
[image: Image Missing]


Also by the author

Tanamera

A Woman of Cairo

The Other Side of Paradise

The Weeping and the Laughter

The Daughters of the Prince


About the Author

Noel Barber has enchanted millions of readers with his six bestselling novels. In these powerfully exotic novels he drew upon his own experience as one of the leading foreign correspondents from the 40s to the 60s working on the Daily Mail. He was the first Briton to reach the South Pole since Scott, was stabbed five times while covering the wars in Morocco and was shot during the Hungarian uprising. He died in 1988.


A FAREWELL TO FRANCE

Noel Barber

 

[image: Image Missing]


www.hodder.co.uk


First published in Great Britain in 1983 by Hodder & Stoughton

An Hachette UK company

Copyright © Noel Barber 1983

The right of Noel Barber to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead is purely coincidental.

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library

ISBN 978 1 473 66597 2

Hodder & Stoughton Ltd

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.hodder.co.uk


For

Denise Kilmarnock

with love


ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

My most grateful thanks to Anthony Davis for his painstaking help with research both in France and England; to Alan Wykes for his help with the script; to Giorgio Lucich of Florence for his help in arranging my schedule and research on location in Florence and the surrounding countryside; and to Jean Riddell for her patience in typing out the five versions of this novel.

N.B.

London, 1983


Contents

Also by the Author

About the Author

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Acknowledgments

Map

PROLOGUE

PART ONE: Summer 1931 – Autumn 1937

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

PART TWO: Spring 1938 – October 1939

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

PART THREE: May 1940 – December 1941

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

PART FOUR: December 1942 – August 1944

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Chapter 47

Chapter 48

Chapter 49

Chapter 50

Chapter 51

Chapter 52

Chapter 53

Afterword


[image: Image Missing]


PROLOGUE

For all our youth the Astell family had lived in and out of Douzy, the small château named after the village, hidden by vineyards lining the gentle, sloping hills of Champagne. My American father and mother, his father’s father, my French grandmother, my brother and his twin sister, our friends, our lovers – all had made up a patchwork of happiness that none believed would ever end.

Douzy in those days was the warm and friendly heart not only of our home but the village, the orchard where we stole apples, the lake on which we rowed, the fields in which we picked wild flowers, the vineyards, the cellars, the Home Farm with its smell of freshly baked bread, the horses, the cows, the cars. Though never gasping with opulence we were never poor, and it seemed to us, in those far-off days, when I first fell in love with Sonia, impossible that our secure world would ever disintegrate.

Why should it? Even after 1939, Douzy remained unique, an American enclave in a war that gave every indication of petering out through boredom. And if we caught glimpses of gun emplacements in the Champagne area, or read about the Maginot Line, we hardly noticed them in a French world guarded by an army unsurpassed in valour and fighting skills. To us – to thousands like us – we regarded all this with an aloof air, almost flaunting our unconcern as though Americans, even in France, would always remain neutral, closing a collective eye to the dangers surrounding them.

That was before. But then the serenity of life at Douzy was changed for lives that tore us apart, of death and torture for some, despite neutrality, and eventually, after America entered the war, for me a life spent in ditches and barns, hunting the enemy or being hunted – to protect or to kill.

For though I was an American I was also as French as the Resistance leaders with whom I worked. Most of my life had been spent a few hundred yards from the ditches into which I slid, hiding from the Germans, from the house where my father had vanished, and which had been turned into an officers’ mess for the Wehrmacht. Only my French grandmother had been permitted on sufferance to occupy a couple of rooms apart from the rest of the house, while I learned, too, that my father, more French in many ways than American, had remained in Reims.

Then, after we had blown up the tunnel in 1944, and the lethal cargo inside it, Patton’s armour – drinking four hundred thousand gallons of petrol a day – had thundered in, past Le Mans, Chartres, past Paris itself, scything eastwards in terrifying sweeps, brushing aside the enemy Germans like maggots. By the end of August Patton himself drove into Reims, and for the first time in months we walked freely in the streets, surrounded by thousands of exulting American G.I.s thronging the cafés, the sidewalks, stopping the traffic in the streets itself.

