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Note from the Author 







There are several villages called Villiers in France, but my village is not one of them. I have changed names, places and details throughout the book in order to protect the innocent (and the not so innocent). I have also taken some liberties with the timing of events in order to make for a better narrative.
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Chapter 1





May







I ROLL OFF the ferry to a moody spring morning in Le Havre. The sky is as many shades of grey as the Dior boutique in Paris (fifty-seven according to a recent press release) but a pale lemon sun is rising on the horizon. I'm back in the land of the illicit love affair and the fosse septique after a two-night trip to London for a work assignment.


On paper it was an opportunity I couldn't refuse: the chance to interview world-famous fashion designer Rick Dorff about his new perfume. In reality, I drove over 500 kilometres and spent a total of fourteen hours on a ferry for precisely thirty minutes of the iconic designer's time. Gallingly, he wasted five of those precious minutes discussing the highly camp decor of his hotel suite; another fifteen minutes on pedestrian observations on the fragrance market and ten minutes rattling off minutiae about his new scent, Of The Night – all of which I had just read in the glossy dossier of marketing material I was handed before the interview. And just when it got interesting – he revealed that his favourite smell was cigarettes and Scotch on someone's breath – the American PR girl cleared her throat ostentatiously and called time on our meeting, declaring that Mr Dorff had to leave for his in-store appearance (despite the fact he wasn't scheduled to appear at the department store in question for at least five hours).  


Later, as I watched the darkly handsome designer – also known as 'Mr Raunch' because of his provocative ad campaigns – signing scent bottles and smoothly greeting his public, I chatted to the store's creative director, who had spent eight months preparing for today's thirty-minute appearance. (The designer's life is obviously parcelled out in half-hour slots.) I shuddered as she recounted the instructions dispensed by 'Mr Dorff's people' in New York. They included a constant supply of sushi and San Pellegrino mineral water served at room temperature – so far so predictable – as well as purple carpet for the public to queue upon and flattering amber lighting overhead. It was a sobering reminder of my former life as a fashion editor, in a surreal world where a football squad of people would deliberate over the size of the teaspoons to be used at a designer launch. I know, I know, that the devil is in the detail and that there is a lot to be said for being a perfectionist, but no one ever went to their deathbed wishing they'd used a different sized teaspoon. In rural France, people worry about more basic things such as: 'Will I make it to the supermarket/DIY store/post office before it closes for two hours in the middle of the day?'; 'Will my roof hold up in the next vigorous Poitevin downpour?' and 'Should I open a bottle of red or white with dinner?'


Still, it was a coup to have landed an exclusive interview with Dorff and the trip also gave me a much needed shopping fix, culminating in a forty-five-minute trolley dash around Sainsbury's in Portsmouth. As I accelerate past a Portuguese truck it gives me a warm glow to think of my car boot packed with cans of chopped organic tomatoes (very difficult to find in France and very expensive when you do), BRITA water filters (ditto), washing powder (also surprisingly expensive thanks to the dire exchange rate), as well as organic watercress, halloumi cheese, M&S chocolate ginger biscuits and several cans of Dulux undercoat. 


Thankfully the paint is not for me but for Sarah Merryweather. My life in France no longer revolves around close encounters with toxic chemicals or waiting patiently for artisans. The house is finished – or as finished as it's ever going to be while I'm living there. There is a huge attic still waiting to be converted and a long list of minor jobs to complete, but they can wait for the next owner. Maison Coquelicot, or 'house of the wild poppy', is fully plumbed, tiled and floored and warm as the hug of a pashmina. 


I'm delighted to be back. Driving towards the buttermilk sun, I think back to the moment when I arrived here in darkness (literally and metaphorically) over two years ago, accompanied only by a car full of designer clothes and the baggage of a painful break-up and wondering if I had made a terrible mistake. Back then, I had no family or friends waiting for me, just a dilapidated village house and a year of hard labour, mostly spent up a ladder with a paintbrush.


Now, I have friends, lots of them – some of whom I love enough to consider family – and I have plans. With typical bad timing, I arrived here two years ago on the cusp of winter but I'm returning from my latest trip on the doorstep of spring. It feels like everything is before me. Or that could just be the euphoria I always feel when driving off the overnight ferry, having spent a torturous night in the 'club' lounge – all cabins were booked – surrounded by people snoring so loudly that I'm sure it constituted a breach of health and safety. 


Feeling energised by the early morning sun, I speed along the dual carriageway that leads out of Le Havre, past the Novotel and towards the autoroutes. There's just one small problem: I'm not exactly sure which motorway I should be on. There is a roundabout ahead of me and I circle it half a dozen times before taking a wild guess. Unfortunately, I choose the wrong one and rather than driving due south to Poitiers, I take a detour to St Malo, adding about an hour and over 100 kilometres to my journey. 


As I fly along the grey autoroute, the sun bleaches out the surrounding countryside, making it look like an overexposed photograph, and I am momentarily blinded by a mass of diffused lemon light. But I'm always happy to be making the trip from the ferry port to Villiers. For large stretches, north of Tours, you have the autoroute entirely to yourself – no suicidal drivers suddenly appearing out of nowhere in your rear windscreen with a hand-held mobile clamped to their ear, tailgating you at 120 kilometres per hour; no truck drivers flashing their lights and leering down at your thighs as you overtake them. It's (almost) worth the €80 in tolls that the round trip costs, just for that.


There is so much to look forward to in the months ahead: lengthening evenings, bike rides through fields of sunflowers or wild meadows of bluebells and poppies (just like the 1970s Flake ad), and several months of fêtes, vide-greniers (car boot sales) and barbecues in friends' gardens. And I cannot wait to get back to see if Andy Lawton has called.


It is several weeks since the former member of Her Majesty's Armed Forces – who had just arrived in France to renovate a barn – stopped to provide roadside assistance when my car broke down on a quiet country road. The least I could do was give him my telephone number when he asked for it, before he (literally) drove off into the sunset. He hasn't called yet but I live in hope. And I know how things are when you first move to France; he is probably camping out in a hay bale, making use of his army survival skills while he waits for France Telecom to come and connect his phone line. 


I am so hoping that he will call. For a start, we are pretty much neighbours. In the French countryside, distances shrink like cashmere in a hot wash, so that if you live 20 kilometres away from someone, it feels like you are close enough to pop round and borrow a cup of sugar or (more likely) an onion after the 7.00 p.m. watershed, when everything is closed for miles around. Secondly, I could give him the benefit of my superior knowledge regarding, amongst other things, woodburner placement and which roofer is most likely to turn up and do the job before you are shipped off to a retirement home. 


Even if Andy Lawton doesn't call – it's possible he has lost my number in the hay bales, cement mixers and roof tiles – there is every chance I will bump into him at an expat event in the coming months. It probably won't be at the bird-watching group or Le Club Floral de Bléssy, where Vanessa Carter, 'a very gifted floral demonstrator', is soon to 'transform flowers and foliage into something truly exciting and exquisitely stunning', according to the latest newsletter from the Le Club de L'Entente Cordiale, or 'Club of the Cordial Understanding'. This expat-run association is designed to encourage interaction between expats and local French people (although why the locals would want to interact with us when they've probably got enough friends already is a mystery).


