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Dedication

With heartfelt thanks to the scientists, researchers, the medics, the health workers and the volunteers, you are all amazing.
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Prologue

October

Chateau Amaryllis is a fairy-tale French chateau – the kind you might expect a princess or Sleeping Beauty to live in. It’s so picture-perfect it almost looks fictional. Like a castle in a theme park or a film.

Many of the chateaux in the area look stunning at first glance, Aura and Nick have learned since they arrived in the Mozène region in the South of France a few months ago. But once you look closer, things might appear a little different. In some of the wine-producing chateaux, for example, the tasting rooms will be impressive but if you peek into some of the non-public rooms on your way to the loo, like Aura always tries to if she gets the chance, the surroundings are often much shabbier. Things are often not as they seem.

But at Chateau Amaryllis, things are just as they appear from the façade throughout – at least when it comes to physical appearance. It’s not open to the public – its owner Thea would consider that crass – but if you are lucky enough to be invited in, you’ll find that wherever you go, everything is pristine. The four turrets are each topped by immaculate slate without a tile out of place – there’s no running around with buckets in the attic every time it rains in Chateau Amaryllis. The leaded picture windows don’t have cracks – and this evening every single one is lit up with bright lights so it looks even more impressive than usual as you come down the drive, which is lit with real flambeaux. In daylight you would see that the enormous, freshly-painted shutters are a gentle pale blue colour, not quite typical of the region, but created especially by an artisan paint colourist in Morocco. Now that it is almost dark, the shutters give the place a somewhat menacing look, but even so, no one can deny the beauty of the chateau.

Inside, the huge atrium and its several floors of balconies with intricate metalwork are lit with what looks (and smells) like hundreds of Diptyque candles, the light from their flames making the enormous crystal chandelier at its centre twinkle. Young waiters and waitresses wearing old-fashioned black and white, with the addition of zombie make-up and dripping fake blood for tonight, circulate with silver trays of champagne flutes.

It’s Hallowe’en, and the usually spotless chateau is draped with fake cobwebs. A couple of aerial performers dressed as demons perform twists and turns in two large hoops suspended above the polished flagstones without any obvious safety ropes, drawing gasps from the costumed guests below.

Passing through the atrium into the garden, more flambeaux light the way. Aura, Nick and the rest of their little group walk across the lawn to reach the marquee – almost as black as the night and also covered in fake cobwebs. Zombies and ghosts jump out to give the guests a minor fright as they arrive, prompting squeals of both delight and terror. Later, these ghouls will be part of a show, created especially for this party. Thea doesn’t want her guests presented with something they may have seen before, certainly not.

Seb and Chloe, dressed as a devil and a cat respectively and carrying a camera and sound boom, follow Aura and Nick. Helen trails afterwards, feeling somewhat exposed in a sexy nurse’s uniform which has been customized for the occasion with fake blood and ripped fishnet tights. She is carrying Bay, who is dressed as an adorable pumpkin. Little Sorrel, in his favourite Spiderman costume which he is rarely allowed to wear, trots alongside, holding her hand tightly. The children are wide-eyed and breathless – they’ve never seen such drama and spectacle before. Aura is secretly pleased with her witch costume and Nick feels a little awkward, dressed in a black robe with a giant hood and carrying a huge scythe – Death itself.

A young woman dressed as Mary Poppins but with the addition of zombie make-up (not too much though, so as not to scare the little ones) spots the children and accosts Helen, showing her where to take them. One corner of the garden has been set up as the children’s area with a haunted house bouncy castle and a small marquee kitted out as a playroom for the evening. Inside there are several similarly dressed nannies, a low table shaped like a coffin with silver-coloured plastic crockery already laid out, and a darkened area with cots for sleeping. Inside the cots, the fleecy blankets are pumpkin-orange with printed black spiderwebs, and the tiny pillows are small, padded ghostly figures. Everything has been thought of.

It wouldn’t be quite true to say that all of the voices are British – there are American accents, some Dutch and a smattering of German and Italian. And while no one is speaking French, you can catch the odd hint of a French accent here and there. Thea doesn’t speak French, so to be admitted into her circle, you have to speak English. She hasn’t got round to learning the language; she hasn’t felt she’s needed to as yet.

There are around two hundred guests. Many of them, like Aura and Nick, have been invited because they live in other chateaux in the area. Thea assumes that if someone lives in a chateau like she does, they’ll probably be her type of person. So far, she hasn’t been too far wrong. But obviously, that can change.

The rest of the people here are the best of the other expats that Thea’s found so far. Some retired bankers, a few creative types such as wedding photographers and musicians, some families with high-flying husbands commuting back and forth and usually unambitious wives staying put in the countryside with the kids. A disproportionate number of retired policemen. It’s not quite the crowd she would have chosen for herself, but most of them are OK in their way, or at least useful to her in some way or another.

Dinner is a huge success. A hog roast is always a crowd-pleaser, even if a little redneck for Thea’s tastes. She’s endowed it with more class by having it served by waiters at the long table set out on the lawn (buffets are so declassé, Thea thinks) to follow the massive seafood platters created from the raw ingredients brought in from Brittany this morning. It’s so important that seafood is absolutely fresh – she wouldn’t want to take any risks.