No wonder that at first it was impossible to realise that the nightmare was over – that the sunny skies of the summer of 1944 really did exist, that the air was free to breathe. I remember that moment so well. A Frenchman in the Resistance had joined me for a celebration drink – a beer first in the Bar Central in the rue de Chanzy, and after that a glass of local red Bouzy wine – very rare now – in the rue Gambetta.

Yet though it was a moment for rejoicing both of us felt shy. Despite the backslapping, the free drinks, there was almost a sense of nervousness. After years on the run, I had become instinctively furtive, almost afraid to announce, even to a barman, who I really was.

I was frightened of something else – ironically, the future – and what peace might bring. The war had provided a hiatus in which all our family questions had remained unanswered, like dusty letters accumulating through the letter box when the house is empty. One day soon I would arrive home – and have to sort out the pile of unanswered questions.

Certainly the changes that had washed across France had affected my father and mother. My brother Guy was a different person, as was my sister Anna, tortured. Nor could I forget Olivia, who, with Anna, had been tortured by the Gestapo such a long time ago. But most of all I thought of Sonia. Beautiful Sonia, married to an Italian, an ‘enemy’ but still the woman I had always loved, always would.

The wonderful youth we had enjoyed together had been sliced away from us in Douzy, where Sonia had been almost a member of the family before she married, where without warning unseen hands drew closed the curtains of time.

Of course I had to report eventually and, late that evening, with the city of Reims erupting in song and dance, and the champagne spilling over every café pavement, I stopped the first military policeman I saw. He looked me up and down – my blue blouse, my uncut dirty blond hair, my scruffy face fringed with beard. Then leaning out of his Jeep he asked me, chewing gum, ‘What’s the trouble, buddy?’

I swallowed hard. There was no need now for subterfuge, but when I said, ‘Corporal, I’m Major Astell of the U.S. Army,’ I felt the sudden grip of panic that comes to the hunted; terrified the corporal would disbelieve me.

Hastily I added, ‘I’ve been told to report to Colonel Nolan of Com. Z. I’m from Department Q.J.’ ‘Com. Z.’ might mean nothing more than a gigantic communications network, but the magic Letters ‘Q.J.’ signified much more – a magical formula commanding instant respect. Still, I felt an odd quiver of apprehension. I had never tried out the secret letters – after all, you were only supposed to use them once in your life, and now I was half afraid they wouldn’t work – that after one look at my filthy clothes, my gaunt, dirty face, someone would snarl, ‘Beat it!’

‘Okay, sir,’ said the M.P. ‘Jump in.’

Colonel Nolan was very agreeable if a little fussy. He had sandy hair and large horn-rimmed glasses. An armchair soldier, but none the worse for that, he was intrigued by the secret nature of my work, by my unkempt appearance. But he immediately asked an orderly to bring me my first cup of good American coffee for months, made me welcome in a building in the northern suburbs which had been commandeered in his name, and promised me some clean civilian clothes. He also had a tendency to feeble jokes.

‘I won’t ask you about your work, Major,’ he smiled, ‘except to say that if you want to take a bath we’ve got unlimited hot water right here – though I expect you’ve been in plenty of hot water yourself lately.’

I laughed politely.

‘I’ve been told to give you any help I can,’ he added. ‘I guess you know that General Patton has established his headquarters in Châlons-sur-Marne – about twenty miles south-east of Reims. We’ve established our Div. headquarters – the 90th – here at Reims.’.

I nodded. ‘What I would really appreciate is a little personal help.’

‘Anything I can do for you, Major.’

‘Well, it sounds crazy, but I used to live near here. Only a few miles from Reims. I’ve learned that my grandmother was allowed to keep a couple of rooms, but then the Germans kicked her out. I’ll soon find out where she is, but I’d like to see the house again, if you could provide transport.’

‘Why, sure. But you mean you actually used to live here? An American family?’

I nodded again. ‘What’s left of them.’

‘Anything I can do, Major,’ he repeated. ‘I don’t know what you’ve been up to’ – again he looked at me hopefully – ‘but I’ve been told by Div. headquarters to give you top priority. Though you look kinda young for …’

‘Early thirties,’ I grinned, ‘but I feel sixty. I’ll wear better when I’ve taken you up on that bath. And Colonel – do my orders say that after I’m debriefed I can have a furlough? I haven’t had leave in months.’

‘For Chrissakes! You’re due for a long, long leave – and you can go where you want. Paris? Back home Stateside? You name it.’