It is possible, given his military background, that Andy Lawton might sign up for 'The Line of Demarcation', a forthcoming bus tour that someone called Bob Beale is organising. 'Bob has it in mind to hire a coach and someone really knowledgeable to lead us round the line that marked the border between occupied and free France during the 1939– 1945 war,' said the Entente Cordiale newsletter. 'Prepare to be surprised and amazed! It will be fascinating!' But even the possibility of climbing on board a coach with Andy Lawton is not quite enough to make it fascinating to me. 


It's more likely that I'll bump into him at someone's barbecue. Or he might join the Entente Cordiale's 'Wining and Dining Club', in which case we could get to know each other better over a stuffed cabbage leaf – a Poitevin delicacy – or a brick of farmed salmon, pulled from the deep freeze and served up in an artery-clogging butter sauce. (I feel disloyal for saying so, but excellent goats' cheeses aside, my region is a little lacking on the gastronomy front and in many restaurants the food is borderline inedible.) 


Although I only met Andy Lawton for ten minutes, and for most of that he was lying under my car, I have pinned a lot of hope on that one chance meeting. For, despite all the reasons I have to feel cheerful, there is still one thing very much missing from my life in France. In the two years that I've lived here, I've gone back and forth between Villiers and London dozens of times for work by plane, train and tatty Golf. And, particularly as I struggle off the Eurostar or the TGV, laden with M&S organic vegetables, I long to have someone to rush back to. Thankfully, I am no longer pining for Eric, my former French boyfriend and the man that I imagined I would marry. But despite a few promising encounters over the past two years, no one has arrived to take Eric's place. As I drive towards Villiers – having found the right autoroute – I think how much better my life in France could be, if only someone was waiting for me. There is, however, a very big surprise waiting for me when I arrive back at Maison Coquelicot late on Saturday afternoon – a posse of dark-haired men hanging around outside the house next door. The small, narrow house – previously rented by a quiet, elderly man – has been unoccupied for many months but, in the few days that I have been away, it seems to have been taken over by a Hispanic football team. They are obviously having a house-warming party: the loud music emanating from an upstairs window can be heard as far away as the village square. They are smoking and laughing, drinking beer and looking very cheerful in the weak spring sunshine – all dark tans, taut muscles and deep masculine laughter. They are speaking, or rather shouting, in a language that is not French but possibly Spanish or Portuguese and they watch with interest as I get out of my car and open up the shutters of Maison Coquelicot. 


A couple of them say 'Bonjour' and nod politely in my direction. 


I say 'Bonjour' back, despite being very perturbed by the noise. I came to France for peace and quiet, not a street party. Goodness knows what my elderly French neighbours make of it. Rue St Benoit has probably never experienced anything like this – although no one seems to be complaining. Feeling self-conscious with so many pairs of eyes watching, I ferry the canned tomatoes, baked beans and other British delicacies into the house. How many of them, I wonder, have moved in next door? The house is small, with just two bedrooms and no outside space, which is probably why they have taken over the street outside.


I close the front door and unpack my bags, floorboards reverberating to the sound of Bruce Springsteen's 'Born to Run', and I try not to panic about this new development. The party going on outside my front door is probably a one-off. Why shouldn't my new neighbours have their friends around to celebrate the fact that they have just moved in? 


The phone rings – I only just hear it above the music – and it's my friend Mathilde to ask if I'm going to the night market in Villiers next week. 


'What's that noise? Are you having a party?' she asks. 


'Not exactly,' I say. 'I've got new neighbours.'


'Well, it sounds like they're having a party in your house,' she says.


In a way, they sort of are. I remember reading in my purchase documents that the two houses used to be one many decades ago, before a family dispute led to the house being spliced down the middle. This means that my bathroom effectively juts into the house next door and, as I am now discovering, we are separated by the thinnest plasterboard partition and no sound insulation. The loud, macho voices and music sound like they are coming from inside my house.


I was looking forward to a quiet evening, chatting to friends on the phone and catching up with emails. Instead, I shove some airline earplugs into my ears and hope the party will end soon. But it doesn't. It continues until the early hours of the morning. I don't complain. Live and let live, I tell myself. After all, it's not like my new neighbours are going to be doing this every night.
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Chapter 2





Darling







ON SUNDAY MORNING, I drive over to Romagne, to drop off Sarah Merryweather's paint. I haven't seen her for a while and she has a new little black dog called Biff. He hurls himself on and off the sofa when I arrive in her charming farmhouse kitchen, and runs around in little circles of excitement. Sarah and Steve's other dog, Milou, a snowy white terrier with a black patch over one eye, is also very cute. How do they do it? They always seem to find rescue dogs with superior genes, no psychological problems and all eyes, ears and limbs intact. 


By contrast, when I went to Battersea Dogs' Home in London several years ago to find a dog to rescue, I filled in a long questionnaire about myself – likes, dislikes, favourite pastimes, colour of my hair, etc. – and was matched with a large, depressed greyhound called Alan.


'You've got to be kidding me,' I said. 'I live in a top floor flat. He's enormous.'


While I felt genuinely sorry for Alan – he'd been waiting for a new home for a long time – I'd been hoping that my canine soulmate would be a sleek viszla or something small and cute like a cocker spaniel.


'It's a myth that greyhounds need a lot of exercise and outdoor space,' said Alan's handler. 'The most important thing is human company. He'd be very happy lying at your feet or under your desk all day.' She pointed to a sign on the wall entitled 'Common Myths About Greyhounds'. But with Alan in my flat, there wouldn't actually have been any room for me, let alone a desk for him to lie under.


Eventually, we compromised on a stocky Staffordshire bull terrier called Delia. Delia had dominance issues but the Battersea rehoming section seemed to think I could handle her because I'd had an English bull terrier as a childhood pet. I went home to think about it, armed with a set of instructions designed to establish myself as the dominant female. I would, for example, have to confiscate Delia's toys from time to time, pretend to eat from her bowl to show her who was boss, and vary my routine, so that Delia wouldn't know I was going out. I got cold feet. The truth was that I hadn't felt a real visceral connection with Delia and she wasn't blessed with winning looks or a friendly demeanour. People would probably cross the road when they saw us coming and, at the end of the day, there was only room for one diva in my household – and it wasn't Delia. But had I been presented with a darling little terrier like Biff, I would have installed him under my desk faster than you can say 'Bonio', with or without dominance issues.


Biff, it transpires, came from a privately run animal shelter near Bergerac called The Phoenix Rescue. I've met several Phoenix alumni before – many of my friends' dogs seem to come from there – and they all seem to be blessed with lovely temperaments and superior canine genes.


'The name really suits him,' I say, as he nudges his wet nose against my ankles. 


