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Prologue

Daily Mail Online

Queen of The Party Palace dies aged 58

By Luke Ewing

Glamorous supermodel-turned-hotelier Philippa Hemingway has died aged 58, her lawyer has announced. Hemingway, who was linked to a string of famous playboys in the Eighties and Nineties, passed away ‘peacefully’ at home in Provence on Tuesday night. The cause of death has not been announced.

In 2000, Ms Hemingway, or Phil, as she was known to her friends, opened Provençal hotel Le Figuier just outside the village of Narnesse. It soon became known as the ‘party palace’ for its wild, late-night shenanigans, celebrity guests and all-day drinking sessions around its famous ‘natural’ pool. Those checking in were asked to respect the privacy of other guests, and photos taken inside the grounds and the hotel were strictly forbidden.

As a result, for years Le Figuier was not so much a hotel as one very long house party where every vice was allowed to flower, safe from the prying eye of the paparazzi lens.

It’s perhaps easier to say who didn’t check in at the ‘the Fig’ than who did. Madonna, Jennifer Lopez and Ben Affleck, the Beckhams, Nicolas Sarkozy and Carla Bruni, and even several young British royals, were among the big names who stayed at the hotel in its heyday. In 2002, the Earl and Countess of Bruton held their wedding ceremony there, followed by a three-day party. The following year, the American band Quicksand recorded their number one single, ‘Don’t Leave Me’, in the grounds.

Its owner was also famously private, although Ms Hemingway was linked to stars including Mick Jagger and Pete Sampras. Little else about her private life is known, however, and she never married. She is said to have been estranged from her family.

Born in London, Ms Hemingway was spotted by a talent scout in Chelsea aged 17 and rapidly became one of the Eighties’ most highly-paid models, parading the catwalk for the likes of Chanel, Jean Paul Gaultier and Vivienne Westwood. Just a few years later, she turned her back on the fashion world and travelled the world, learning to cook.

In 1999, when she bought a ruined chateau in the South of France, few suspected how successful this surprise business move would prove to be. But within a few years, thanks to the hotel’s illustrious reputation, there was a strict waiting list, which nobody was allowed to jump. Rumour has it that when Angelina Jolie’s publicist tried to book her client in for a stay, Ms Hemingway told her to ‘get in the queue like everyone else’.

In recent years, however, the hotel is said to have gone into decline, abandoned by its celebrity fans. The latest reviews on Tripadvisor describe the place as ‘tired’, ‘dated’ and ‘a French Fawlty Towers’.

When a Daily Mail reporter visited the hotel yesterday, a member of staff said she couldn’t comment on what would happen to the infamous site.








Chapter 1

MAGGIE LEMON DIDN’T CRY when she heard about her aunt’s sudden death. A Frenchman called Georges Alarie, a lawyer – or a notaire – as they were called over there, had rung to tell her the bare facts: Phil was dead, a small funeral had already taken place, and she’d left her entire estate to her niece.

Maggie had been so overwhelmed by this news that she’d mumbled a few words, something about discussing when she could fly to France with her husband, before hanging up. Then she’d slumped on the cold bathroom floor, numb at the news about her aunt, numb at the sight of the negative pregnancy test on the tiles beside her – almost winded, as if someone had poked a needle through her ribs and deflated her lungs.

She hadn’t cried that evening when her husband came home and folded her into his arms, saying that they’d try again, and also that he was sorry about her aunt.

She hadn’t cried that night, as Mungo slept and she stared into the blackness of their bedroom thinking: why did pregnancy happen to everyone else and not her? Was she broken? And why hadn’t she called her aunt before now? Why had she wasted so much time?

She nearly cried two days later while ransacking the house for her passport, before discovering it in her knicker drawer. (What was it doing in there? Maggie blamed the IVF hormones.)

But then she was so busy travelling to France that she didn’t have a moment to cry. She might have cried when, somewhere over the Channel, the baby sitting on its mother’s lap beside Maggie vomited breast milk over her jeans. But still somehow, no tears. She couldn’t detect anger or sadness or frustration. She couldn’t detect anything; she just felt empty. Or perhaps barren was more appropriate. Yes, Maggie’s whole body felt barren.

‘Bonjour, madame,’ said the man behind the car hire desk at Nice airport, with a wide smile. He had gelled hair, extremely overpowering aftershave and a badge pinned to his lapel that declared his name was Marcel.

‘Bonjour,’ Maggie murmured, hoping that Marcel wasn’t going to try and sell her extra insurance. She pushed her phone across the desk. ‘The booking should be under Lemon; this is my reservation number.’

‘Fantastique. And for just thirty euros a day extra, would you be interested in taking out the excess insuran—’

‘No, thank you. Just the car.’

Unfortunately, because of Marcel’s aftershave, Maggie backed away from the desk so quickly that she didn’t hear his directions, and it took half an hour to find the car in the car park, and another fifteen minutes of lurching between rows while she tried to locate the exit and second gear.

‘FUCK OFF, YOU FRENCH LUNATIC,’ she shouted, as she crawled onto the motorway and a passing car blared its horn at her. Swearing was very rare for Maggie because she had an unusually calm nature for a chef. She rarely swore, and had never shouted in any kitchen, or even snapped at Mungo when he corrected people who mispronounced their surname (‘it’s Le-mon, actually’).