‘Switzerland – to see my girl.’

‘Switzerland! Hold up, Major. I’m willing to do everything I can – but hell, I don’t know whether I’m permitted to send army property into a foreign country. And then there’s the problem of gas. There’s none left. Even Patton’s run out of fuel. Getting a gas ration for you will be like …’

‘Don’t worry, Colonel. I’ve got all the gas I need – and my own car. I hid it before the Germans took over. I’ll tell you about it after that bath.’

In the end Colonel Nolan offered to drive me himself to our home. Like all Com. Z. officers he had a big car, a driver and an armed G.I. (‘In case we need assistance,’ he explained.)

‘That’s too much trouble, Colonel,’ I murmured.

‘Feel free,’ he said. ‘It’s in a town or a village or what?’

‘Well – actually,’ I hadn’t thought about explanations. ‘It’s by itself. Rather isolated.’

Most of Colonel Nolan’s Com. Z. sector in the 90th Division was centred north of Reims where the N44 highway straggled through the undistinguished suburb of La Neuvillette, a drab series of apartments and shops in busy streets; though soon we reached the busier, wider avenues of the sprawling city centre.

As we edged our way through streets jammed with excited French men and women trying to shake hands with the colonel, some offered flowers, others kisses each time the traffic slowed down. In the streets the girls threw their arms round the G.I.s and kissed them as though their love would never die. They were not in love with any one man, I thought, but with life itself. How could anyone not fall in love with liberty and freedom?

Nolan was enjoying himself. He waved paternally, local leader of an army of liberation. He loved the cheers, they loved the handwaves, so everyone was happy. And I too began to catch the frenzy of excitement, though not in the way Nolan did. For though I was an American officer, we were at this moment driving through one of the most historic cities in France, the ancient citadel of Reims, where French kings had been crowned throughout the ages, where in the 1914 war only eighty houses and buildings had escaped damage; and I was an integral part of this city. Here was the first school I attended as a child, the first football games I had played, a whole life spent away from America.

The heart that beat with patriotic fervour was a hundred-and-fifty per cent American. I was willing to die for my country – yet I had reservations. I was ready to die for America, yes, but I would rather not live in it. I would also hate to die for France – yet I would always be content to live in it.

As I looked out of the window of the car, the wildly enthusiastic crowds actually stopped the traffic at the place Aristide Briand, where the boulevard Lundy runs into the boulevard de la Paix and the nearby champagne houses. As I looked at the people, the surroundings, pangs of youthful memories tugged at me. Behind the place was a great open square where on market days – in the heart of a bustling cathedral city – the busy peasants set up their stalls, selling everything from vests to vegetables.

‘And behind that,’ confided Nolan, ‘is the best restaurant in town, the Brasserie Boulingrin. Best French fries in France.’

I had eaten half a life’s worth of pommesfrites at the Boulingrin, its bustling waiters darting between small square tables with their red and white checked paper tablecloths. How many times had Monsieur Leleu, founder of the brasserie, slipped us extra French fries after Papa had said, ‘Enough children!’

‘I agree with you about the chips – I know the place well,’ I smiled. ‘Ever thought why its called the “Boulingrin” – odd name, isn’t it?’

Colonel Nolan shook his head.

‘Years back, an old lady gave the ground where the market now stands to the city of Reims, as a place where the locals could play boule. And “boulingrin” is a perfectly proper word – it means a bowling green. And that’s where the first Monsieur Leleu founded his brasserie.’

‘I’ll be damned,’ said the colonel.

‘Now the marché has taken over.’ I was looking at the peasants bringing in their produce from the villages that studded the surrounding countryside. The vegetable and fruit stalls were not always filled, but they still displayed an assortment of spotlessly clean endives, celeriac, bundles of mâché and a score of other vegetables and herbs. Each unwrapped bundle was examined thoroughly. We could see thrifty, knowledgeable housewives handle tomatoes and peaches carefully, testing one after the other, discarding the unwanted against a noisy background of drama – as though the fate of a French wife’s stew depended finally on the one single bunch of onions she had chosen above all the others.

‘All this handling of food – it looks darned unhygienic to me,’ Nolan said, looking at the mounds of vegetables with distaste.