To accompany the roast, there are exquisite salad creations placed in the middle of each table, designed by a food artist she had a brief affair with in London and recreated by a small catering company from the local town. They’re not quite as good as the real thing would have been, but impressive enough, Thea thinks.

She is particularly pleased with the dessert, which is a huge contrast to the rest of the meal – one corner of the garden has been set up to look like a fairground where guests can order ice cream made in nitrogen, artisanal candy floss in several all-natural flavours, or dip home-made marshmallows into a six-foot-tall chocolate fountain.

Everything is simply perfect. It’s a party that none of the guests will ever forget, Thea is sure. Extravagant parties aren’t really a thing in the Mozène – even among the few people like Thea who can afford to throw them. But Thea has money and she enjoys extravagance, so she doesn’t see why she should hold back. She watches with a satisfied smile as Seb zooms in on the blue ice cream as it emerges from the white vapour. She’s delighted her chateau is going to be on TV now, too.

Suddenly, there is a scream. And then another. Someone Thea doesn’t know, one of the waitresses, is crying and yelling hysterically.

‘Call an ambulance!’ she is shouting, in between sobs. ‘There’s a body. Someone’s been killed.’
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September, Mozène, France

Aura

‘I can’t believe we’re actually living here!’ I say. ‘Look at this view! I’m never going to get used to it.’ In front of me fields roll almost as far as the eye can see, until you get to the snow-topped mountains. It is amazing.

Nick looks up from the table where he is browsing through a catalogue of what looks like about a thousand different types of drill and sighs. ‘Yeah. It is amazing. Or it will be once we’ve renovated.’

He stands up and turns to face the chateau. It’s a typical French chateau, like the ones you see on all the property programmes, only all the shutters are half-rotten and many are hanging off the walls, plus there’s a huge crack running from the top to the bottom of one of the turrets. ‘I mean, look at this place!’ he says, waving his arm. ‘Why is it so bloody big? And falling to pieces? What on earth were we thinking?’

‘Nick! Don’t be so silly! It’s going to be incredible. When it’s all finished there’ll be a part for us and the boys to live in, another part for the paying guests, like we said. Maybe a multipurpose studio for yoga and painting and the like, so we can run themed weeks. Who wouldn’t want to come and stay somewhere like this?’

He smiles. ‘Yeah. I guess. It will be pretty special once it’s all done.’ He puffs out his cheeks. ‘A lot to do though …’

We both look at the crumbling render, the ancient woodwork with paint so badly peeled you can’t even tell what colour it once was, and the muddy field where you can still see occasional hedges and perennial flowers popping up from when it used to be a formal garden.

I shift Bay over to my other hip and he nuzzles into my neck, drooling. ‘I know,’ I reply. ‘But what an amazing place for the boys to grow up, isn’t it? And anyway,’ I continue, ‘I had an idea. I’ve found someone to help us out. And it won’t cost us a thing.’

Just then Sorrel starts wailing from deep inside the house. Nick rolls his eyes. ‘Nap time over, then. I’ll go.’

I put Bay down on a blanket with some wooden building blocks and sit carefully on a rickety old chair which was left behind by the previous owners – along with pretty much all the furniture that’s ever been here for the last century or so, or so it seems – and open Facebook on the iPad. I log on to Expats in the Mozène, which has been my go-to Facebook page since all that stuff happened back home and we decided that a fresh start in France was the best thing for us all. I don’t think I could have made the move without it.

I take a picture of the view and post it with a caption: Finally made it to France! So excited. [image: smiley face emoji] There is a flurry of congratulations messages from loads of people, sending animated balloons flying all over the screen. I smile to myself – I feel like I know some of them as well as I know my friends from home, we’ve been speaking so much over the last few months.

Almost instantly a private message balloon pops up in the corner of my phone. It’s difficult to see properly as it’s so small, but I know from having seen the profile picture before it’s an image of a middle-aged man in a high-end sports car.

Welcome to France! Can’t wait to come and see your new place xxxx

I smile. Frank has been so helpful since I’ve joined this Facebook site, advising me on everything from how to find someone to help with the garden and install a pool to the rules around home-schooling in France. Frank lives nearby too, so I’m hoping we can become friends and maybe he can introduce me to some of the other locals. Obviously we don’t only want to mix with the expats, but my French isn’t that good so I figure the expat community will be a good place to start.

Thank you! I’ll give you a shout in a week or two when we’re a bit more set up x

Nick reappears with Sorrel, who is grumpily rubbing his eyes.

‘Hey, baby! Did you have a good sleep?’ I say.

He shakes his head and shoves his finger in his mouth. ‘Noises in room.’

I pull him onto my lap and kiss the top of his head. ‘Old houses like this creak and groan, sweetie, it’s nothing to worry about.’

He puts his head on my chest and carries on sucking his finger.

‘OK, darlings,’ I say, passing Sorrel back to Nick, ‘I’m going to leave you both to play with Daddy now while I go and do some work inside.’

