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  Summer Promise


  ‘ARE WE NEARLY there, Mummy?’ Nicola asked me.


  ‘I hope so. According to the map it’s not much further.’


  ‘How will you know which house it is?’


  ‘I’ll find it, darling,’ I said. ‘Don’t worry.’


  I hoped I sounded more confident than I felt. Nora had been vague about the last bit of the journey.


  ‘Of course I’ve not actually been there,’ she confessed. ‘But Fiona says it’s a super place.’


  Fiona was the owner of the house. Through Nora she’d agreed that I could rent it for two weeks in the school holidays at a price which I could just about afford.


  I had no business, I thought, to be splashing out on a holiday in France. But the last two years had been the low point of my life, at times almost more than I could bear. The divorce. Jim, whom I still missed so much, emigrating to Australia with his new wife, so that even the children were deprived of him. The move from our lovely house to a smaller one which was cheaper to run.


  And then the long cold winter. Grief, I believe, can be harder to bear in an unkind climate. Both can eat into your heart.


  It was on a bitter Saturday, the ground hard with frost, the wind sharp and cutting from the east, that I met Nora in the High Street.


  ‘It’s awful isn’t it?’ she said. ‘But thank goodness we’ve just booked our summer holidays. Spain again.’ It was obvious that she could already feel the hot sun.


  ‘Why don’t you go abroad, Linda? Take the children. You could all do with a change.’ That’s the stupid kind of thing Nora says. ‘You could rent a house or something.’ Perhaps not so stupid.


  Later she remembered Fiona, and made all the arrangements. My bank let me make out a cheque for the rent in advance, and from then on I started to dream. And plan, and save, and brush up my French. And nurture my elderly Mini.


  So here I was, driving along this narrow, twisting road in the south-west of France, Nicola and James in the back of the car. Not sure where I was, and any minute now it would be dark. But I’d find the house, and then our holiday would really begin. Two glorious weeks. Sun, warmth, freedom. Country air, good food.


  My daughter looked in need of a holiday. She’s a seven-year-old edition of me. Fair hair, pale skin, slender or downright skinny according to how you look at it. It can all add up too quickly to an air of fatigue. James is dark and sturdier, and at four years old absurdly like his father, so that sometimes it hurts just to look at him.


  ‘Why don’t you be like James and have a sleep?’ I said.


  ‘I don’t want to,’ Nicola answered. ‘I want to be awake when we get to the house.’


  I pulled into the side of the road and looked at Nora’s scribbled instructions. It seemed that if I took the left turn after the bridge, followed the road by the river and then turned right up the hill, I couldn’t miss it.


  On the river road the overhanging trees completed the darkness. I put my headlights on full and braked to avoid a fox caught in the strong beam. Turning away from the river the country opened up, and at the top of the hill I could see a house silhouetted against the sky.


  ‘This should be it,’ I said. My heart beat faster with excitement.


  And then a light came on in one of the downstairs windows, so I thought it couldn’t be the house I was looking for. Even so, I’d stop and ask for directions. I hoped I’d be able to understand them.


  We reached the house. ‘Wait in the car,’ I said to Nicola.


  There was no bell or knocker. I rapped hard with my knuckles on the heavy door. All the windows on this side of the house were shuttered. The one from which I had seen the light was round the other side.


  Eventually the door was opened by a man. He was tall, dark-haired, and I judged him to be in his late twenties. He waited for me to speak.


  ‘Excusez-moi,’ I said. ‘Je cherche Les Champignons, s’il vous plaît.’


  He didn’t answer immediately, which I put down to my faulty French.


  ‘Excusez-moi …’


  ‘Don’t bother,’ he said. ‘I’m. English.’


  ‘Thank heaven! I think we’re lost. I’m looking for a house called Les Champignons.’


  ‘This is Les Champignons,’ he said. ‘What do you want?’ He sounded surprised.


  ‘Oh, marvellous! We’re staying here for the next two weeks. I’ve rented it from the owner.’ He was probably the local agent, I thought, come to see that everything was in order.


  ‘I’ll get the children in first,’ I said. ‘If you could give me a hand with the suitcases I’d be grateful.’


  ‘Children?’


  ‘In the car.’


  ‘You say you’ve rented this house from the owner?’ He sounded as though he didn’t believe me.


  ‘Yes. Actually I have a key. I hadn’t expected to find you here, but I’m glad you are. Perhaps before you leave you’ll show me where things are kept.’


  He continued to block the doorway and I began to feel impatient. It had been a long drive and we were tired. Food was our first need, and as quickly as possible after that, bed.


  James and Nicola got out of the car and came and stood beside me on the doorstep.


  ‘May we come in, please?’ I asked.


  He looked at the three of us.


  ‘You can come in for a minute,’ he said slowly. ‘But you can’t stay here. I’m the owner and I’m living here.’


  I stared at him, not believing what I heard.


  ‘You can’t be. I’ve got the key. I’ve got my receipt for the rent!’


  ‘I assure you I am. And as you see, I’m living here.’


  ‘If you’re a squatter,’ I said, ‘it’s no go. I shall call the police.’


  James started to cry. Nicola clung to my hand.


  ‘Mummy, I want to go home,’ she said. ‘I don’t like it here.’


  ‘I am not a squatter,’ the man said. ‘I am the owner and I’m living here with my son. Since you’re here you’d better come in and we’ll sort this thing out.’


  We followed him through the porch into a large living-room. There were comfortable easy chairs and a large sofa. Two or three lamps threw pools of light on to the pale stone walls. It was everything I’d hoped for. A small boy, about Nicola’s age, sat at a family-sized table doing a jigsaw puzzle.


  ‘Please sit down,’ the man said. ‘Mike, fetch some lemonade and some biscuits for these children.’


  ‘Now,’ he went on, turning to me. ‘I’m Graham Harker. I assure you that I own this house, and I’m here with my son for the summer. What about you?’


  ‘Then I can only think,’ I answered, ‘that I’ve come to the wrong house. There must be another house of the same name.’


  ‘There isn’t,’ he said. ‘Not around here. There are very few houses and I know them all.’


  It occurred to me as I was speaking that I had no proof that he was who he said he was. But I had proof of my rights. I fished in my handbag and brought out the key, and the scrap of paper which was all Nora’s friend Fiona had sent me in the way of a receipt.


  ‘Here’s the key,’ I said. ‘I’m Linda Preston and here’s my receipt for the rent. If my key fits, then I’d like some proof of your identity. I’m sure you understand.’


  He looked at me in astonishment, and then burst into a loud laugh. He was really amused.


  ‘It’s not funny!’


  ‘Forgive me! But from my point of view … A complete stranger arrives after dark, comes into my house and asks me for proof of my identity!’


  He leaned across and took the key, a large, heavy affair. ‘That’s the key all right,’ he agreed. He held out his hand for the receipt. As he studied it I watched his face flush. When he looked at me his eyes were hard, angry. I felt a little afraid.


  ‘Fiona!’ he said. ‘I might have known. What the hell does she think she’s up to now?’ There was a world of bitterness in his voice; more than my affair merited.


  The boy came back into the room with the


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  


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
Leave it to Mavis/Night Flight/Wedding Shoes 9781448125487

A Time to Remember/Model of Beauty/View from Beacon Hill 9781448125500

A Matter of Time/A New Beginning 9781448125517

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