Next, her phone rang.

‘Hello? Hello? Mungo? CAN YOU HEAR ME?’ she shouted over the noise of lorries thundering past. ‘Mungo? I can’t speak for very long because I haven’t got much batt—’

‘Hi, darling, just checking in. Have you arrived safely?’

‘It’s not a great moment. Mungo? Can you hear me? I’LL RING YOU LATER.’

But he couldn’t reply because Maggie’s phone chose that moment to run out of battery entirely, which meant she lost the directions on Google Maps.

Mungo was in the middle of a property deal and had been unable to fly out with her. And although Maggie had repeatedly assured him that it was fine, that she could manage, right then she wished he was there because she felt so alone, making a pilgrimage to a place she’d tried not to think about for so long, because thinking about it stung. She should remember the way, but finding the small road that twisted from the motorway up into the green hills and pine forests that blanket that part of Provence was a challenge when vast trucks and vans were roaring past her towards Marseille.

It was another hour before she found the right junction and started recognizing the countryside. There was the fourteenth-century abbey on the hill; there were the perfectly formed vineyards and the bend where tourists often stopped to take pictures of the sun-drenched valley. Maggie drove on through medieval towns of stone churches and shuttered houses with names that came back to her like old song lyrics: Fayence, Draguignan, Classons. After Classons, she turned off the air-conditioning and opened the car windows for the unmistakably Mediterranean smell of pine and scorched earth, filling her lungs with it. And then finally, finally, she came to the stretch of road that curved up into the hills like a ski slope, bend after bend: the road that led to the village of Narnesse, and Le Figuier.

She crunched down a gear as she approached the turning. First-timers often shot past the gates to the hotel because they were set back from the road. The only clue that you were in the right place was a small metallic sign decorated with the illustration of a fig tree – the discreet entrance a deliberate ploy by her aunt to put off journalists and photographers.

She hadn’t been here for eight years but the sight still made her smile: the dusty limestone track, the ornate metal gates, the sign. It looked exactly as it had a decade ago. Or at least, the entrance did.

The rest of it, she realized, as she crawled slowly down the drive, looked quite different.

In the hotel’s heyday, guests would drive through the gates to find a wildflower meadow either side of the drive, with long grasses, poppies and white peonies dancing in the breeze. The meadow gave way to a long avenue of plane trees, and beyond that, a lawn surrounded by banks of lavender, so that guests could smell it wherever they walked in the grounds. It was the sort of garden that was supposed to look natural and wild but which had, in reality, required the services of a full-time gardener. But there hadn’t been any gardener here for a while. The meadow was thick with weeds and brambles, the lawn tufty and bleached in places, and the lavender had turned grey.

She pulled up in front of the main entrance and looked around with dismay.

The chateau had always been impressive. The first time Maggie saw it, aged nine, she thought it looked like a house from a fairy tale: pale-yellow stone with four storeys of windows framed by pale-blue shutters, which seemed to glow and turn almost violet at sunset. A flight of stone steps leading to the front door curved upwards from the gravel drive, and purple wisteria dangled from the wrought-iron balcony that hung over the main entrance.

But now the house looked almost as abandoned as the garden. Trails of dark-orange rust ran south from the shutters’ hinges and patches of green-grey moss grew across the stone façade. Maggie tipped her head back to see tentacles of ivy spreading across the roof and around the gutters.

It felt eerily quiet, too. Whenever she’d visited, and later when she’d worked in the hotel kitchen after leaving school, she’d loved its chaos – the noise and the bustle which had started at six in the morning and often run until long past midnight. There’d been voices, music, a constant hissing, steaming, sizzling hubbub of activity in the kitchen, the sound of doors swinging, and footsteps running up and down the staircase that twisted upstairs to the bedrooms from the entrance hall. Life had burst from every window.

Now, apart from the click-clicking of the crickets in the grass, it was silent.

She walked across the drive, gravel crunching underfoot, and looked at the pool, to the left of the house. It had been designed by an American called Taylor Jackson, a moustachioed Californian who’d specialized in creating pools that looked like part of the landscape, which had become fashionable among the rich, international crowd whose boxy glass homes were photographed for Architectural Digest. Her aunt had met Taylor at a party on a yacht in Nice the summer she bought the chateau and, having fallen in love with her (most straight men had fallen in love with Phil, as had a handful of gay ones), he’d designed and overseen the creation of the Le Figuier pool.

Formed from white stone transported from the French coastline, it had been filled with salt water and the result resembled a lake, more green than turquoise, with a ledge that ran along one whole side so guests could sit in the cool water with a drink or book. It caught the morning light when the sun rose from behind the hill and kept it most of the day until it slid beyond the horizon. But now the cover was sagging under the weight of dead leaves.

What had happened to this place? Where was the staff? Where was anybody?

She spun around at the sound of a car speeding up the drive.








Chapter 2

THE CAR CAME TO an abrupt stop on the gravel, throwing a cloud of white dust into the air, and a tall man climbed out.

‘Maggie? Bonsoir, I am Georges; I am so sorry to be so late.’

Georges Alarie, the notaire who’d called her three days earlier, was thin as a green bean, and wearing a grey suit and highly polished shoes. He hurried towards her.