The interior of the chateau is cold compared to the surprising heat of September outside. I still can’t believe we were able to sell our tiny house in London and buy something like this. The uneven terracotta tiles are beautiful but cold on my bare feet and also a little gritty. It’s dark down here in the hallway, but as I go up the spiral stone staircase housed in one of the turrets, light spills in from the huge upper-floor windows. At the very top is a round room which I’ve earmarked for my study and counselling room. At the moment some of the windows are cracked and the wooden floor is so rotten that it’s probably dangerous – I wouldn’t want the children to come up here – but once it is all renovated, it will be fabulous.

I sit down at my laptop – thankfully, Frank sorted out the internet installation for us before we even arrived. I’m sure I couldn’t have done it with my limited French.

To: Seb@frenchfancy.co.uk; Chloe@frenchfancy.co.uk

From: Sorrelsmummy@gmail.com

Hi Seb and Chloe, hope you’re both well.

We’re really looking forward to you arriving tomorrow. Is there anything we need to prepare for you? We are also expecting workmen first thing to start digging the pool and as far as I understand that will be going on for several weeks.

Let me know what time we should expect you? I’ve made up a room for each of you – they’re a bit rough and ready, but I’m afraid you’ll have to take us as you find us!

Best wishes,

Aura

Nick wasn’t keen on me inviting the camera crew into our new home, especially after everything that went on back in London – he thought it might bring us more unwanted attention. But I pointed out that it would be amazing publicity for the chambres d’hôtes – after all, there are so many people doing this sort of thing now that it’s important to do what you can to stand out. The programme is following people who are moving to France and setting up a new life there – I’ve been watching it for years, dreaming of doing the same, and I still can’t quite believe I’m going to be featured myself. I’ve promised Nick that he can stay in the background; I will deal with the camera crew and make sure they don’t bother him more than is absolutely necessary. I also think it will be fun for the kids to learn how making a TV show works, plus, if I am entirely honest, I quite fancy seeing myself on TV and making my old friends envious about our amazing new place. All the stuff that happened before is in the past now. Yesterday’s news. We are only looking forward.
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September, Mozène

Aura

The film crew and the pool diggers arrive at almost exactly the same time. I leave Nick to sort out the workmen as his French is a bit better than mine and I show the TV people to their rooms. They’re going to be with us for about two months (to start with – then they’ll come back now and again after that to see how we’re getting on). They will be with us round the clock, apparently, so they can be fully immersed in our lives. I don’t mind at all, it gives me an excuse to try out the hospitality skills I’ll need once the chambres d’hôtes is up and running.

The ‘crew’ consists of just two people who are much younger than I was expecting – in their very early twenties. Seb is the producer/director and Chloe is the researcher/runner. I don’t think they’re a couple and it seemed impolite to ask, so I’ve made them each up a room on the top floor of the chateau – if I’ve misunderstood and they want to corridor-creep, that’s their own business.

Chateau Ricane came with a lot of furniture – most of it isn’t anything special, as far as I can see, and I doubt there is anything of real value. I am slowly sorting through it to see what can be kept and what can be upcycled – I think it will be nice to keep as much of the original stuff as possible. There are some half-decent armoires and the furniture being here at least meant that there was already a bed in most of the rooms when we arrived, even if the mattresses are a bit saggy. Obviously I will buy new ones before any paying guests check in, but I haven’t had the time yet. The TV crew will just have to make do.

Once Seb and Chloe have dumped their bags they appear back downstairs in the kitchen. The kitchen is my favourite room of the house, or at least I think it will be once it’s been tidied up properly. There is a huge Aga which is about the only thing in the house which looks vaguely new and will make it nice and cosy in winter (though admittedly, it’s making it a little too hot at the moment), lovely flagstones, a window which overlooks the grounds, and hideous cupboards which will need to be pulled out ASAP. It’s the boys’ lunchtime and they are at the table eating pasta and pesto (from a jar but organic) – one day I will grow basil in the garden and make my own. I’ve also made a pot of tea for Seb and Chloe.

‘What would you like to do first?’ I ask them. ‘Are you going to get started with the filming today or do you want to have a look around first, settle in and the like? Do a recce, isn’t that what they say in films?’

Seb takes a large gulp of tea. ‘We’ll start shooting this afternoon, if that’s OK with you. But we really want you to get on with what you’d normally be doing day to day and we’ll just take the bits we need. That’s why we’re having this extended stay with you – the idea is to make the finished product seem more natural than some of the other programmes in this vein.’

I nod. ‘OK. Well, as you know, outside the men are starting to dig the pool, so that’s maybe something you might like to have a look at. Nick’s supervising them. As for me, I’m mainly keeping an eye on the boys. Then mid-afternoon I’m off into town to collect our HappyHelp person from the station.’

‘HappyHelp?’ Chloe asks.

‘Yes! It’s brilliant. It’s for young people who are travelling – you put them up and feed them and they do a few hours’ work for you each day – well, five days a week – they get time off, obviously! The girl who’s arriving today is mainly going to help look after the boys while I get on with other stuff, though we’ll probably have her doing a bit of cleaning and the like too.’

‘So like an au-pair, only unpaid?’ Chloe asks.

I frown. I know they’ve only just arrived, but of the two of them I definitely prefer Seb so far.

‘No, not really,’ I say. ‘I see it more as a labour exchange. We offer her something – bed, board and experience of French life, and she offers us something – help with the children. No one is making her do it – she wants to come here.’