'Yes, he's a cheeky little fella,' says Sarah, a former IT lecturer from Wales. Although she is in her fifties, and has three grown-up children, she could pass for a generation younger thanks to her elfin face and impish smile. In her teaching days it must have been difficult to tell her apart from her students, as she dresses in such a youthful, laid-back style – skinny-cut jeans and layered tops with Ugg boots and a hooded parka in winter; flip-flops and floaty chiffon tops in summer. Her passions in life are many and include dancing the tango, reflexology, aromatherapy, playing the flute, and dogs – her now deceased spaniel Charlie, was, I think, the great love of her life. She is also a fantastic cook, specialising in lavish roasts, old-fashioned puddings and traditional farmhouse fare. She entertains frequently and on a large scale, and her annual New Year's Day party – which is where I first met her, having tagged along with another guest – is one of the most hotly anticipated social events in the region, not least because it entails a fantastic feast of home-cooked Indian food. 


Sarah, as far as I can tell, has never been short of a man in her life – she met her current boyfriend Steve in France when he came to build her some kitchen cabinets – and by her own admission, plans to whizz into her grave at the very last moment with a bottle of Bombay Sapphire in one hand and a chocolate bar in the other, 'having thoroughly enjoyed the ride'. Our outlooks are not dissimilar. The two of us are always talking about going on a diet – she really doesn't need to – or giving up alcohol for a month, although in reality neither of us ever manages more than a week. 


'He seems very happy,' I say, nodding at Biff. 'He doesn't look like he was mistreated?'


'No, apparently he was thrown out of a van. But now that we know him, Steve and I think he probably jumped out of his own volition. He's very curious.'


'Yes, I can see that,' I say, as he stands on his hind legs and starts to rummage in my bag, which I've left on a chair. He seems to have a lot of self-esteem.


'But he did have mange,' says Sarah. 'It's possible that his former owners couldn't afford to treat it.'


'Mange?'


'It's a skin infection. He was a real mess when we got him. Bald patches and tufts of hair missing everywhere. To be honest it was embarrassing taking him out in public.' 


'Oh the poor thing,' I say, removing my shiny black Chanel wallet from between his dazzlingly white teeth. 'He's such a darling.'


He sits down in front of me, his bobbed tail twitching with excitement, and flashes me a big doggy smile. He's as black as a YSL smoking ensemble, all shaggy hair and eager expression, with eyes like jet beads and big, gorilla-like paws that seem out of proportion to the rest of his body. He's really adorable. I can't help thinking he would be the perfect size for my home: a little smaller than a cocker spaniel, but big enough to be a real dog rather than something that could be carried around in a handbag.


'If ever you need someone to look after him while you're away, I'd be happy to do it,' I find myself saying.


Biff pitches his head to one side, and fixes me with his button eyes, as if considering my offer. 


'Would you?' says Sarah. 'I might well take you up on it when Steve and I go back to the UK in July. Shall we go upstairs and start?' Sarah is giving me a free session of reflexology as a thank you for bringing the paint back from the UK. 'The dogs can stay down here.'


Milou is curled up on the sofa, but Biff has other plans. As Sarah opens the door into the main sitting room, Biff is through it in a flash of shaggy fur. He rushes up the staircase and then dashes back and forth along the corridor before following us into the room where Sarah does her reflexology. 


Sarah just smiles. 'Are you OK with him staying up here?' she asks.


'Of course,' I say, pulling off my riding boots and sitting in the big white reclining chair. Sarah sits on a stool at the end and takes one of my feet on her knee. Biff gives a small bark and leaps up onto my knees.


Sarah laughs indulgently. 'He doesn't want to be left out,' she says, as he starts to lick my toes. 'No Biff, you can't help.' 


He's so cute. I've only known this little creature for a quarter of an hour and already I feel a massive spark of affection.


'So have you seen Jon yet?' Sarah asks as she starts to work the pressure points on my toes.


'Jon who?'


'Jon Wakeman. He's back.'


'He is?' I say, sitting upright in the reclining chair. 'Since when?'


'Last week. He's left his girlfriend.'


This is surprising news. I haven't heard from Jon since January. It all looked so promising when, after Sarah's party on New Year's Day, and after many weeks of friendship and attending expat Christmas gatherings together, he declared that he was in love with me. At the time I thought it was too good to be true – and it was. He went back to the UK a week or so later to finish with his girlfriend – a relationship that had been floundering for some time – and didn't return.


'So what brings him back now?' I ask, trying to hide the fact that I am very pleased and extremely excited by this news. 


'Well, I think that's really obvious,' says Sarah. 'Steve and I bumped into him in the Intermarché last week and he was asking about you.'


'But why did he stay in the UK when he was supposed to come back to me?' 


'It's probably better if you hear it from him.' 


'I'm looking forward to that,' I say, feeling angry as I remember the phone call he made to tell me that he had decided to stay in the UK indefinitely.


'Right,' I had said. 'So no wedding in a field in November as promised. No flowers in my hair. No steak frites or lashings of pink Laurent Perrier.'


'I'm afraid not,' he replied. 'In fact, it looks like I'm going to have to sell the house in France.'


'Can you at least tell me why or what made you change your mind?' I asked.


'It's probably best if I don't,' he replied. 'I'm really, really sorry. But please don't wait for me.'


And now, four months later, he is back. 'So has he returned to sell his house?' I ask Sarah.


'No, I think he's back to stay,' she replies, as Biff puts his paws on my shoulders and starts to lick my face. 'He said he was planning to get it finished as soon as possible and open it up as a B & B. Biff, get down!' 


'It's all right. I think he likes me,' I say, kissing his button nose.


'I think he does,' says Sarah. 'And he's not the only one.'


I drive home along narrow back roads, past fields sprouting new green shoots and thinly spaced blades of grass, thinking of Jon. To be honest, I'm not sure how I feel about him coming back. I'd sort of erased him from my mind – we were, after all, only together for a matter of weeks – but I think that, deep down, I always knew that he would return. And now that he is back in the same country and a 15 kilometre drive from me, I wonder if it is possible to pick up where we left off in January? I have thought of him frequently since then, wondering what happened to keep him in the UK. I guess a lot hinges on the quality of his explanation.


As I drive into rue St Benoit, the sound of the samba played at very high volume greets me. The Portuguese neighbours are really going for it. The blue sky and early spring sunshine have brought them out of their house – all bright colours, board shorts and T-shirts. A couple of them are sitting on the curb drinking beer. I go straight into my house, ignoring their 'Bonjours' – which are starting to seem like harassment – and avoiding eye contact. Once inside, I put in my earplugs and wish to God they'd go and party in someone else's house.






I don't have to wait long for Jon to arrive. On Monday morning I'm enjoying the peace and silence – the Portuguese neighbours are at work – when the doorbell rings. I throw open the bedroom window and see him standing below. He looks sheepish and is carrying a box of Ferrero Rocher, a fact I try to ignore. (They might impress at the ambassador's reception but they are not the way to woo me.) His hair is as unruly as ever and his face looks healthy and weatherbeaten. He must have been spending a lot of time outdoors in the UK, probably with his father who is a gamekeeper.