I almost laughed. ‘The French don’t like their vegetables wrapped, Colonel. They like to pick and choose, handle everything. They like the smell of fresh earth on a bunch of radishes.’

After we had passed the marché, I showed the driver the way. We crossed the place Royale – an exquisite miniature version of the place Vendôme in Paris – and then past the cathedral with its smiling angel to the left of the main entrance. After that it was easy. We bore right until we reached the broad avenue d’Épernay, the main road leading straight as a ruler to Champagne’s second most important city, Épernay, south of the Marne.

We didn’t have far to go. Soon the open road on either side was flanked by never-ending rows of vineyards that spread like a carpet across the great Plain of Reims, fashioned by a beneficent nature to produce a heaven-sent storehouse of riches. Yet the same nature, by a devilish quirk, was able to switch off heaven and switch on hell at will, for this huge flat plain had also from time immemorial provided Europe’s greatest natural arena of battle, sitting astride the enemies of a dozen countries anxious to despoil it.

Seven or eight miles further along the straight road, near the edge of the modest Mountain of Reims, we turned left at a signpost, marked ‘To Douzy, Rilly, Mailly.’ All were famous Champagne names.

‘Rilly? That strikes a bell,’ said Nolan. ‘That’s where the Krauts blew up the tunnel sky-high. I heard the Germans were hoarding explosives and blew themselves up by mistake.’

The rumour factory of O.S.S., the Office of Strategic Services, was certainly working efficiently. That was exactly the story which had been deliberately, but inaccurately, started.

‘Douzy?’ said Colonel Nolan. ‘Funny sort of name, isn’t it?’

‘It is an odd name, Douzy. I believe there’s another village called Douzy somewhere,’ I said as I guided the driver off the road from Mailly, showing him where to turn. ‘But we acquired the name by honest-to-God French logic.’

‘How come?’

‘It was christened Douzy by two families who founded it after leaving two other neighbouring villages,’ I explained as our car bumped along. ‘The villages are still there. One is called Dizy and the other, a few miles away, is called Bouzy.’

This was a simple and true explanation, but Nolan was much more impressed when we turned off the pale yellow, chalky two-mile private road and he read the weather-worn wooden signpost with its flat statement: ‘Vers le Château.’

‘A château?’ he exclaimed. He pronounced it Sha-TOH.

‘Yes, Colonel. Our home. Hope you like it. Over there! You can just see the roof through the trees.’

‘A château!’

And that was how, after years of war and waiting, I finally came home to Douzy. As I looked around, driving slowly from the main road, my heart started thumping wildly. I had the curious feeling that I had been catapulted back in time and, struggling inside, was a small boy looking with wonder at what I was doing.

The ground sloped away in a dell where in winter I had sledged down a thousand times as a child, every fold of the long, dipping, tree-studded grass as familiar to me as my own hands. I saw it in memory as carefully tended, but even now the weeds, the thistles, the knee-high grass couldn’t rob me of its beauty. I felt a surge of elation, memories stumbling through my brain as we drove past the silhouettes of old barns, derelict buildings, signposts of history along the pathways of my youth, my innocence, my family, my loves, my home.

Through a gap in the trees I saw the distant hills, and beyond them the tree line – where the vines gave way, leaving the higher ground to be ruled by the trees. In the centre stood the black outline of the village church, not in the village of Douzy itself, but outside the cluster of white houses, alone, defiant, in the midst of the vineyards.

As we stopped the car outside the courtyard of the château, I led the colonel through the white stone archway. For all my life the gravel had been free of even the puniest weed, but though it was choked with grass, with more thistles, it still looked beautiful.

The house was deserted, I could see the disapproving frown of closed shutters. But the very fact that it had been occupied by the Germans was an affront. I had a sudden desire to kick the door open, if only to let in the fresh air.

‘It’s unlocked,’ cried Nolan, twisting the knob.

‘Saves the cost of a new door,’ I said. ‘Please – after you.’

Inside the large entrance hall, Colonel Nolan put down his field cap on the ormolu table with its gilded legs which had stood up against the wall – always with a bowl of flowers on it – since before my father was born. From there, double doors led to the main reception room.

‘It’s magnificent,’ the colonel breathed with awe. It wasn’t magnificent – but the colonel stroked a polished table and muttered, ‘Beautiful, beautiful. It was used as a German officers’ mess? Thank God nothing was broken.’