Chloe nods, but I see her try to hide a smirk. ‘Great. Ideal, I’m sure,’ she says.

‘I think so. If it works out well, we might even see about getting some others in – we have so much space here. There are people in my Facebook group who have whole teams of them helping with their renovations and stuff. But it’s easier to get people in July and August when all the students are travelling, apparently. At this time of year, you have to take who you can get to a degree. Especially when you live as rurally as we do – we’re not much of a draw for young people. No nightlife here!’ I laugh, but it sounds false even to my own ears.

‘OK,’ Seb says. ‘In that case, I think we’ll leave you to get the boys sorted out and go and have a look at what’s happening out by the pool. And then obviously we’ll want to meet your new arrival later. What’s her name?’

‘It’s Helen. She’s already in the area, which is why she’s able to start at short notice. I’m delighted.’
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September, Mozène

Aura

I drive really slowly to the station to collect Helen – I’m still not used to being on the wrong side of the road. I’ve seen a photo of Helen on her HappyHelp profile and have told her what kind of car I’m driving, so hopefully we will be able to recognize each other.

As it is, only two people get off the train at our sleepy little station and one is a man, so it’s pretty clear which one is her.

‘Helen?’ I say, approaching her with my hand outstretched. ‘I’m Aura. So lovely to meet you. How was your journey?’

She is not quite what I was expecting – the picture on her profile must be an old one. She’s got a good few years on me, and is definitely older than the average backpacker. It’s difficult to place her age. Late thirties maybe? Perhaps even early forties – she’s rather mumsy-looking with her shoulder-length, nondescript hair and somewhat dowdy jeans and T-shirt.

‘It was fine, thank you,’ she says. ‘I haven’t come that far – only a couple of trains.’

‘Ah yes. Where was it you were before?’

‘Near Montauban,’ she replies. ‘Been there about a month, helping out on a farm.’

She’s not exactly forthcoming, but maybe she’s tired. Or shy. ‘Sounds lovely!’ I trill. ‘And the family there seemed very impressed with your help.’

I blush. I’ve never had any ‘staff’ before – not even a cleaner – and I don’t know how our interactions should be. Not that Helen is staff, exactly, this is a labour exchange, a cultural experience, like I told Miss Judgy Pants Chloe. I contacted the family she was with before for a reference and they couldn’t have been more complimentary. And I don’t feel ashamed to let Helen know that I checked her reference; I’m not going to have just anyone in my house, after all, am I?

‘Yes, it was a great place to be and they made me very welcome,’ Helen says. Maybe she is making her own point there, that she doesn’t expect to be treated like a servant. ‘But it was time to move on – the whole idea of taking a year off was to travel, not spend all my time in one place.’

‘Well, I hope you’ll enjoy staying with us just as much,’ I say. ‘It’s all a bit rough and ready at home at the moment as we’ve not long arrived, but I think you’ll agree that the setting is beautiful, especially if you’re a nature-lover.’

She nods. ‘I’m looking forward to it. I’m excited at the prospect of staying in a chateau.’

My heart swells with pride. I still can’t quite believe that we live in a chateau now, even if it is falling down around our ears.

I show Helen her room, which is nicer than the ones I’ve given to Seb and Chloe as I’m keen for her to stay as long as possible. She is one floor down from them and one up from us and the boys. And that still leaves several rooms spare – I can’t get over the novelty of having so much space.

‘Thank you, it’s lovely,’ she says, although she seems somewhat underwhelmed. Perhaps she was expecting something a little less shabby round the edges.

‘Why don’t I leave you to get organized, and then I can make everyone some tea and introduce you to Nick and the boys?’ I say.

She nods. ‘Great – thank you.’

My phone pings. It’s a message from Frank:

Hey. How’s it going there?

I smile. He’s so sweet and thoughtful.

OK. Busy. My HappyHelp’s just arrived – not entirely sure what I think of her yet – and we’ve got the film crew here too. Lots going on!

Sounds like you need a break! How about I come over and make you a cup of tea? If you’re lucky I might even bring cake …

I smile. Frank’s been so helpful since I joined English Speakers in the Mozène, and it would be nice to meet someone local. It strikes me with a pang of loneliness that we know absolutely no one here.

Why not? Why don’t you come tomorrow? Would be lovely to meet you.

Looking forward to it xxxx

At dinner Helen seems more relaxed and starts to grow on me a little.

‘So, Helen, what made you come to France?’ Nick asks.

‘I’m taking a year or so off from normal life. I was offered voluntary redundancy from my IT job with the council, and for various personal reasons I needed a change of scene, so it seemed a case of now or never.’

‘Absolutely! Do it while you can, while you’ve got no ties, yes?’ Nick says.

She nods. ‘Yep.’

I assume by ‘personal reasons’ she means she’s been through a relationship break-up, but obviously I’m not going to pry.

‘Wish I’d done that too when I had the chance,’ Nick says. ‘Too late now!’ I slap him gently on the arm as if I’m being playful but, actually, his words cut deeply. Given our time again, I think we’d probably both do things differently.

‘Not that I’m not delighted to be here with my lovely family,’ he adds hastily, seeing the expression on my face.