I go downstairs to let him in. 


'I'm sorry,' he says.


'You should be.'


'Can I come in?'


'I suppose so,' I say, feigning reluctance, when in fact I am delighted to see him and cannot wait to hear what he has to say. I invite him into le petit salon – the small, book-lined room always looks full to capacity, even with just one guest sitting on the worn leather sofa – and gesture for him to sit down.


'So what brings you here after four months of no news?' I ask.


'I had to see you,' he says. 'I've thought about you non-stop since January. I wanted to see you so badly.'


'But not so badly to come back? Or even phone?'


'I've come to explain,' he says, looking suitably penitent.


'I'm all ears.'


'Jenny was ill,' he says. 'I went back to tell her it was over and before I could say a word, she told me she might have to go into hospital because of a problem with her heart.' 


'Oh my God!'


'It's a hereditary thing that's been in her family for generations. She had to have loads of tests. I just couldn't leave her.'


'Is she OK now?' I ask, feeling immediately mollified. As excuses go, this is pretty good. It doesn't explain why he cut off all contact with me, but it takes the edge off my anger. And I'm actually pleased that he did the decent thing in the circumstances and stayed with Jenny. 


'Yeah, she's in the clear but for a few months she was really worried.' 


'But why couldn't you tell me that over the phone?'


'I dunno. I thought you'd be really cross and upset. And I didn't know how things would turn out or how long I'd have to stay with her.' Hmm. I'm not entirely convinced by this – he could have given me at least an inkling of what was going on – but the male mind works in strange ways.


'So you waited for her to get better and then dumped her?' I say.


'We came to a joint agreement to end it but remain friends,' he says. 'Anyway, I want to live in France and she doesn't, so that made things easier.'


He shifts in his seat, still clutching the box of Ferrero Rocher. 


'So have you found someone else?' he asks.


I shake my head. 'No. But you can't just waltz back into my life and pick up where you left off.'


His face breaks into a broad smile. 'My darling minx, you've no idea how happy that makes me. I've had so many sleepless nights wondering if you'd met someone else.'


I soften at the word 'minx', his nickname for me. But I am determined to make him suffer a bit. He deserves it for building up my hopes and then dashing them so suddenly, leaving me for four months to wonder what I'd said or done to make him change his mind.


'So what else have you been up to in the UK?' I ask. 


'I managed to get quite a bit of work, which means I won't have to go back for a while.' (Jon is an IT consultant and, like me, self-employed.)


'So how long are you back for exactly?' 


'Indefinitely. The plan is to finish the work on my house and get the B & B up and running as quickly as possible.' He pauses for a moment. 'I've missed you so badly,' he says, getting up from the sofa and coming towards me. 'I'll make it up to you, I promise.'


'Look,' I say. 'I really can't talk now. I've got to get on and write a piece on anti-ageing serums.'


'Well, can we go for a cycle ride one night this week?' he asks. He knows that I will never say no to an early evening bike ride through the French countryside.


'Maybe,' I say. 'I'll have to think about it. This is all very sudden.' 


'You don't know how happy that makes me, just to hear 


you'll consider it,' he says, throwing his arms around me. 'What about tomorrow night?'


'Maybe later in the week,' I say, leading him to the front door. I watch him drive off and go back to the anti-ageing serums, very pleased that he is back.






'So what do you think about it?' asks Mathilde. 'I think it is good for you that he is back, non? He seems like a very nice, very kind person.'


This is what I was hoping she would say, when I told her that Jon had returned. We are sitting, along with Sebastian, her other half, and Albert, her young son, at a long trestle table covered by a white paper tablecloth – one of many set up in long lines in the middle of the covered market in Villiers. The evening air is laced with the aroma of frying onions and barbecue smoke, and all around us people are tucking into sausage baguettes or steak frites on paper plates. 


'So why is he not here this evening?' asks Mathilde.


'Well, I think it's best to take things slowly,' I say. 'Given what happened. I said I'd go out cycling with him one evening this week.'


'Bonne idée,' says Mathilde. 'It is good to make him work a little. This is the French way. You must not give in immediately.' 


Over the crackly PA system, Cyril, the master of ceremonies who's always shipped in from a nearby village for these events, exhorts us 'not to hesitate' to buy the merchandise of the local producers who have set up stands around the square. Punctuated by painful static, he roams around in his leather cowboy hat with his microphone, maintaining an enthusiastic running commentary on the 'delicious cheeses', the 'artisanal breads of very high quality' and the 'saucisson exceptionnel' which are all available in the night market. 


The procedure, as with most of these outdoor events, is that you buy your food from one of the market stalls – there are also local producers selling steak, sausages and pork – and then take it to be cooked at the enormous barbecue, where several local men, including Gérard, the owner of the wine shop, have selflessly offered their services. Red faced in the heat and haze of the barbecue, one or two of them look like they have themselves been cooked 'à point', or medium-rare.


I spot Delphine, the newly elected mayor of a nearby village, coming towards our table. A passionate Anglophile, she is a very loyal customer of the Liberty Bookshop – the British-run bookshop and Internet cafe on the square, which is where we met. In addition to her new mayoral duties, looking after a small commune of 300 inhabitants, Delphine teaches English at an agricultural college in Clussay, some 30 kilometres away. As always, she is wearing high heels and scarlet lipstick. Several of the older ladies in her village, she says, only voted her in as mayor because she always wears red lipstick, even in the morning. Her other signature accessory is a brightly coloured necklace – she has dozens of them, one to match every outfit – dangling in her voluptuous cleavage. Delphine is forty seven but with that cleavage (always with a glimpse of satin bra-strap showing), the luxuriant raven hair (always slightly tousled) and her jolly personality, she has many male admirers. Unfortunately, her husband is not one of them; he is currently suing for divorce, claiming that she neglected him during the mayoral campaign. 


'Bonjour, tout le monde! Ça va?' she says, kissing each person at our table in turn. 'May I join you?' She sits down next to me in a gentle puff of J'adore by Christian Dior, her signature summer fragrance (in winter she always wears Chanel No. 5). As Sebastian pours her a glass of wine, there is a sudden burst of ear-splitting feedback from the antiquated PA system and Cyril announces that the evening's entertainment is about to begin.


A procession of men and women in cowboy hats, black jeans and black-and-red Western shirts, with red bandannas tied jauntily around their necks, file confidently into the space in front of the mairie, positioning themselves in perfect straight lines. 


'Mesdames, mesdemoiselles, messieurs,' shouts Cyril. 'Voici les Adnaks!'


'Adnaks?' I ask Delphine, mystified as this is not a word I've encountered before.


'It's the name of the dance group,' she explains. 'They have come from Brettes, about sixty kilometres away and are very famous in the region for la danse country.'


'Country dancing?'


'I think in English you would say dancing in a line,' she says.


'Oh, you mean line dancing.'