‘Don’t worry. I was late too. And I forgot the way, and my phone is out of battery so I couldn’t ring you and … blah blah.’

Georges smiled.

‘What?’

‘You and your aunt, you have the same …’ Georges rotated one hand in the air like a flamenco dancer.

‘Mannerisms?’

‘Exactement. Mannerisms. She was always doing this “blah blah”. Alors, let’s go inside and we talk.’

‘I haven’t been inside, I only just arrived. I was looking at …’

He took in Maggie’s bewildered expression. ‘The garden? It does not look good, I know, but in the past few months your aunt, she was tired.’

‘Is anybody working here? It looks so …’ She trailed off, unwilling to say the words aloud. It looked desperately sad, and she felt a fresh wave of regret that she hadn’t visited for so many years. She gestured at the overgrown grass and weeds pushing through the gravel. ‘I don’t understand what’s happened.’

Georges smiled sympathetically. ‘Shall we go in? And then I explain.’

She followed him and noticed the geraniums, in terracotta pots the size of buckets at the top of the entrance steps, had turned yellow and died, making the front door look like the portal to a haunted house. After the double blow of the past three days – the failure of another IVF attempt and the discovery that her aunt had died – the sight of the decaying hotel was a gut punch.

‘Audrey says she ’as been coming every day, but, if you don’t mind me saying, I am not sure how much she does when she is ’ere.’

‘So Audrey’s running things?’

‘I am not sure I would call it that, exactement. There were a few bookings for this month but I told her to cancel them. I don’t think she ’as stopped crying for two weeks but she says she ’as been coming to check on the donkeys.’

Georges turned back to the door and gave it a vigorous shove with his shoulder: open, as it always had been. It was never locked in the old days because it never needed to be. Phil was usually here; Audrey was usually here; temporary members of staff were often here; locals came and went with wine and bread and meat deliveries; guests were constantly arriving and leaving, and with them, a stream of shrieks and shouts and the noise of tyres crunching up and down the gravel. There had to be a key somewhere because there was a keyhole, but Maggie had never seen one.

‘The donkeys are still alive?’ she checked.

‘Oui, eating the garden. Can you ’old this?’ Georges held up the plastic bag he was carrying.

‘It is your aunt,’ he went on.

‘I’m sorry?’

‘Her ashes, they are in that bag,’ he explained, as he felt for the light switch and pressed but nothing happened. The hallway remained dark and gloomy since the shutters were closed. And it smelt musty. Maggie’s nose curled: the faint tang of small, decaying rodent mingled with damp. She frowned down at the bag in her hand uncertainly.

He pulled his phone out for its torch. ‘Let us sit in the kitchen, I think that is best.’

She wheeled her suitcase through the swing doors that led from the hall to a short corridor and the kitchen beyond, at the back of the chateau, where the evening sunlight was pouring through the windows, turning the old oak table golden.

Georges started pulling pieces of paper from his folder while she looked around. That room, at least, looked the same: behind the oven hung a row of copper pots; to the right of that the old blue dresser, its shelves stacked with serving bowls, platters, jugs, ramekins, large tureens and piles of rattan baskets, which had been filled with croissants every morning.

To the right of the oven, the shelves still held dozens of pots and jars, all neatly labelled in Phil’s looping handwriting: jars of nutmeg and cloves, which Maggie liked to stick her nose into when small; jars of dried thyme and basil from the garden. Jars of seeds: coriander, mustard, black poppy, fennel, sesame and fenugreek. On the shelf below them, small bags of more exotic powders and spices carried back by Phil from foreign trips – a reddish-brown bag of ras-el-hanout from Marrakech; bright-yellow turmeric from Udaipur; a bright-red chilli powder from a street market in Mumbai, and a large jar of curled cinnamon sticks.

She glanced into the old pantry, a smaller room that contained two industrial dishwashers and three fridges. It looked almost the same too but there was something strange about it. It wasn’t just that Phil was missing or that there was a stillness to a room that had once been so busy. Maggie sniffed again and realized: it smelt strange in here, too.

The scent of the kitchen used to change throughout the day. In the morning, once the delivery from the boulangerie had arrived, it was of fresh baguette and brioche rolls studded with pearls of sugar, and of thick black coffee. Shortly before tea was laid out, there’d be the whiff of cinnamon and honey as a cake cooled on a wire rack. Later in the day, once dinner preparations were underway, it smelt of garlic and olive oil, or of chicken broth simmering on the hob, or rosemary picked from outside, roasting inside a rolled shoulder of lamb in the oven.

But now the kitchen smelt sterile and slightly sour, as if someone had scrubbed every corner to remove the past.

‘Coffee?’ she asked Georges, spotting a jar of instant beside the kettle.

‘Oui, if you are having one,’ he replied, as he arranged his paperwork in different piles on the table.

Maggie instinctively reached into the cupboard above the sink for two mugs.

‘OK, what first?’ she said, sitting down beside Georges.

‘Alors, you had not spoken to your aunt for some time, correct?’

‘No, I … we, er, had a falling-out. Years ago. It was complicated.’

‘Families are always compliquées. Bon, I will talk as if you know nothing about your aunt’s estate.’