We were only a couple of years out of university when I got pregnant with Sorrel. I’d been doing a lot of reading about hormones, chemicals and Big Pharma at the time and had stopped taking the pill. We thought we were being careful, but obviously not careful enough.

Initially, I panicked. We were too young to have a baby, surely? But then I thought about it more and it became apparent to me that this was what Mother Nature had intended – who was I to go against that? Nick wasn’t keen at first, but we talked and talked and I went for an angel reading which made it very clear I should keep the baby. Eventually I brought Nick round to my way of thinking – this baby was meant to be and I was going to have it, with or without him.

We’d been together almost four years by then and one night Nick took me out to our favourite restaurant and proposed. He is from a very traditional family and I’ve always wondered if his parents told him he should ‘do the right thing’, even though he denies it. We got married shortly after Sorrel was born; I didn’t want to be a comically pregnant bride. His parents are still annoyed about their first grandchild being born before Nick and I were married.

‘You’re very lucky to live here,’ Helen adds. ‘It’s a beautiful place you have and I’m so looking forward to getting to know you all. What would you like me to start with tomorrow?’
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September, Mozène

Aura

The main reason for having Helen here is to help with the children, so in the morning I start by introducing her to the boys. She described herself in her biog on the HappyHelp site as a ‘very hands-on auntie’. Her sister apparently lives just down the road from her and has four children, so she has lots of experience with babies and toddlers. She also helped with the children at her previous HappyHelp posting.

Until Sorrel and Bay went to nursery, I was always very reluctant and nervous about leaving them with anyone. In fact, Nick and I had only one night out together in between Sorrel’s birth and setting off for France, when he pretty much forced me to let his mother babysit, and even then we ended up coming home before dessert because I felt too anxious.

But since they started nursery and I’ve grown more accustomed to them being away from me, I feel much calmer about leaving them with other people. Now that Helen’s here to help look after them, I will be able to get on with setting up the chambres d’hôtes and my counselling business. And it’s not like I’ll ever be very far away from them anyway, is it? It really couldn’t be more convenient.

Helen seems like a natural with them over breakfast, making Bay giggle by playing peekaboo and helping Sorrel mash his bananas into his porridge the way he likes to.

‘Is everything OK in your room, Helen?’ I ask. Even though she seems reserved almost to the point of frostiness, I can already see she’ll be such a help with the boys. I want her to feel comfortable here so that she’ll stay as long as possible. ‘Did you sleep OK?’

‘Yes, it was all great, thank you,’ she replies. ‘It’s so lovely and quiet here!’

‘Noises in room,’ Sorrel says sombrely, his mouth full of porridge. Sadly, this has become a bit of a theme since our arrival. I’m trying to be patient as I’m sure the move has been unsettling for the boys, but his constant night-waking is leaving me exhausted.

‘Yes, Sorrel, I know, you woke us up several times last night, didn’t you? But as we talked about, at great length, old houses like this make noises. It’s not something to be scared of.’

After everything that went on back in London, Nick and I attended couple’s counselling where we both set out what we felt we needed to make our relationship work. I said we needed an entirely fresh start – hence the move to France. Nick’s number one wish was that the boys needed to stop sleeping in our bed so that we could feel more connected as a couple. That was how he put it, at least, but what he actually meant was so we might have more sex. Even though my wish seems like the bigger life change, I still worry about how not having the boys close to me at night will affect them. I don’t know why I let Nick persuade me.

And yet, I could sort of see Nick’s point. If we had been more connected as a couple (and having more sex), paying more attention to each other, the whole thing in London probably wouldn’t have happened. And I do want us to stay together – for the sake of the boys, if nothing else. So in the end I agreed to the new sleeping arrangements, just as Nick agreed to the move to France. And while Bay has taken to sleeping apart from me fairly well (after a few nights of screaming, though less than I’d expected), Sorrel is clearly not enjoying it at all and tries to come back into our bed every single night. Even though we have so much space here, I have put the boys in the one room together for company. In retrospect, this may have been a bad idea. Sorrel is still unsettled and he ends up waking Bay most nights.

Nick is standing firm and taking Sorrel back to his own bed every time he comes into our room, but every single time it breaks my heart. Last night, once I could tell that Nick was properly asleep, I crept across the landing and cuddled up with Sorrel in his tiny bed. I miss the feel of his warm little body and the organic baby shampoo smell of his hair. They’re small for such a short amount of time. I want to make the most of it.

‘I’ve got an idea, Sorrel,’ Helen says, winking at me. ‘How about after breakfast we give your room a really good tidy so we can check there’s nothing in there that shouldn’t be? Then, once we’re sure, if Mummy can find me a couple of old wire coat hangers, we can collect some bits and pieces from the garden and make a dreamcatcher – how does that sound? I’ve heard they’re pretty good at keeping strange noises away from little boys as well as bad dreams.’

I smile at her and mouth ‘thank you’.

‘Make ’catcher,’ Sorrel agrees solemnly, nodding.

‘That sounds exciting, doesn’t it, Sorrel?’ I say. ‘I’ll find you some hangers right after breakfast, Helen. I think there are some ancient pillows in the loft – maybe you’d like the feathers from them? Or you might be able to find some in the garden?’

