendly, it’s just not been possible.”

      “Well you’ll certainly get your dog fix staying here.” JoJo’s smile is warm. I love her dog and therefore she approves of me.

      “I’m sure I heard there are more dogs in St Quentin than there are people,” Poppy says, scooping one of the chihuahuas off me before it gets caught in my hair.

      “Sounds like my kind of place.” I reluctantly get to my feet before I get pins and needles.

      “Shall I show Daisy around?” JoJo suggests. “Haven’t you got to get back to the gallery?”

      “I should, yes.” Poppy nods. “I’ll see you later though. We all eat together early, before the guests who’ve booked for an evening meal. You’re in for a treat. Cal’s cooking is out of this world. I mean, JoJo’s is great too…”

      “Don’t worry, I knows me place.” JoJo puts on a mockney accent. “Go on, go. Stop stressing.”

      She shoos Poppy away.

      “I really do appreciate this,” I say to JoJo as we head for the house. “I hope I won’t be getting in your way.”

      “You’re doing us a favour actually. I’m not just saying that to be polite. I could really use another pair of hands around the place,” JoJo says, her tone serious. “Plus, if you’re up for some dog walking and dog entertaining when we’re at our busiest, please go for it. I always feel bad if I haven’t had time to give Flump a long walk – he has so much energy.”

      I’m glad that the arrangement is going to be a reciprocal one and I’m looking forward to getting some quality ‘dog fix’ time.
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      The converted gîte in the old barn behind the farmhouse is perfect for me. Okay, it still has bare plasterboard walls and the tiling in the en suite isn’t done yet, but the missing work is mostly cosmetic. It’s perfect because it gives me my own private space to decompress.

      Space to take a breath.

      Clear country air at that. All the avenues of trees lining the roads here are obviously doing a good job of limiting any pollution.

      I sit down on the bed, a nice double with a new mattress that’s already made up with crisp white bedding. I’m searching through my case for something cooler to change into and realise I haven’t thought about Scott or my life in London since I arrived here. I ignore the wave of depression that threatens to sink me. I’ll be fine. I’m just going to have to deal with it.

      I pull out my comfy denim shorts and a pretty floral shirt and stuff the emotions back down in much the same way that I’m stuffing discarded clothes back into my case.

      Once changed, I emerge out into the warm sunshine again to be greeted by an inquisitive Flump who wags his tail enthusiastically, even though it’s only twenty minutes since I last saw him. I stroke his velvety soft ears and smile, remembering my childhood Jack Russell, Ella, my best friend in all the world. She had the same kind of mischievous streak that Flump clearly has. I’ve definitely missed having doggy friends in my life.

      JoJo isn’t far behind.

      “Ah, there you are Flump.” Her face relaxes into a smile. “He’s such an escape artist that I’m never really happy if I can’t see him. Open the door to take a parcel in and he’ll be off like a shot looking for new adventures.”

      She scoops him up in her arms. She’s even more beautiful than I remember her from TV. Happier and healthier, all sort of shiny and glowy. Crap. I’ve just realised I’ve moved in with two loved-up couples. Great way to get over my unrequited love. I’m even more glad I’ve got my own space in the barn.

      “I promise I’ll keep an eye out for him,” I say.

      “Thanks, I’d appreciate it. He’s given me a few scares in the year I’ve had him. He’s still quite young, I suppose. He can open internal doors by the way – I wasn’t joking about locking your door, unless you want an unexpected cuddle from a kleptomaniac pup.”

      “That sounds quite nice actually. I was just thinking how much I’ve missed having a dog.”

      “Well, Flump is very good at giving cuddles and he seems quite keen on you too which is good enough for me. He’s a good judge of character,” JoJo says and I’m not entirely sure she’s joking. “Poppy said you needed to get away. To start over.”

      “Yes…” I hesitate.

      “Well, if you ever want to talk about starting a new life here, or leaving an old one, well, I’ve been there and done that, as they say; I’m the queen of reinvention.” JoJo smiles self-depreciatingly.

      “Thank you,” I reply and decide to move the conversation to more solid ground. “I would like to set up my own business here if I can.”

      “Ah yes, pet sitting or dog walking or that sort of thing?” she asks. “I think that could work. I’m always seeing people online asking if anyone can recommend a pet sitter. It’s often hard to find someone
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