In fact most of us had hated this formal room, and I felt I had to apologise for it.

‘I’m afraid it’s rather pompous,’ I explained. ‘Grandma only liked stuffy French furniture. Come into the next room, Colonel – you’ll find it more comfortable, and I’ll get us all a drink.’

But as we moved into what had been our usual, warmer living room, Colonel Nolan exploded with rage. The room was a shambles. Champagne bottles, glasses, plates, many broken, looked as though they had been hurled round the room in an orgy. The striped French wallpaper was stained, remnants of food littered the Aubusson carpet, lumps of chicken, German sausages, were stuck between the cushions of the deep easy chairs. The room reeked of a bar parlour which a careless landlord hadn’t bothered to clean up.

‘Bloody Krauts!’ shouted the colonel. ‘Sergeant!’ he shouted to his driver. ‘Get someone on the R.T. to send in a detail to clear up the place. You’ve got a map reference?’

Without thinking he picked up an empty champagne bottle from a table, scrutinising the label with a puzzled frown, picked up a second, a third.

‘Astell Champagne,’ he read out. ‘Same name, eh?’

With a sigh I admitted, ‘Well, yes, sort of family business. My grandfather founded the mark.’

‘Your grandfather!’

I said nothing.

‘Good God! You make champagne!’ He examined a bottle again. ‘What does this mean?’ He pointed to a second label, ‘Reserviert für Angehörige der Deutschen Wehrmacht’.

My German was good enough to know what that meant. ‘Reserved for the Wehrmacht,’ I translated.

‘No longer,’ cried Colonel Nolan. ‘Not now, by God.’ Then, as though still unable to grasp the truth, he asked, ‘You mean to tell me you lived here for three generations?’ He invested the final words with a special awe. ‘As it’s your home, maybe you could take me on a tour.’

‘Sure.’

I led him through the ground floor. It was a tour for me too, a tour of memories, though each door I opened seemed to produce more evidence of the filth left behind by the invaders. In the library, once Papa’s pride and joy, all the books had been stolen. In the conservatory most of the plants were dead, some thrown on the ground. It was the same everywhere. In the kitchen I arrived just in time to hear mice scurrying away. The laundry room was six inches deep in water from some broken pipes.

‘It’s disgusting,’ cried the colonel. ‘Those bastards will pay for this!’

Trying to cheer me up, he said, ‘At least I hope you managed to hide your best champagne. Is that kept in back?’

‘No.’ I shook my head. ‘There’s a back entrance some distance away – through the Home Farm, which I showed you, and then there’s a main entrance to the champagne cellars about half a mile down the road to Rilly.’

‘I remember about Rilly – the tunnel being blown up – and now I’m remembering the name Douzy. Wasn’t there something about a huge underground cave?’

‘You mean the Douzy and Rilly pyramids?’ I knew of course that they were in their way quite famous. I tried to explain briefly the extraordinary phenomenon of the Douzy pyramid, cut deep into the hillside by the Romans nearly two thousand years ago when they were excavating for chalk, which they prized highly as a building material, specially for inside walls.

‘I don’t get it.’ He was puzzled. ‘Why underground – and how?’

‘The Romans wanted the chalk, but they couldn’t use open cast mining because chalk can easily be damaged by frost or rain. So they used to dig a shaft into a convenient hillside, which they could cover at night, then haul the first blocks of chalk from it. As they dug deeper they excavated outwards and deeper from the original shaft, always underground, until eventually the Douzy pyramid was a hundred and twenty feet deep with a base fifty feet wide in each direction. Centuries later, when champagne was invented, someone discovered it was the perfect place to store it.’

‘Can we go and see it?’ he asked.

‘I don’t think so. That’s the tragedy. When the Germans blew up the Rilly tunnel …’ I hesitated – I didn’t want to let him know that I was the one who had blown it up. ‘… it blew in both the Douzy and Rilly pyramids which were astride the railway line.’

‘Pity,’ he commented. ‘Sounds fabulous. Let’s take a look-see upstairs.’

Standing on the main landing, he suddenly asked me, ‘How’s about your mother and father? They okay?’

‘My mother’s in America,’ I said. ‘I’m afraid my father is dead.’ I spoke rather shortly; I didn’t want to have to elaborate.