Helen gets up, clears away the breakfast things and puts them in the dishwasher. ‘Don’t worry – I think we’ll find everything we need in the garden. I’m sure you’ve got things to get on with. Would you like me to make lunch too?’

‘Well, if you’re sure you don’t mind, that would be lovely, thank you.’

She nods. ‘No problem. Kids always like to get involved in cooking, I find. I’ll have a hunt around in the fridge and see what there is, if that’s OK with you. It’ll be fun for all of us.’

Frank arrives on the dot of 11 a.m. with a bunch of wildflowers and a pot of home-made jam. ‘I’m afraid I didn’t have time to make cake, so I hope these will do instead,’ he says. Once he has handed them over to me, he kisses me on both cheeks, as everyone of all ages and both sexes seems to do here. I’m not sure if I love it or hate it; either way, I certainly haven’t got used to it yet.

‘Aura!’ He steps back a little but hasn’t yet let go of my shoulders. His proximity is making me uncomfortable – even though we’ve spoken a lot online, this is the first time we’ve met – so I turn away to fill the kettle. ‘How are you settling in?’

‘Fine, I think,’ I say. ‘It’s a bit daunting – there seems to be so much to do. I really appreciate you helping out with everything before we got here – it would have been a nightmare to arrive with no electricity or internet.’

He waves his hand dismissively. ‘Honestly, don’t mention it. Keeps me out of trouble. People were kind to me and helped me out when I arrived – I like to pay it forward where I can. Everything working OK? Lights on? Internet?’

‘Yes – the internet is a little slow but, given where we are, I think that’s to be expected, isn’t it. Tea?’

Frank isn’t at all what I’d imagined. He’s probably in his late fifties and his profile picture must have been taken at a very flattering angle and with some kind of filter. He’s overweight, a little sweaty, and wheezes when he moves. His belt holding up his unfashionable jeans is straining and his thin T-shirt has ridden up, exposing his flabby white tummy.

This man has been very kind and helpful to you, I tell myself. Be nice. He doesn’t talk about himself a lot online, but from memory, I think he’s divorced, with grown-up children back in the UK, and owns a couple of small properties in France which he rents out.

‘I see they’ve started work on the pool already?’ he says.

‘Yes, very exciting. Nick’s out there keeping an eye on what they’re doing.’

‘Your husband? And how is he finding it here so far?’

‘I think he’s slightly overwhelmed by it all. Like me!’ I laugh, trying to make light of it, but suddenly I do feel overwhelmed. There’s so much to take on board.

Frank nods. ‘I’m sure you’ll both settle in quickly. There’s a lot to get used to at the beginning and it can feel like a lot to get your head round. Plus, I think with most couples, there’s usually one who has led the move and one who follows, so it’s often harder for one than the other.’

‘I’m sure you’re right. In this case, it was me who led. I manifested it.’

Frank looks confused. ‘Manifested?’

‘Yes,’ I say, struggling to keep the sigh out of my voice. I get so bored of trying to explain manifestation to sceptics. ‘It’s basically when you bring something into your life through belief. Though obviously it’s not quite as simple as that.’

He nods. ‘I see. So in other words, you wanted to move to France more than your husband did?’

‘Yep,’ I agree, for simplicity’s sake.

To be honest, even ‘led’ is understating it. Though I wanted us to stay together, I pretty much gave Nick an ultimatum – it was my way or no way. We would move out of London as a family, or I would take the boys and leave him. After everything that had happened, we needed to start again somewhere totally new and different. Where no one knew who we were. Where I didn’t feel like people were pointing and whispering every time we went out. It didn’t have to be France, but in many ways, it made the most sense.

I bring the tea over to the table and sit down. Frank sits in the chair next to me instead of opposite me, which feels weird. I shift away a little.

‘So, remind me of your plans?’ he says, helping himself to a biscuit from the plate I’ve put out. I wish there was cake. I had visions of myself as some kind of domestic goddess in our new life in France, but so far I haven’t done any baking at all. It’s been impossible to find the time and, apart from the Aga, the kitchen isn’t particularly inviting in its current state. However much I wipe and mop, it never really feels clean.

I pour myself some tea from the blue-and-white-striped pot. At least I’ve made a pot rather than simply putting teabags in the mugs. And it’s only thanks to Frank that, before we left London, I loaded up the removals van with so many teabags; it isn’t something that would have occurred to me to do.

‘We’re hoping to run a chambres d’hôtes,’ I say, though we’ve talked about this already at length online, ‘but obviously we need to renovate first. In the meantime I’m hoping to find some counselling clients among the expats, and we thought maybe Nick could do a bit of English teaching – he was a teacher back in the UK. But to start with, I think we’ll mainly be busy with the renovating.’

He nods and takes a noisy gulp of his tea. ‘And you’re going on that TV programme, aren’t you?’

‘French Fancy. Yep. The crew arrived yesterday – I’m not sure where they are at the moment. Maybe seeing what’s happening at the pool, or following the kids around with Helen. The deal is they’re here 24/7 and they can film what they like. Nick isn’t keen, but it’ll be amazing publicity for the chambres d’hôtes once we open, don’t you think?’