‘I don’t know anything. But Georges, before we get into that, do you mind me asking, what was it? She wasn’t old, and I know she … but how could she … I mean … I don’t understand …’ Maggie leant forward and covered her face with her hands, momentarily overwhelmed at the idea of her aunt dying here alone.

She’d skim-read a few articles that had appeared online about Phil in the past few days, and her mother had emailed her a link to the Telegraph’s obituary, which had startled Maggie because it featured a huge close-up of Phil – blonde hair tied back in a bandana, eyes lined with kohl – and also because she hadn’t known her mother could send website links. But nothing had mentioned how she’d died, and although Georges had mentioned a brief illness on the phone, she’d been too stunned by the news to ask anything else.

‘Sorry,’ she said, after a few moments, removing her hands. ‘What happened, is what I mean.’

Georges gave her a sympathetic smile. He already liked this English woman, even though she looked like she needed to sleep for several years, and her skin was as pale as milk. ‘It was her liver. She ’ad liver cancer. But she didn’t want anyone to know, and she didn’t want to go to hospital, so that was when she came to tell me what she wanted.’

‘When?’

He tapped his fingers on the table, counting. ‘That was two months ago.’

‘So it was …’ Maggie’s voice dropped to a whisper. ‘It was quick?’

‘I can tell you, she was not in pain by the end. The doctor, he came here every day in the last week with more drugs. So it was quick, oui.’

Maggie felt another stab of guilt at the idea of Phil upstairs, suffering by herself. ‘But her funeral … I would have come. I wish I’d known because I …’ For the first time in three days, she felt her throat go thick and her eyes blur. She tried to remember the last time Phil had sent a postcard to London. She’d written them two or three times a year, even though Maggie never replied. How could she? How could she put down everything she wanted to say in a postcard? One day, she’d assumed she’d see her again and they’d talk. Properly talk, like they used to. But until that day came, she’d decided it was better to say nothing. And now she never would.

‘She wanted it to be quick so the funeral was arranged for two days after she died. No fuss. She ’ad her own way of dealing with these things, your aunt.’

Maggie nodded slowly. That was true. That had always been true. ‘Was it in the village?’

‘Oui, and then the incineration in Classons.’

‘Cremation,’ Maggie corrected, wincing at the idea of her aunt making that journey alone.

‘Alors, the estate,’ Georges said, returning to business mode. ‘As you know, the ’otel was extremely popular for many years.’

Faintly, she murmured that she did. On Tuesday night, after Mungo had returned home and consoled her, he’d started talking about the chateau’s value. To be fair, as an estate agent, it was his job to work out how much houses were worth. Not that Mungo liked being called an estate agent. ‘Estate agents are the tossers who drive branded Minis,’ he often told people, before flourishing his business card from his suit pocket as if performing a magic trick. The card declared that Mungo was a ‘property search specialist’, which meant that he sourced multi-million pound houses for the ultra-rich who wanted to live in Mayfair or Knightsbridge.

But Maggie couldn’t bear discussing the hotel as if it was simply another deal, so she’d rolled over and said she didn’t want to think about it. Except Mungo was probably right; her aunt must have made a small fortune. In almost twenty-five years, the hotel had always run a waiting list of people desperate to come and stay here, apart from the winter months when it closed to give the staff a break. And even though now it looked tired and forgotten, for years it had been fashionable. Very fashionable.

‘However,’ went on Georges, ‘for some time now, well, ah, there have been debts.’

Maggie frowned over her mug. Debts?

‘When she came to me and I asked for her records to try and make sense of everything, she told me she didn’t keep records.’

‘No, paperwork was never really her thing,’ she replied, recalling Phil’s chaotic booking system: anyone wanting to stay at the hotel had to ring and enquire about dates, whereupon Phil would check ‘the book’, a thick, annual diary that lived on the reception desk, to see if those dates were free. No computers, no emails, no paper trail. It had mostly worked fine, give or take the odd guest who arrived unexpectedly and had to be put in one of the attic bedrooms.

‘I ’ave spent the past few months doing the sums,’ Georges went on gravely, ‘and I am sorry to say they are not good.’

He pushed a piece of paper across the table with one slim finger and Maggie blinked at a number at the bottom of the page with a minus sign in front of it.

‘That’s all debt? That?’

Georges nodded.

‘She was nearly a million pounds …’

‘Non non, euros.’

‘Nearly a million euros in debt?’

He nodded again.

‘A million? A million?’

Another nod.

Maggie felt her stomach churn at the figure. ‘But … but … but how did she manage that?’

Georges shrugged. ‘She was brilliant, your aunt, in so many ways but in this way’ – he tapped the page with the same slim finger – ‘she was not so brilliant. And she kept taking loans, to pay for staff and for renovations. This place, it is expensive to run. And it just got more and more.’

‘Can I just check, Georges, and sorry if I’m being stupid: she’s left everything to me?’

‘Oui.’

‘So she’s left me a million euros of debt?’ Maggie wanted to cry then, not just because of the hotel’s decay and her aunt’s solitary death, but the pathetic hopelessness of the situation. A million euros of debt, and for what? The number flashed in her head like a cheap bar light, and the pressure of it tightened her chest. Mungo’s salary was good but she hadn’t earned anything while going through IVF, and recently he’d started worrying about their mortgage rate, plus the doctors’ fees had mounted up. Now this.

