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  A Little Light Flirtation


  SUNSHINE INVADES THE dark pavements under the cornices of the Place Gambetta  long, strong shafts penetrating the bar of the Hotel du Centre where I await my breakfast. It is exactly the scene we were promised by the Greenwoods at their Boxing Day party, when we all had horrid sniffling colds and the weather outside was so beastly that all we could think about was next year’s holiday.


  Monsieur le Patron, no doubt having heard me descend the stairs, emerges from the kitchen. He is wearing his striped apron and there is a small smudge of flour on his face.


  ‘I am sorry, madame, my wife has gone shopping. She will not be long, and she will make you fresh coffee on her return.’


  Is there in his voice just the tiniest reproof that I am late down? Would he like an explanation as to why my husband breakfasted, and left the hotel, more than an hour ago? Did he hear us quarrelling in the bedroom? But of course he did. It’s a small place. You can hear everything that goes on.


  I now have nothing to do this morning. That stupid quarrel arose because I dared to say that I was sick of looking at abbeys and refused to inspect another for at least a week.


  ‘It’s far too hot to be traipsing around churches,’ I said.


  ‘Churches are, without exception, the coolest possible places,’ my husband retorted. He is maddeningly logical. It is one of the things I hold against him.


  ‘Anyway,’ I told him, ‘I want to go to the market in Bergerac.’


  He pretended astonishment.


  ‘I can think of nothing hotter than trailing around the market,’ he said. (Have you noticed that when men don’t want to go somewhere, they use the word ‘trailing’?) ‘Besides,’ he went on, ‘I thought we’d come on holiday for a change. Every Saturday morning of our lives we go shopping.’


  ‘Are you really comparing Bergerac market  the colour, the sights, the sounds, the smells  with the supermarket?’ I demanded. ‘Have you no soul, no eyes, no imagination, no appreciation  unless it’s for something that’s five hundred years old?’


  We went on like that for some time. We’ve had a lot of practice. I thought when we got around to blaming the Greenwoods  a familiar let-out  we were nearing the end, but the quarrel took a turn and we were off again.


  ‘You are stubborn and unco-operative!’ my husband dared to say, ruining this lovely autumnal morning for me.


  ‘And you are a pig-headed bore!’ I yelled. I had to yell because he was already halfway down the stairs. And I have not seen him since; nor do I see the car anywhere. Unfortunately it is too late for me to go to Bergerac, since the only bus of the day left some time ago.


  And now here comes Madame herself, crossing the Place, laden with cauliflowers, small yellow and green striped melons, ripe red apples.


  ‘Why don’t you breakfast outside?’ she says. ‘It is warm in the sun.’


  By now I am more than ready for breakfast. How is it, I wonder, that one can eat to the full in the evening and rise next morning, hungry? It cannot be that the food has no substance. Not that delicious Poulet Rôti Orientale (for which Monsieur has promised to give me the recipe), the apricot-coloured pumpkin soup, the wafer-thin pancake stuffed with creamed asparagus. And that platter of cheeses, that heaped-up basket of fruit.


  Of course, quarrelling sharpens the appetite; and then, one is constantly being dragged around sightseeing. I would like to laze the days away, one after another, as if time had no ending. Ah! Here is my coffee and croissants. Madame does not enquire about my husband, but I can be sure she knows.


  Eventually when I have finished my breakfast  there is no one to rush me  I walk around the perimeter of the Place, keeping to the shade of the arches; then I turn down the narrow street which leads to the river.


  Fish jump in the water; lily leaves scatter the surface; a flock of wild geese fly overhead. Poplars are etched against a cobalt sky and a small red spider spins a web from the book I am holding. I turn right again, passing the church. The doors are open and one can hear the children singing, presumably practising for tomorrow’s Mass. I shall make for the château square. There I can sit quietly by the old stone walls and read my own, non-intellectual, non-demanding detective story.


  There are two great trees here, a chestnut and a pine, which obligingly cast their shade so that one side of the square is in the hot sun and the other in dense shade. Each side has its own bench seat. I shall choose the latter.


  Though only a stone’s throw from the village, the square is deserted, except for this man who comes and sits on the opposite side, exposing face and arms to the sun while reading a paperback.


  I shall concentrate on my book. I hope he will do likewise. I have no wish to talk to anyone this morning: only to be quiet, and alone. It is heaven to be on one’s own. I am savouring the solitude.


  As a matter of fact  it is now ten minutes later  he shows no sign of having noticed me. His must be an absorbing book. He has not once lifted his head from it, nor even glanced in my direction. Not that I have kept a constant watch on him, you understand. I am not concerned.


  But why does he not notice me? Surely I am still attractive? I am often complimented on my blonde hair and fine English skin. Now if he were a Frenchman …


  He could be a Frenchman  with that thick dark hair and slightly aquiline nose. At this distance I cannot see the colour of his eyes, but imagine them to be very dark. That emerald green shirt, opened to the waist to reveal his tanned chest, suits him very well.


  Ah! He has at last raised his eyes from his book and I know he has seen me! Will he make a move? But he returns at once to his reading.


  I wonder if I should not perhaps move into the sun? It is becoming just a little cool here and there is the slightest draught on the back of my neck. There is nothing to say that he must have the whole seat to himself. I don’t want to speak to him, naturally. I definitely desire my own company this morning. I have had quite enough of men, thank you very much. But I am, I really am, almost chilly under these trees.


  It amuses me to wonder what my husband would think if his wife were deliberately to scrape an acquaintance with a strange man, say in circumstances like these. Would he rage at me, lock me up, beat the stranger to a pulp? Or would he do everything to win me back? Cosset me; buy me a diamond?


  None of these, I am sure. He would probably say: “How nice to meet you”, and buy the man a drink, and in no time at all they would be discussing trade figures and the balance of payments. He is quite impossible. I love him, of course. I love him dearly, but he is quite impossible and should be taught a lesson.


  Just as I rise to my feet, this man does likewise; and we both start to move forward, I fractionally more quickly than he. I now realize that I am not chilly after all and almost decide to sit down again, but I cannot make it as easy as that for him. There is such a thing as self-respect.


  So, inexorably, we advance towards each other. What will happen when our paths cross in the centre of the square? Will he smile? Will he speak to me?


  At the very last moment I do not give him the chance, lowering my eyes before him. I feel sure he looks at me, though. We pass so close that in my nostrils there is his male scent in delicate balance with his expensive cologne, and rays of heat from his body reach out and touch me. The whole combination is extremely attractive, but I must not let him think I am cheap.


  So we are now once more at opposite sides of the square: I in the sun, which is too hot for me and I know will burn the skin off my nose most unattractively, he is in the shade, buttoning up his shirt, rolling down his sleeves.


  Well, there it is! I have missed my chance, and so has he. I think I shall move away now: walk


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  


We hope you enjoyed these stories. If you want to read more stories by Elvi Rhodes, try her other contributions to the Storycuts series such as
Meet the New Caroline Pritchard/The Centre of Attraction 9781448125449

Festival at Rowdean/A Very Special Painting Class 9781448125524

The World is a Smaller Place/Whose Baby are You, Babe? 9781448125548

Alternatively, read the original parent collection, Summer Promise and Other Stories 9781446487464.
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