I take another sip of the tea. Even though the teabags are from home, the drink tastes weird because of the UHT milk and different water, and I feel a pang of loss for what we have left behind.

‘Yes, all publicity is good publicity, don’t they say?’ he agrees.

At that moment the back door bursts open and Sorrel barrels in, sobbing. He launches himself at me and buries his face in my lap.

‘Sol?’ I ask with a stab of alarm, stroking his hair. ‘What is it?’

He lifts his head and wails ‘Bunny!!!!!!!’ before burying his head back in my lap. He is sobbing so hard I can feel his little body shaking.

‘Shhh, Sol,’ I soothe. ‘What bunny?’

Helen rushes in carrying Bay, who is also screaming his head off, followed by Seb and Chloe, filming. Bay reaches his arms out towards me and I take him from Helen, edging Sorrel over a little so as to accommodate the two boys. ‘What happened?’ I ask. Even Helen looks pale and shocked, though maybe it’s just because of all the screaming.

Helen sits down at the table and I pour her a mug of tea. Her hands shake slightly as she lifts it to her lips.

‘Thank you,’ she says, as she sets the mug back down. The boys’ cries have subsided now into gentle sobs and Sorrel’s tears, snot and dribble have soaked my jeans. ‘We were looking for twigs and feathers for the dreamcatcher and I’m afraid we came across a dead rabbit under a bush. It was bloody and crawling with maggots and …’ She shudders.

‘I’m so sorry,’ she continues. ‘I feel terrible that the boys saw it, but they ran into the bushes ahead of me and … obviously I had no idea it was there. But I can’t apologize enough.’

I pat her arm. ‘Don’t be silly – it wasn’t your fault. These things happen. They’ll get over it.’

‘And they’ll have to get used to seeing that sort of thing now they’re living in the countryside,’ Frank chips in, somewhat unhelpfully. I flash him a look.

‘Tell you what,’ he adds, getting up, ‘if Helen can point me in the right direction, why don’t I go and dispose of the bunny before it can upset the boys again? Where can I find a dustpan and a bin bag?’

I feel a whoosh of relief – as a semi-vegetarian I don’t think I could cope with getting rid of a dead rabbit. ‘Would you, Frank? That would be such a help, thank you. You’ll find everything you need under the sink there.’

Sorrel sits up and wipes his eyes. ‘Poor bunny,’ he says, wistfully.

I kiss the top of his head. ‘I know, Sol. Poor bunny. You need to remember that he probably had a very nice life though, hopping around in the fields eating lovely green grass. Try to think of him like that.’

He gives out a little sob, sticks his finger in his mouth and leans his head against my chest. Seb moves in closer with the camera and I feel a flash of irritation.

‘Who was that guy who came round earlier?’ Nick asks over dinner. It’s about 9 p.m., the boys are finally asleep (for now at least) and Helen has made a tartiflette which she’s served with green salad. It’s very good.

For once Seb and Chloe aren’t filming – I guess even TV crews have working time directives and while they insist on access 24/7, they can’t actually film all of the time. Tonight they are having dinner with us, and clearly can’t eat and film simultaneously. They have their own little kitchen upstairs where they can make their own food if they want, but I make a mental note to invite them to dinner often. Probably worth trying to keep on the right side of them, after all.

‘Frank?’ I reply. ‘I met him on that expat Facebook site. He’s been great about helping me sort out loads of boring admin things. Without him, we probably wouldn’t have had electricity or internet when we arrived, and possibly not even water.’

‘Hmm. Don’t you think it’s a bit weird though?’

‘No. Weird how?’

I notice Seb and Chloe glance at each other and then carry on eating. I don’t want to start a row even though they’re not filming because I don’t want them deciding that this little discussion might make a ‘storyline’ for them.

‘Well, we don’t know him at all and yet he’s piling over almost the same second we arrive. What does he want?’

‘Want? I don’t think he wants anything. He said that people helped him when he got here and he wants to pay it forward. Nothing wrong with that, is there? In fact, he’s coming over again tomorrow to help me with my website.’

Nick takes a forkful of salad, saying nothing. I think he’s being ridiculous – he can hardly be jealous of someone like Frank.

‘I think he’s probably lonely, to be honest,’ I add, which is true. ‘But he’s been a massive help and the Facebook page is great – the expats really help each other out. There’s the odd row, certainly, but even those are rather entertaining.’

He shrugs and goes back to eating. ‘Rather you than me,’ he says. ‘Those Facebook groups seem to be full of egotistic losers, from what I can see. It’s beyond me why you spend so much time on them.’
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September, Mozène

Aura

Frank turns up as promised on the dot of 11 a.m. again, this time with a USB stick and a very glamorous woman. ‘I bumped into my good friend Thea at the boulangerie this morning and brought her along to say hello,’ he explains. Thea smiles blandly at me and then casts her eye around the kitchen with an obvious look of disdain.

‘I thought it might be nice for you to meet,’ Frank continues. ‘Thea lives in a chateau too. It could be useful for you to have a chat about artisans for the renovation and the like.’