‘She ’as left the debt, oui. But if you sell the ’otel, we take the debt off that, and there will be some taxes but there are ways to minimize those. So you sell the ’otel, pay back the bank and take whatever there is left from that. As well as …’ he coughed quietly into his curled fingers, ‘my fees.’

She stared at the piece of paper. Sell Le Figuier? It sounded wrong. She’d barely had time to think about what she’d do with the place since learning that Phil had left it to her, but the idea of handing it over to someone else felt like a betrayal. ‘How soon do you think it could be sold?’

Georges moved his head from side to side. ‘It is quite ’ard to say because it is so unique, and given the ’istory it would need a very special buyer. But I would think, given that it ’asn’t been on the market for twenty-five years, there will be some people very keen to see it.’

‘And when does the bank need the money?’

‘Soon, because the debt is getting more and more.’

Maggie glanced at the clock. Not yet 7 p.m., but she felt exhausted.

‘You are ’ere for ’ow long?’

‘Until Saturday. I wasn’t sure how long I’d need to …’ she gestured feebly at the table, ‘sort this out.’

‘Bon, OK, why don’t I leave all this ’ere for you to look over and we can meet again when you ’ave ’ad a chance to think?’ Georges slipped a business card from his suit pocket. ‘This is the address. You can call me on that number or an email.’

‘Sure.’

He pushed his chair back to stand when a look of concern crossed his face. ‘You will be OK ’ere?’

‘I’ll be fine,’ she replied, staring at the paperwork covering the table before glancing up. ‘And thank you for looking after her.’

A pink spot appeared on Georges’s cheeks. ‘Not at all. Your aunt was a very special woman.’

‘She was,’ Maggie agreed, before feeling another stab of guilt. So special and yet she hadn’t spoken to her for eight years.

Once he’d let himself out, she stood and turned to the plastic bag on the counter and lifted out the urn.

It was surprisingly light, not much heavier than a bag of sugar, but it was also hideous: metallic blue with a single rose painted on it. Her aunt would have hated it because she had such impeccable taste – in clothes, in food, in interiors.

Impeccable taste in everything, apart from maybe in men, Maggie thought, as she set the urn on the table.

‘I’m so sorry,’ she told it quietly.








Chapter 3

AS GEORGES’S CAR RECEDED down the drive, Maggie saw a note on the dresser.

DINNER IN FRIDGE. AUDREY.

She marvelled that Audrey still had her job. Phil had originally employed her as the manager of the hotel because she spoke English and knew everyone within a fifty-mile radius. And to be fair, at the start, Audrey brokered deals with the butcher, with the fromagerie and the boulangerie and with the vineyard for Le Figuier’s supplies. Phil was grateful; she’d lived in Paris for two years before buying the place, but she was a newcomer to Provence and understood that she needed a local to help with introductions.

Except having made these introductions and secured her position as manager, Audrey had done very little else. She’d abandoned the bookings and the finances to Phil, while sitting outside the kitchen door smoking and complaining about a never-ending list of ailments – a sore back, a sore hip, a sore neck, a sore leg. There was always something wrong with at least one of Audrey’s body parts. But because Phil had been kind and felt sorry for Audrey, and because she’d worried that sacking her would cause problems in the village, she’d kept her on.

Maggie blinked at a bowl of chicken stew in the fridge and closed the door. She felt too depressed to be hungry now.

She retraced her steps to the gloomy entrance hall and dropped her head back to look up at the top floor. A curving staircase led up the far wall of the chateau to the first floor, before turning into a landing, which ran around that level and into another staircase leading to the second floor. Four bedrooms on the first floor; four on the second. At around 6 p.m., if you stood in this spot, you would have heard doors closing and opening, guests laughing, calling down for their lover to come in from the pool for a bath, yelling for someone to bring them a drink and Phil yelling back that she’d send someone up. The place had vibrated with life.

Not any more. As Maggie stood there, she could only hear the dusk whistle of a bird outside.

She took the stairs two at a time and tried the first door – the lavender room. Phil had named each bedroom after something that could be found growing in the hotel garden, and persuaded an artist friend to paint each plant across each door, almost as if it was growing up the wood.

Maggie glanced around the room – at the bed, the wardrobe and the leather chair in the corner, its seat worn shiny. Every piece of furniture in every room had been sourced by Phil from flea markets and house clearance sales, precisely because she’d wanted each room to look different. She didn’t want her hotel to feel like a chain with identical beds, and desks, and desk chairs. Instead, she’d bought mismatched iron bed-frames, or old four-poster beds, chests of drawers from different periods, some painted, some sanded, and great big wardrobes made from walnut, or pine, or mahogany. She’d found huge, gilt mirrors to hang in every bathroom, and rattan chairs on which to throw swimming towels or dressing gowns, which sat beside old-fashioned cast-iron baths.

The only thing Phil bought new (the only thing she could afford to buy that first year) was mattresses, because she baulked at the idea of allowing guests to sleep on anything lumpy, or on a mattress from a house clearance, which had witnessed the death of its previous owner. So guests slept comfortably on new, sumptuous bedding but old frames, and the result, they often remarked, felt like staying in a French stately home, albeit with better food.

Maggie blew across the chest of drawers, watching the dust motes dance in the evening sunshine. If a guest arrived now, they might prefer a Travelodge.