I have never encountered line dancing before and I'm not exactly sure what it is. Obviously I've heard of it and I also know that it is not very cool and mostly practised by old people. Its perceived image is of depressed pensioners with hunched shoulders shuffling around a church hall in shapeless jumpers and slacks. But here in France, if the Adnaks are anything to go by, it's tight jeans, cleavage and lipstick (not the men obviously) – an altogether more dynamic and youthful pastime than its counterpart across the channel. These people – several of the women especially – are in their thirties and forties and rather glamorous. As Shania Twain crackles over the loudspeakers, I watch as the Adnaks, heads up, shoulders back, fixed grins on their faces, perform a complex sequence of heel struts, hip sways, kicks, spins, shuffles and little hops. It's hypnotic. How on earth do they remember all that? I'm mesmerised. And it seems I'm not the only one. Everyone claps furiously as they come to the end of the first dance (with the exception of Sebastian, who looks nonplussed). The Adnaks toss their cowboy hats into the air and then resume their lines for the next dance – a raunchy little routine involving hip bumps and grinds – to 'All Shook Up' by Elvis Presley. 


'Eh, they're bloody good, aren't they?' says Jocelyn, one half of a lovely couple from Yorkshire, poking me in the ribs from the table behind. She and her partner Jill live in a little hamlet twenty minutes away from Villiers and are affectionately known as 'the railway girls' as they met over thirty years ago working as signalwomen. 'I wouldn't mind 'aving a go at that myself,' she says. 


'Me too,' I'm horrified to hear myself saying. I know I should be sneering at this kind of activity, or at best saving it for my retirement years. My friends in London would be appalled that I'm even watching it, let alone thinking of participating, but I am inexplicably drawn to it. I love the small but fast steps, the nonchalant way that the men tuck their hands into their belt loops and the hilariously camp music. I want to know all those steps, stand in a line wearing cowboy boots and kick my heels in perfect unison with thirty other people. 


'Well,' says Delphine, after they have been dancing for about half an hour, 'it looks like we are all going to be invited to have a little try.' 


Normally I loathe audience participation of any kind, but as the Adnaks move among the trestle tables, picking dance partners out of the audience, I have to refrain from waving my hand in the air and crying, 'Me, me, me!' I secretly hope that I will be chosen. In fact, the Adnaks seem to zero in on our table and we are all picked – me, Mathilde, Delphine and little Albert. 


My dance partner is in his forties, tall, with his spine ramrod straight. I had picked him out as one of the best dancers. We all line up. In front of me there is Mathilde, who is very petite, partnered with an Adnak twice her size; Delphine, behind me, with a man whose cowboy hat barely reaches her cleavage. We are talked through the steps – some shuffles, some twirls, some hops and some kicks – which we practise in slow motion without music. Then the music cranks up (a song I recognise, called 'Cotton-Eyed Joe') and we are off at a fast pace, each couple dancing a curious pas de deux around the outside of the mairie. 


Embarrassingly, I find that I am absolutely no good at la danse country. I have two very uncoordinated feet and I've forgotten the short sequence of steps. As I mix them up and twirl and kick at the wrong moment, I sense that my dance partner is very disappointed. Mathilde, in front of me, gets the hang of it immediately, as does Jocelyn, strutting and hopping along with a glamorous blonde Adnak woman, and even little Albert. As we go once more round the mairie, I am hot, bothered and doing different steps to everyone else. Just as I am thinking that the song seems to be going on forever, I somehow manage to shuffle forward when I should be going backwards. I crash into Mathilde and her dance partner, causing a pile-up. Fortunately, it is only me that ends up on the floor. As my cowboy partner graciously helps me up, I look over to the bar area and see – oh, the horror – none other than Andy Lawton. He is standing with a group of male friends, beer in hand, smirking in my direction.


Dragged back on to my feet by my dance partner, I skip pink-faced several more times around the mairie, and when the dance is finally over, I hurry back to my table, feeling mortified. The obvious thing to do is to stroll over casually and ask him how the renovation is going, has he got hot water yet, electricity? Instead, I avoid looking in his direction for the rest of the evening. 


'Is everything OK, Ka-renne?' asks Delphine at one point (pronouncing my name the way that all French people do, which I much prefer to the English version.) 'You look a little… stressed.'


I explain about Andy Lawton and the fact that he is standing at the bar.


'Which one is he?'


'The one with longish blonde hair.'


'Oh yes, he is very 'andsome,' she says, taking a discreet look over at the bar. 'Are you sure you don't want to go over and talk to him?' 


I shake my head. 'I'm too embarrassed.'


'Yes, maybe you are right,' she says. 'If he has seen you, he can always come over and talk to you.' 


'Oh, he definitely saw me.' 


But unfortunately, he doesn't come over to talk to me.
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Chapter 3





Neighbours 







THE SOUNDS OF a spring evening in rural France: birds singing, pigeons cooing… and the heavy metal classic 'All Night Long', by Rainbow, being pumped out of the house next door. The Portuguese neighbours have shattered the peace of my rural idyll. At weekends they turn the narrow cobbled street outside our respective houses into a party space, sitting on the pavement or leaning against the wall outside or the house opposite, drinking beer, smoking, laughing, sometimes looking moody, but mostly having a good time, usually to a soundtrack of loud rock music. I'm still not sure how many of them are living next door (possibly just three) but on Sundays particularly there is usually a crowd of single, dark-haired men in their thirties hanging around outside.


I don't know what that they do for a living, but during the week they seem to work very long hours, leaving at 5.00 a.m. and often returning after midnight, before getting up again a few hours later. Even when they are getting ready for work, they sound like a carnival – shouting, laughing, banging around and generally making the sort of noise that, in London, would result in a noise abatement order or possibly an ASBO. Each morning a big white van, with the company name 'Supodal' written on it, draws up outside. The driver keeps the engine running while a colleague jumps out and bangs loudly on the door. Then, accompanied by much shouting and door slamming, they all pile into the van and roar away, leaving me and my elderly French neighbours to breathe a collective sigh of relief and go back to sleep. At weekends, however, there is little respite. There is nowhere for a bunch of single thirtysomething men to go apart from the bar on the corner of the square, which closes at 7.00 p.m. every night and at midday on Sunday, so they stay at home and party there instead. 


It's especially bad news for me as I do a lot of my work at weekends, particularly on Sundays when everywhere is closed and there aren't many other diversions. Unfortunately, that's when my neighbours seem to have the most energy to spare. In London I would probably just go to a cafe with my laptop and work but, in rural France, nothing is open on a Sunday afternoon. I am trapped. Peter Mayle might have had to put up with wily French farmers, but I'd take them over my exuberant Portuguese neighbours any day. How ironic that I came to France for a quiet life only to find myself in the middle of a non-stop party.


On the third consecutive Sunday of loud rock music, I hear shouting in the street outside. I go to the bedroom window and see Monsieur Moreau, a genial chap in a flat cap who lives several streets away, shaking his fist at them angrily. Surveying the scene from above, I am surprised to see that they are polite to him. They appear to apologise and respond by turning the music down. Hallelujah! But, after a boisterous lunch of burgers barbecued in the street outside, the volume slowly creeps up again. Their voices, meanwhile, are louder than ever – laughing, shouting and sometimes, it seems, arguing. A couple of times I have been worried by the raised voices and table banging, fearing that a fight was about to break out. But this, I have realised, is just how they emphasise a point. I don't think they are even aware of how much noise they are making.