‘Lovely to meet you,’ I say, extending my hand, though I can already tell we are not going to be friends. Thea takes my hand gingerly as if it’s a smelly fish, and shakes it at arm’s length. ‘You too, I’m sure,’ she says. She’d struggle to sound less sincere if she tried.

‘How are you settling in?’ she asks.

‘Oh, you know, it’s exciting to be here but there’s an awful lot to do!’ I reply. ‘It’s so daunting. What’s your place like? I’m sure there’s always something that needs fixing, don’t they say? That owning a chateau is like painting the Golden Gate Bridge? As soon as it’s finished, you have to start all over again?’

She sniffs. ‘Not really. I had Amaryllis renovated before I moved in – I can’t bear dust – and now I have Graham, who lives in the cottage and does jobs around the place as and when they need doing in lieu of rent. Easier all round that way.’

‘Gosh! Well, we have Helen here helping us out with the boys with a similar arrangement, but I’m not sure she’ll want to stay long term. And we don’t have a cottage, or at least not one that’s remotely habitable so …’ I realize I’m babbling but there’s something about Thea that makes me nervous. ‘We’re planning a chambres d’hôtes once we’re up and running. Do you rent your place out at all?’

‘No. Well, very occasionally as a location for photographic or film shoots, but that’s it. I’m not interested in being a landlady.’

She says landlady as disdainfully and incredulously as if she might have said streetwalker and I feel my dislike for the woman growing. I’m looking forward to welcoming guests and I don’t care what she thinks.

The door opens and Nick comes in from the garden, treading mud all over the floor I’ve just mopped. I bite my tongue; I’m not going to tell him off in front of Thea or the film crew.

‘Thea, Frank, this is Nick, my husband,’ I say, emphasizing husband in light of the way Thea’s demeanour totally changes the moment Nick enters the room. She visibly preens, and then leans in to kiss him on both cheeks while holding his shoulders. ‘Nick!’ she cries. ‘So lovely to meet you. And what a delightful place you have here – so much character!’

Character. So patronizing. I mentally compare Thea to myself. She has immaculate auburn hair topped with designer sunglasses and is dressed in what look like Louboutins, skinny jeans and a crisp Ralph Lauren shirt. I haven’t ironed a single thing since we got here. I am wearing ancient cut-off jeans, a manky old T-shirt with a baby food logo on, which I was given as a freebie, and Birkenstocks. I haven’t washed my hair this morning and I’m still wearing my gym headband which I put on to keep my hair off my face when I was mopping. I hastily pull it off and wrap it around my wrist.

‘Anyway,’ Thea continues, ‘I should get on and leave you and Frank to sort out your little website. But I wonder if you’d like to come to dinner this Saturday? I’m having a few friends over and it would be lovely for you to meet some of the other people in the area?’ she asks, looking directly at Nick.

‘Oh, that’s very kind, Thea, but I don’t think we can. We don’t have anyone to look after the boys,’ I say quickly, before Nick can respond. It’s a reflex reaction – the truth is I don’t want to go. There’s totally negative energy coming from Thea and I don’t like it. That, or the way she’s looking at Nick.

‘What about the woman you have helping you – Helen, I think you said? Can’t she do it?’ Thea asks, not bothering to hide her somewhat exasperated tone.

‘Helen?’ I bluster. ‘Oh. Yes, maybe. I’ll ask her. I don’t want to take liberties, especially as she’s not long arrived and she’s not expected to work weekends, but … can I check with her and get back to you?’

She nods. ‘Of course. But it would mean a lot to me if you both came. And I think you’d enjoy it. Frank can give you my number – if you could let me know by Thursday at the latest? I’ll need to let the caterers know how many we’ll be.’

Caterers! I was imagining she was suggesting having a few friends round for a kitchen supper. Clearly not.

‘We’d love to come,’ Nick says, ‘I’m sure Helen will be fine about it. We can always pay her like a babysitter if need be.’

‘But we’ll call to confirm once we’ve spoken to her,’ I add, furious with Nick for speaking for me. How dare he? ‘But many thanks for the invitation; we’ll look forward to it. If it turns out we can make it, that is.’

Frank had pretty much set up my website for me even before he arrived. I sent him the wording I wanted a while back and a few ideas about the kinds of things I was after design-wise, and I have to say, he’s got it spot-on. He’s even done a French version. I can’t speak French, so there’s no way I can take on French clients, but he thinks it makes the whole thing look more professional.

‘Wow, Frank, it’s amazing!’ I say. ‘How did you learn to do all this stuff?’ He’s a far cry from the 25-year-old bearded hipster I imagine a typical web designer to be, but obviously I don’t say this.

He shrugs. ‘It’s pretty easy – they make all the website builder sites so user-friendly these days. You don’t need HTML or anything like you did in the old days. You could do it easily yourself if you put your mind to it, I’m sure. It’s not difficult.’

‘I’m sure I couldn’t. I only use tech at all because I have to – I barely even know how to use my phone properly! You must let me pay you for your time, Frank. How much do I owe you?’

He shakes his head and holds up his hand, still looking at the screen. ‘Nothing. Honestly, if it weren’t for doing these little jobs for people, I’d be a bored old bloke sitting on my own with next to nothing to occupy me. I’m happy to help. It hasn’t cost me anything
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