She walked around the landing, opening each bedroom door to the same stillness, and bathrooms that seemed arid and forgotten, with stiff towels on the rails and unwrapped soaps beside the basins. When had the last guest checked out? Phil had been ill for two months but the hotel felt as if it had been neglected for much longer.

Perhaps she’d find an answer on her aunt’s side of the chateau. That was how the hotel had always operated: the guests stayed in the main house while Phil (and Maggie, whenever she’d come to stay) had slept in a small, separate annexe that led off the kitchen.

Maggie half expected to see her aunt there when she pushed open her bedroom door; sitting at her dressing table, applying the thick black kohl that she wore from morning until night, lining her eyes like an Egyptian queen.

Instead, she found the room untouched, as if Phil would return any minute. The bed wasn’t stripped and her wardrobe was ajar, her red silk robe still hanging from a corner of its door. The sweet, musky smell of palo santo hung in the air. Maggie walked towards the bed feeling ten years old again at the familiar creaks of the floorboards under her feet.

On the bedside table were bottles of pills and, behind them, a photo that made her heart clench. It was an old photograph of them, taken one summer in the kitchen when Maggie was a teenager. She and Phil were standing in front of the oven, both singing into wooden spoons, taken the first summer she’d come to Le Figuier by herself. It was the summer that Phil had taught her to cook; the summer she’d first kissed someone; the first time she’d ever got drunk. Properly drunk. She’d swallowed rosé like water because she hadn’t known she was supposed to sip it and, after dinner service had finished, they’d sung karaoke in the kitchen until she’d rushed to the bathroom to throw up while Phil had rubbed her back.

She shut her eyes as she cringed at the memory. There’d been a Polish student working at the hotel that summer. She couldn’t remember her name but she’d taken the photo. Maggie rubbed her thumb across their faces; she looked so young, bright cheeks giving away that she’d drunk too much, whereas Phil was as casually glamorous as always: eyes shining at the camera, blonde hair scraped back because she’d been cooking, apron still knotted around her waist.

How long had Phil kept this photo by her bed? Was it recently, during her illness, to remind her of happier times? Maggie blinked, still unable to believe that Phil, the most lively woman she’d ever known, had gone.

She slid the photo back behind the bottles, then turned to the wardrobe, bursting with a familiar kaleidoscope of dresses – bright greens, electric blues, fuchsia pinks and sunshine yellows. Phil had always worn long dresses or skirts which swirled around her ankles, refusing to cook in chef’s whites.

She left the robe hanging on the door because it felt intrusive, somehow, to tidy it away, then moved to the dressing table. That looked the same, too: pots of face cream, eyeliners and mascara sticking out of a mug, a glass bowl of cotton wool balls, a half-burned incense stick lying on a ceramic burner, and various gold chains and beaded necklaces hanging on one side of the mirror. She recognized some of the photos stuck into her mirror, taken at various stages of Phil’s life, mostly with different men. One with Alain the chef in Paris, Maggie knew, because she’d seen other photos of him; one with the Californian pool designer, Taylor Jackson, taken as he stood on the edge of the vast dirt hole to the side of the hotel, which would later be tiled and filled with water. Another of Alic, a Dutch diplomat who’d promised he’d leave his wife for Phil and then didn’t.

Looking around the room, it dawned on Maggie that she’d have to pack it all up; pack up the dresses and the books; throw away the pots and bottles of pills; put the photographs somewhere. But where? Transport them home simply to sit in a box in their Battersea attic?

To avoid answering her own question, she opened the dressing table drawer to find old lipsticks, old coins, restaurant matchboxes and a stack of postcards held together with a rubber band, which she pulled off, allowing the postcards to spill over her lap and slide to the floor. There were dozens – some with cartoon animals on the front, some of London buses and taxis, some that she’d bought after going to a museum or gallery; of a sphinx from the British Museum and a marble sculpture from the V&A.

It was almost like coming across her teenage diary. ‘Miss you!!!’ read Maggie’s rounded, juvenile handwriting, back in the days when she was dotting each ‘i’ with a small heart. On the back of one postcard, she grumbled about her exams. On another, she asked about the donkeys and said she’d recently been to an Italian restaurant in Covent Garden where they served one long pizza on a board that ran the length of the whole table. Maggie smiled. It had been one of her schoolfriend’s birthday party. Rachel? Laura? She couldn’t remember.

Quickly, as she felt nostalgia blur her eyes again, she dropped the postcards back into the drawer. And only then, finally, did she let herself cry.








Chapter 4

France, July 1999

‘THIS? THIS LUMP OF … RUBBLE? Philippa, you can’t be serious? When you said you’d bought a chateau, Peter and I thought you at least meant somewhere with windows, or a roof! This is lunacy!’

Maggie, her mother and Aunt Phil were standing in front of a ruined chateau. Well, to Veronica it looked like a ruin. To Maggie, it looked magical. It had walls but most of its windows were missing and there was a gap like a toothless mouth instead of a front door. Ivy twisted through the gaps, winding around the faded blue shutters, and, standing in front of the missing door, calmly eating clumps of bramble, were two donkeys.

‘It’s got a roof, look,’ Phil told Veronica, and all three craned their heads upwards where there was undeniably a roof, although vines poked through various holes there, too. ‘Don’t you think it’s perfect?’