'Christ,' says Jon when he arrives, as arranged, late on Sunday afternoon to go for a bike ride – the first step in his rehabilitation – a process that's had to be delayed by a couple of weeks as he had to make an unexpected work trip back to the UK. 'What's going on next door?


'I've got new neighbours.' 


'I can see that. Has no one complained about the noise?'


'Yes. Someone did earlier today. But it doesn't make any difference.'


'There were loads of them watching as I rang the doorbell,' says Jon. 


'Yeah, they're always there,' I say. 'But I guess there isn't a lot else going on.' 


We get the bikes out of the garage – I have a spare bike for guests – under the scrutiny of half a dozen brooding macho men. I try to avoid eye contact as I'm miffed at the noise they are making but, as always, my neighbours nod politely and say 'Bonjour'.


We cycle up to the square under their watchful gaze, with me praying that I don't do anything embarrassing like fall off my bike. Within five minutes we are cycling through calm, flower-sprinkled countryside. Pale yellow butterflies flirt with the bluebells in the grass verges; the only sounds are of sheep grazing, insects buzzing, and occasionally, leaves rustling as a bird or rabbit hops about in the hedgerow. It's a wonderful antidote to the disco on my doorstep at home. 


Jon is good company. We seem to have reverted to the easy friendship that we had in the run-up to Christmas. 


'So what do you think you'll do about the neighbours?' he asks, as we sit on a grassy bank, appliquéd with bluebells and daisies, overlooking a river.


'There doesn't seem like there's a lot I can do.' I shrug.


'They probably don't realise that they are living next door to a minx,' says Jon, with a wink. 'And that when provoked, a minx can be very dangerous.' 


When we return an hour later, the noisy neighbours are still there. They nod and say 'Bonjour' again and fall momentarily silent as they watch us put the bikes back into the garage. One of them – the most macho and muscular of all – is firing up the barbecue, a pair of tongs in one large brown hand, a cigarette in the other. He scowls and inclines his head in my direction and then his dark eyes flash Jon a contemptuous look. 


'The one doing the barbecue looks like he might once have been a boxer,' says Jon, once we are back inside the house.


'How can you tell?' 


'I just can. In fact they all look a bit rough. Isn't it a bit intimidating, having to walk past them every time you come out of the front door?'


'It's the noise they make that bothers me more,' I say. 'Listen, let's just leave now and spend the rest of the evening at yours.' I wasn't planning to let Jon back into my good books so quickly, but I honestly don't think I can stand another evening of my neighbours. Plus, Jon did have a passable excuse for his disappearance; he has grovelled extensively, calling me every night for the past week to ask me if he can come over; and he has been making an effort – this evening he arrived with another box of chocolates. (All these chocolates could be a clever ploy to make me pile on the pounds so that I don't attract anyone else ever but, fortunately, I'm not keen on either Ferrero Rocher or After Eights.)


'Back to mine? Seriously?' says Jon.


'Yes, but I'm not staying the night. You'll need to drop me back later,' I say.


We leave the house and get into his car. As Jon revs the engine unnecessarily and accelerates away from the street, I look in the wing mirror and see my neighbours watching.






On Monday morning I walk up to the boulangerie on the square, only to find that the hessian curtains are drawn. René Matout, the baker, has put a board outside, saying 'Closed Due To Exceptional Circumstances'. I wonder if he too has been bothered by the noise over the weekend. Walking back down rue St Benoit, I spot Monsieur Moreau coming towards me. He raises his cap and, after enquiring about my health as he always does, points towards my neighbours' house. 'You should go to the mairie and complain,' he says. 


'Maybe they won't stay long,' I say.


'They will,' he replies, looking grave. 'I checked with the owner of the house. They are builders. They work for a company called Supodal and they're in the process of building a very big building in the industrial park outside St Maurice. They are planning on staying for a very long time. The owner of the enterprise is married to the blonde woman who owns the new shoe shop on the square.'


He has done his homework.


'That's not good news,' I say. 


Monsieur Moreau shakes his head gravely. 'It's very bad news for you especially,' he says. 'The owner of the company has taken out a two-year lease on the house.' 


'Do you know how many of them are living there?' I ask.


'Three,' says Monsieur Moreau. 'But they have a lot of friends. You should go to the mairie and register a complaint about the noise immediately. It is for you to do it as you are the nearest neighbour.' 


I get the message, but I don't go as I don't want to be seen as causing trouble in my village. I'm a relative newcomer myself and so it seems wrong to be complaining about others. I'm hoping that one of my French neighbours will do it instead. Anyway, a week of blissful silence ensues, during which the builders don't return home at all for several nights. But early on Saturday morning I am jolted awake by salsa music and macho laughter. This is getting too much. I drag myself out of bed, throw on my clothes and go to the Café du Commerce on the square in order to escape the commotion. I sit outside in the sunshine for an hour, wondering what to do about the problem and dreading going home. Just as I get up to leave, my three Portuguese neighbours arrive. It's hard to ignore their presence. Dressed in jeans and bright T-shirts they are like a mobile party – laughing, smoking and making lots of noise as usual. They fill the cafe with their larger-than-life presence. Annoyingly, several of the old men drinking thimble-sized glasses of rosé greet them warmly, while the one who looks, according to Jon, like a boxer – he has luxuriant black hair and a big nose – eyes me up and down and says 'Bonjour'. I don't respond. I dislike him more than the others as he has the loudest laugh and seems to be responsible for most of the noise. He is the one with the biggest presence – his personality alone could fill an aircraft hangar – and he wears the brightest colours (on this occasion, an orange T-shirt layered over a violet one with long sleeves). He also seems to be the leader of the pack, the alpha male of his group, and for that reason, along with his abundant hair, I have nicknamed him 'The Lion'. 


His sidekick, who also appears to be in his mid thirties, is marginally more sympathetic. Quieter and more contemplative, he reminds me of a youthful, better-looking version of the actor Nicholas Cage, though that's not anywhere near enough to redeem him in my eyes. The third of their number is barely out of his teens, has blondish hair and looks like a stocky version of Brad Pitt.


Back home I manage 400 words of a feature on the return of the chain handbag in the hour of silence that ensues. Then, just before lunch, I hear them coming down rue St Benoit en masse, having obviously joined forces with other friends in the cafe. Even before they reach their front door it's obvious that the party has started. It continues all day. They have even acquired some children, a small boy and girl, who I later discover belong to their boss – a handsome, well-dressed man in his thirties who wears snakeskin boots. The children are also very noisy as they play hopscotch and then throw a ball around outside my window. It's all very stressful.