‘For demolition?’

‘No, Vee. For my hotel,’ said Phil, before sweeping an arm in front of her. ‘The best hotel in Provence.’

‘What’s a cha … that thing Mum said?’

‘Chateau? It means castle in French,’ Phil answered.

Maggie’s eyes widened. ‘This is a castle?’

‘Not exactly. Sometimes it just means big house. Come on, I’ll give you a tour.’

‘In there?’ Veronica shrieked. ‘You must be joking. It’s a building site, it’s not safe to go in there.’

‘’Course it’s safe, and I don’t know where you’re going to sleep if you won’t come inside.’

‘In there? Sleep in it? Philippa, you’ve gone too far. This is madness, it’s absurd. How on earth are you going to turn this shack into a hotel? Think of the cost! Think of the work! It’s just not feasible. Maggie! Maggie, stay here, please.’

But Phil had already taken her niece’s small hand to lead her through the stone arch without a door.

‘Hiya, Lars, how’s it going?’ she said to a tanned, bearded man crouching in front of a socket in the hallway. ‘Mags, this is Lars, he’s a very brilliant photographer who also happens to know a bit about electrics.’

Maggie waved shyly at Lars. She was nine and it was the first time she’d ever been abroad because her parents preferred to take holidays to Cornwall and Scotland. Once a year, they went to Portugal where Peter Meriwether played golf, but always during term time when it was cheaper so Maggie was despatched to stay with Mrs Whiteman down the road. France seemed like another planet. Even the air was different, hot on Maggie’s nostrils when she breathed in.

This trip, Peter had stayed at home claiming he needed to work (while, in reality, trying to avoid a week away with his wife), so Maggie and Veronica had flown out together that morning and been met at Nice airport by Phil in a very dusty, very old car. As they’d driven higher and higher during the last half-hour of the journey, Maggie had looked through one window, then scrabbled to the other side of the back seat to see the view from there. At every bend, she’d thought they must be at the top of the mountain, then her aunt would swing the car around and there’d be another stretch of road before them.

From the front seat, Veronica had complained incessantly about car sickness.

Eventually, Aunt Phil had pulled off the road and parked at the bottom of a track. It was too overgrown to drive to the house, she’d explained, so they’d walked the last few hundred metres while Veronica had shrieked about snakes.

‘Look up, Mags,’ Aunt Phil had urged, as they’d stood in the entrance hall.

Maggie had tipped her head backwards to look up at the stone ceiling four floors above them. The stairs in the house wound around the walls, up and up like a helter-skelter. It was the most magical house she’d ever seen.

A flash of movement on a wall caught her eye. ‘There’s a lizard!’ she said delightedly, as its tail vanished through a window.

‘Gecko. A bit like lizards, just smaller. Lots of those here. And birds and butterflies.’

‘And donkeys,’ Maggie said happily. France was already paradise. Her mum wouldn’t let them get a cat at home because she said it would moult on the furniture.

‘Let’s go up,’ instructed Phil, leading her up the stairs. ‘I’ll put the kettle on in a sec, Lars.’

‘Danke,’ growled the photographer.

Behind them, Veronica was picking her way across the hall’s uneven rubble floor. ‘Maggie, you mustn’t go up there. Maggie! Philippa, do not go upstairs! Philippa!’

‘Come on, Vee. The views from the top are worth it.’

‘This place is a death trap, Philippa. Oh, good god, there’s a lizard.’

‘It’s a gecko, Mum,’ corrected Maggie, following her aunt.

When they reached the fourth floor, Phil pointed through a wide hole where a window should be. ‘The sea’s behind those hills.’

The trees looked small, Maggie thought, standing on tiptoes to peer down. The wind was whistling through the window frame, making her hair whirl around her face and the shutters bang against the wall. She wasn’t sure she’d ever been so high.

‘Are we in Heaven?’ she asked, because Heaven was the highest place she could think of.

Her aunt laughed. ‘Kind of.’

‘Get away from the window, please, Margaret,’ Veronica snapped, arriving on the top step panting. ‘You might fall.’

‘I won’t.’ Maggie hated her mother babying her. ‘Look how high it is,’ she added deliberately.

‘Yes, much too high, come away please.’

‘Do you want to know why it’s this high?’ Phil asked her niece.

Maggie nodded and Phil crouched down beside her so they were both looking through the window.

‘It was built a long time ago.’

‘How long?’

‘Over a hundred years ago.’

‘By who?’

‘That’s what I’m trying to tell you, little Miss Chatterbox. It was built over a hundred years ago by a rich naval hero who came from Marseille.’

‘Why was he so rich?’

‘Margaret, please can you get away from that windowsill.’

Maggie and Phil ignored Veronica.

‘He was rich because he’d been very successful at war, leading the French navy, and given a title and land and lots of money by Napoleon as a thank you.’

‘What was he called?’

‘The Duc de Miradoux, and he lived near Marseille, but then he fell in love with a very beautiful woman, wh—’

‘What was she called?’ checked Maggie.

‘No idea, but what happened was he fell in love with this beautiful woman, very very in love. So in love that he built this big house for her, on the highest hill he could find because it was cooler here in the summer, especially if there was a mistral blowing, which is like a strong wind.’