That evening, Jon picks me up to go over to dinner with Mathilde and Sebastian and, when he drops me back early on Sunday afternoon – he didn't have to try too hard to persuade me to stay the night, given the circumstances at home – the party is still going on next door. I go up to my bedroom, stuff the airline earplugs in my ears and stare at my computer screen for well over an hour but it's no good. I can't concentrate. I throw open the windows and shout in French, 'Be quiet and think of your neighbours!' My French always lets me down when I'm angry, but they seem to get the message. The handsome, quieter one, who is leaning against the wall of the house opposite, nods and goes into the house to turn the music down. But five minutes later a loud argument ensues between him and another housemate and the music starts up again, louder than ever. There doesn't seem to be much point in reasoning with them. Driven mad by several weekends of noise, I finally snap, storming down the stairs and out of the house, slamming the front door behind me. 'You're making too much noise. I'm going to the police!' I shout at them. 

They seem to find this amusing. The neighbour whom I really dislike – the macho one whom I have nicknamed The Lion – is grinning as I march with purpose towards the gendarmerie. It's a white bunker-like building on the outskirts of the village, but (surprise!) it is closed. I walk back to my house shaking with adrenaline and anger, only to find that the music has stopped. My threat seems to have worked. All is suddenly calm in rue St Benoit. 


The Lion is leaning out of the upstairs window, smoking, with a languid expression on his face. He is naked from the waist up. I look away from his tanned torso, which looks as hard and brown as a chestnut floor. I don't think I have ever encountered such an overt display of muscle and dark masculinity. In London, this breed of man is practically extinct. When he sees me, he narrows his eyes, exhales slowly and scowls. I narrow my eyes and scowl back. I think we both know that this is war.






Later that afternoon, desperate to get out of the house, I drive to the nearby market town of Vivonne and walk by the river for an hour, passing dogwalkers and couples of all ages. So this is where people come on a Sunday afternoon. The June sunshine and the sound of the water rushing over the weir makes me feel calmer, and as always, I enjoy the drive home through golden countryside. When I arrive back in rue St Benoit, I park the car in front of my usual audience and go inside. No sooner have I closed the door, than there is a huge commotion outside. I hear the sound of my neighbours shouting and running past my house. 'ATTENTION!' cries one of them. What on earth are they doing now? I look out of the window just in time to see three muscle-bound men running towards my car which – oh God – is slowly rolling down the hill, towards a small van. 

'The keys!' shouts the neighbour I really dislike, in my direction. 'Give me the keys!' I grab them from the side table, rush back outside and throw them at him. He catches them easily. In a swift, assertive move he opens the door and, with those smooth brown arms, yanks the handbrake up. His quick actions have stopped my car from smashing into a Renault van, used by one of my neighbours for hunting. 'Merde,' says the Nicholas Cage lookalike, wiping the sweat off his brow. 


Brad Pitt says something in Portuguese, which I imagine is along the lines of '****, that was close'. Macho-man simply hands me back the keys, without saying a word.


'Merci,' I say, feeling like the village idiot. 


'De rien,' he replies (meaning 'it's nothing'), as he walks towards their open kitchen door. He turns his head with a slow grin, fixes me with his dark, charismatic eyes and says in French, 'Be careful! Otherwise you are going to worry the neighbours.'


'Touché,' I think to myself. 'Round one to The Lion.' 
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Chapter 4





Besotted







THE GREAT LOVE affair of my life begins on a Friday afternoon in July. Confident in his charms but not too cocky, he waltzes into my kitchen with a bottle of pink champagne and his kit bag packed for a week-long stay. I've been expecting him.


'Here are his Bonios,' says Sarah, placing a straw basket on the table. 'His brush and toys are in there too. He heard that you like pink champagne. And Steve is just bringing in the rest of his stuff from the car.'


Right on cue, Steve appears, tall and gangly and carrying an enormous wire cage.


'Where do you want it then?' he asks cheerfully. 


'Oh,' I say. 'What's that for?


'Don't worry, he loves it,' says Sarah. 'He often goes in there of his own accord and just curls up on his beanbag. We put him in there at night so he can't do any damage.'


'What kind of damage?' I ask, alarmed, looking down at le petit Biff. He has a stuffed toy rabbit between his teeth and is trying to shake it to death. For the first time, it occurs to me that I might have invited the canine equivalent of Hurricane Katrina into my home. He is, after all, only seven months old – still a puppy. Who knows what devastation he could do?


'Did I not mention that he's a bit of a chewer?' says Sarah. 'He's gnawed through my dining room table legs at home.'


'And have you warned her about the clothes?' says Steve.


Sarah laughs. 'He's always stealing socks and T-shirts,' she says. 'And shoes.'


This is unwelcome news. I'm pretty laid-back about him chewing furniture legs – it can only add to the rustic ambiance of the house – but I've got some Prada shoes in the bedroom upstairs in leopard and zebra print that he might mistake for exotic prey. I don't want him cutting his puppy teeth on those.


'But don't worry, I've brought one of my old cardigans,' says Sarah, noting the look of anxiety that flashes across my face. 'That should stop him stealing your stuff.' I'm not reassured.


The shoe thief has climbed up onto the refectory bench, standing on his hind legs with his oversized paws on the table. It's as if he is demanding to be fed.


'Biff, get down!' shouts Steve, but Biff totally ignores him. He hops on top of the kitchen table and stands in the middle of it looking at us defiantly.


'Right, I think that's everything,' says Sarah. 'He's yours for the next seven days, so enjoy him.'


'Is that it?' I ask. I've been expecting a great long list of care instructions, of dos and don'ts, but Sarah is very laid back. I am touched by her confidence in me. I am about to be entrusted with the care of a living creature – one that belongs to someone else – for seven whole days. I don't think anyone has ever shown this level of faith in me before, certainly not my parents, who never even trusted me with a front door key; nor my brother, who was always reluctant to let me take my small nieces out for the day, describing me only half jokingly as 'the dangerous auntie' – a slur, I think, on my driving. 


'Oh, hang on, you haven't told me what he eats or anything,' I say, suddenly feeling a little panicked at the lack of instruction.


'Just a couple of handfuls of dried food in the morning,' says Sarah. 'And he'll have whatever you're having in the evening.'


'What, anything?' I say, imagining him tucking into a goat's cheese salad.


'Pretty much. He's not fussy.'


'He even likes curry, don't you Biff?' says Steve, jangling his car keys and eager to get going. 'He's a canine dustbin, don't you worry. He'll scarf anything down.'


'Give me a call on my mobile if there are any problems,' says Sarah. 'And Vanessa Keeling will give you a call next Friday as she'll take him for the second week.' 


I look down at le petit Biff, his shaggy coat and his eager-to please expression, and somehow I just know that, when Friday comes, I won't be handing him over to Vanessa Keeling.


'Have fun with him,' says Sarah, kneeling down to give Biff a hug before she leaves. 'I'm going to miss him,' she says. 'You're such a good little fella. Aren't you?' I wonder if all this talk about how good he is, might, in fact, be a smokescreen. Sarah seems to be protesting too much. Biff looks at her with his dark eyes, gives her a quick lick on the ear and then reverts to sniffing the kitchen floor.


He already looks very at home as he pads around the sitting room and kitchen, an eager expression on his black hairy face. We follow Sarah and Steve to the door, Biff looking a little confused as they leave without him.


'Come on, let's go for a walk,' I say to distract him, and immediately he starts jumping up and down and running round my ankles in excitement. He looks like he's going to be an easy house guest to entertain, which is good news as I want him to enjoy every single minute of his time with me. 


We walk across the village square, past the people sitting in the sunshine outside the Café du Commerce, cross the main road and cut through the covered area, where men in flat-caps and blue overalls are playing boules, and then head down to the river on the outskirts of the village. We cross the old stone bridge and within ten minutes we are walking through the hot countryside – all vivid shades of blue, green and the yellow of those famous Poitevin sunflowers – with not a soul in sight. We walk at a fast pace, Biff straining on his lead, darting sideways into hedgerows, pulling me with him. I'm not sure which of the two of us is the happiest. It's a route I've taken dozens of times, on foot and by bike, under black, grey, blue, pink, orange and violet skies, alone or with Jon, Mathilde and Sebastian, or various other friends at my side. But never have I been so happy as with my little black companion dragging me through the countryside.


We walk for well over an hour, past sun-coloured fields of rapeseed, green meadows dotted with dandelions, ramshackle allotments and dilapidated barns. We cross the little wooden bridge by the secluded, tightly shuttered chateau, where Biff pauses to contemplate the water rushing below; then we walk up the steep gravel incline and along a narrow track with thick hedgerows on either side. 


Back at home he sits cat-like, head cocked to one side, watching with interest as I open the fridge, wondering what you give a dog for dinner if you want to impress him. In the end, I decide on chicken casserole with brown basmati rice. 


His nostrils twitch expectantly as he sits sphinx-like by the kitchen door, his large paws parked in front of him, watching me slice up celery. He remains there, watching the entire cooking process with interest until finally I dish up a bowl for him and another for me. I watch half appalled, half pleased, as he gobbles it down at speed. He is just so… animal. It must, I tell myself, be the legacy of his time at the animal shelter. No doubt he was always looking over his shoulder for a giant Dobermann or overbearing pit bull to shove him aside and gobble up his croquettes in two shakes of a tail. 


Later I sit on the sofa in the sitting room watching A Place in the Sun and Biff climbs up next to me, uninvited, wedging his body alongside mine, resting his head on my knee. Already, I feel like we belong to each other, him and me. This, I realise, is what I've been looking for all of my life – a good-looking, adoring male with whom to go on long walks in the country, cook a delicious dinner and curl up on the sofa at the end of the day. 


I take him for one last walk around the square before bedtime, waiting patiently as he stops at least half a dozen times to lift his leg against my neighbours' front doors. Back home, I look at the cage in the kitchen and think, he can't sleep down here on his own. He's only a puppy and I don't want him to be lonely.


Suspiciously, he hasn't put a paw wrong all afternoon – he hasn't sneakily chewed any table legs or marked out his territory anywhere that he shouldn't – but perhaps he is lulling me into a false sense of security. The possibilities for disaster are considerable in my bedroom. There is the very expensive Turkish silk Hereke rug that I haggled for in Bodrum on a sailing holiday many summers ago and my animal print shoes lined up against the wall like exotic pets. Who knows what he could get up to in the night? He follows me up the stairs, tail wagging, and I wonder for whose benefit I am doing this. If I'm truthful, it is me that wants to be near him rather than the other way round.


I place his cage within sight of my bed and put his little green beanbag, printed with bones and the word 'woof', inside it. He does not, as Sarah suggested, go in willingly. Instead, he drags his paws and looks at me beseechingly. I feel guilty as I gently push him in and close the door. I climb into bed and start to read (appropriately enough, Marley & Me) just as he starts to cry. A plaintive, heart-wrenching wail fills my bedroom, ruining my enjoyment of the scenes of domestic devastation in my book. I tell myself that my house guest will eventually settle down, but the wails get progressively louder. He is not happy in his cage. He is crying his eyes out and I cannot bear the sound of his distressed doggy sobbing. I hop out of bed and open the cage door. He slinks out, tail wagging sheepishly. I take his little beanbag and place it next to my bed – where we can both see each other – and he climbs gratefully onto it. 


'Now you be good,' I say, as I turn off the light. 'I'm trusting you. Bonne nuit.' 


As I look at him curled up on his beanbag, the spark that I felt when I first saw him at Sarah's house has, in one afternoon, become a big roaring bonfire. Suddenly, I am a bottomless pit of molten love. It is difficult to remember when a human being had this effect on me. 


Early the next morning, I am woken by the sight and sound of a breathless black creature manically dive-bombing and hurling himself at my bed, head nodding with excitement, pink tongue hanging out. He reminds me of the 'Animal' character, the one with the wildly nodding head in The Muppet Show. 


I am still half asleep, but Biff's enthusiasm for the new day is hard to ignore. Before I know it, I am dragging myself out of bed at least an hour earlier than I normally would, pulling on my clothes ready to take him for a walk. I look around the room nervously for evidence of nocturnal misdemeanours but there are no little puddles on the floor, no damaged shoes and the Turkish Hereke rug is still intact. No signs of naughtiness whatsoever. What's going on? He is, after all, still a puppy. It's as if he thinks he is here on approval and must be on his best behaviour. The love I already feel for the black shaggy beast currently running amok in my bedroom ratchets up yet another level.


And so, without even stopping for breakfast, we set off through the countryside again. This time I walk him for two hours and even at the end of that he shows no sign of tiring. It's still only 10.00 a.m. when we arrive back in the square and I decide to take him to the Liberty Bookshop for a coffee. 'Come on! Good boy,' I say soothingly, as we enter the cafe. 'Very good boy!' This is another test. Will he, I wonder, lift his leg against the 'local author' section, disgracing us both and ensuring that we are not welcome again?


He does neither. Instead, he lies patiently under the table while I chat to Dylan, the hippy owner. He behaves so well and is so adorable that I am almost bursting with pride and love for him. I also discover something else about dogs: everyone loves you when you have one.


'Oh, isn't he gorgeous,' says Deborah, a glamorous Irish woman in her fifties, entering the bookshop with her husband Sam. 'Look at him! He's absolutely adorable. I saw you crossing the square with him. You look really good together.'


Biff lies smugly at my feet and bats his eyelids as Deborah bends down to pat him.


Dylan also seems very taken by him and brings him some water in a gold-coloured bowl. 'He's very well behaved,' he says. 


'I think he's exhausted. We've just walked about ten kilometres,' I say.


But really, it seems to me that Biff and I have already reached an understanding. I will walk him for several hours every day; in return, he must indulge me and sit quietly under a cafe table as and when necessary. It is a very promising start. This dog, I realise, is slotting into my life perfectly. I've found my doggy soulmate. Unfortunately, he isn't mine.





End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   
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