‘Mistral,’ echoed Maggie, shaping her small lips around the foreign word.

‘But Narnesse was close enough to Marseille that it would only take them a day to travel here,’ continued Phil. ‘Remember, they didn’t have cars then, only horses.’

‘They had trains,’ said Maggie, who’d been learning about the Victorians at school.

‘And some trains,’ agreed Phil, ‘but not here. So he built this big house, for him and his younger wife and all the children they plan to have. But then she died …’

Behind them, Maggie heard her mother tut. ‘I’m not sure you-know-who needs this story, does she?’

‘Mum, I can understand you. I’m not five.’

Phil continued. ‘So the Duc de Miradoux’s wife dies and he’s so broken-hearted that he becomes a recluse and lives up here for the rest of his life, in this big old house with all these rooms and nobody to fill them.’

Maggie’s mouth fell open. ‘Why did she die?’

‘Who knows. People were always dying back then.’

‘Philippa, I really—’

‘And he lived here all by himself?’

Phil nodded. ‘And probably with some staff, rich people usually had staff. But no family, no children, and he never married again.’

‘But that’s so sad. Poor …’ Maggie couldn’t remember his name.

‘The Duc de Miradoux.’ Phil shifted her head closer to Maggie’s and dropped her voice. ’Some locals even believe he haunts this place.’

‘Philippa …’

Maggie’s eyes widened. ‘Like his ghost?’

‘Like his ghost, at night. You can hear him crying, they say. That’s why I could afford it, because it’s supposedly haunted. Cursed, some people sa—’

‘Philippa, I really don’t think this is appropriate.’

‘So that’s why I’m going to fill this place with people and bring it to life.’ Aunt Phil ignored her sister, then stood and dusted off her fingers on her long skirt. ‘Because he never could.’

Veronica reached for Maggie’s hand. ‘If you’ve quite finished telling my daughter horror stories, can we go back downstairs before someone falls through the window and there’s a new tragedy?’

Veronica complained every day that holiday: she complained about the dust, about the heat and the danger as Maggie helped Phil clear out the bedrooms. She complained about the mosquitoes and the flies and the lack of electricity and water. When Phil turned on the generator she complained about the noise. She complained every night as the three of them bedded down on old mattresses in what would later become the hotel’s dining room, and she complained about almost every meal. It was too rich, or too garlicky, or too oily, or too hot.

Maggie loved it. She loved the geckos, she loved sleeping under a sheet every night. She loved feeding Paul and Ringo (Phil’s donkeys) the apricots from the tree behind the chateau, and walking into the village every morning to collect their croissants before filling up their plastic bottles with water from the village fountain. ‘Magic water,’ Aunt Phil called it, explaining that it came from the mountains. Transfixed by the idea of a broken-hearted duke whose ghost roamed the chateau, she listened out at night for him and thought, once or twice, that she might have heard him before realizing it was the donkeys outside.

She loved the various friends her aunt had enlisted to come and help her renovate the place: not just Lars, but Edo and Celine, musicians from Paris who were in charge of replastering the walls; Emilio, a Peruvian graffiti artist who was removing each shutter and repainting them their original lavender-blue colour; plus two muscled Italian models, Gabriele and Tommaso, who were clearing the gardens and pruning the olive trees.

Maggie joined in, some days: one afternoon, she crouched over a shutter and repainted it. Or at least she repainted a small patch of it that Emilio later went over. She helped the Italians on another day, carefully removing and rescuing the worms from the clods of earth they threw behind them as they dug what would become the vegetable patch. Lars didn’t let her near the electrics.

She loved helping Aunt Phil clear the bedroom wardrobes of old keys, balls of string, empty jars and dusty clothes, long forgotten, which Phil put in a pile to wash in the village laundrette. She loved the adventure of it and the freedom of having a giant garden to explore. In Fulham they only had a small patio. For a nine year old, it was paradise.

But most of all she loved standing beside Aunt Phil every night watching her cook on a camping stove, inhaling the smells of onion, garlic or herbs, or of the sea one evening, when Phil cooked mussels they’d bought from the fish man at the market. When she grew up, she wanted to be just like Phil, cooking and living in this magical place called France, and not like her mother, who that week constantly ordered Maggie to rinse her hands, or put on more sun cream, put on shoes, or wear a stupid sun hat.

On their last night, Maggie sat on the grass outside, watching Paul and Ringo chew another bramble bush, wondering if the thorns hurt their tongues. She didn’t want to go back to London the next day, but Aunt Phil said she could come to France whenever she liked. So that was something.

She heard her mother’s voice from the kitchen and turned her head to hear better. Maggie knew she shouldn’t eavesdrop but it was almost impossible not to in a place without windows and doors.

‘You can’t possibly pull this off, Philippa. Come back and live with us. You can’t stay here, it’s completely mad.’

‘Vee, you always say that and I always manage.’

‘Not every time, no. Need I remind you of wh—’

‘No! You don’t have to remind me. I know. I’m aware of it every day. But I can manage this. I’ve got some money saved, not much, but friends are going to come and help. It’ll be a commune for a while but I’ll get there. You have to trust me, Vee, please.’

Maggie heard her mother snort.

‘Just because my life looks different to yours, it doesn’t make it the wrong life,’ her aunt persisted. ‘I
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