‘I’m sorry about that. Tell me … is the rest of the family safe?’

‘I hope so. But my sister married a German …’

‘Ah! That’s bad.’ He was almost treating me as an avuncular protégé. ‘But don’t give up hope.’

‘And I have a younger brother. He had a rough time. He had a Jewish girlfriend.’ I paused, memories stirring. ‘It’s a long story.’

At the top of the staircase I showed the colonel my father’s room which overlooked the stark outline of the lonely church framed in endless vineyards.

The bedrooms were arranged on either side of the broad, spacious corridor, which was filthy. Some of the pictures had been broken, so had a table. It was wider than a corridor, really, the walls decorated with old French silk, a little faded now, but warmer and more friendly for all that. These were the secret places of our youth, and for a moment I almost forgot the damage the Germans had done, and the other Americans. I hardly realised that I said, ‘This was my old room.’

‘You’ll be wanting to move in after your debriefing,’ said the colonel.

‘I won’t use it,’ I said without thinking. ‘I prefer this one.’ I reached the far end of the corridor and pushed open the door.

The room meant nothing to him, of course – he hardly noticed it – but this was Sonia’s old room, the room she used every time she came to stay at the château, first as a schoolgirl on vacation when her diplomat father and mother were posted far away, later as a growing girl. Darling, wonderful, black-haired, impetuous Sonia with those startling cornflower-blue eyes … how many times had I made love to her in this room after the house had gone to sleep, tiptoeing to the warmth of her bed, her arms, her kisses?

‘Sonia’s room’, as it was always called, had even been decorated according to Sonia’s whim, with matching wallpaper and curtains, even the ceiling papered with the same design of red poppies, so that when only one small lamp glowed dimly it was like making love in a bed of flowers.

I opened the door of the wardrobe. A German uniform hung there, neatly pressed. On the floor lay a pile of dirty linen, shirts, socks, shorts. With a shock reality replaced the phantoms of yesterday. The officer must have left in a hurry. I wondered how long he had lived in this room, if he had ever remotely conjured up a picture of the tender secret nights that had passed in it.

That room had been an echo of our secret lives. All gone, all empty. Revisiting the years of youth, I felt a sudden shiver, as though muffling myself against melancholy, a sense of loss for happy times which had slipped away in carefree days.

I was thinking of the day in 1931 when we first became lovers, when she was only seventeen, long before any of us contemplated an end to the happy days of peace. For that was when it all began, and those were the times I liked to remember, those enchanted days of Douzy …


PART ONE

Summer 1931 – Autumn 1937


1

As that particular summer’s evening drew to a close the white building glowed almost pink, and the west wall – the lower half covered with American Pillar roses – was warm to the touch.

It was a long wall, and in the centre my grandfather had built a conservatory to catch the afternoon and evening sun, a large glass room adorned with flowering plants and white summer furniture. It looked down over the dell, the far end hedged by giant rhododendrons giving a blaze of colour in spring, grassed banks falling away from the other side of the drive, so that as children, when we sledged down in winter snows, we could also skate on the small lake beyond. By the flowering shrubs a wicker gate led to a rough orchard, and beyond that the vineyards stretched in tight, symmetrical rows.

In the pink evening, as one walked up the winding path of the dell, past the shadows of day’s end already shrouding the flower beds, the last of the sun shone on the stone and set fire to the window panes of the conservatory.

Here the Astells had lived since 1873 when Richard Astell, the twenty-two-year-old son of a San Francisco real-estate millionaire, set off from Nob Hill to acquire a little ‘culture’ through the grand tour, and fell in love with Jacqueline de Villebrun, an only daughter whose father owned vineyards both north and south of the Marne, and whose grapes were eagerly bought by the great champagne houses and whose nickname, over the whole area, soon became La Châtelaine.

The château was discreetly hidden. Even from below, from the main road linking Épernay and Reims, you could never catch more than an occasional glimpse of slate roofs glinting like blue-grey steel, for the house lay couched in a wooded park. The curving drive wound from the main road for more than two miles past vineyards, then tree-studded lawns so sloping they could only be trimmed with the scythe, past the kitchen garden – my French grandmother had a fetish for fresh vegetables – and then the long, rectangular flower bed, almost hidden from the gravelled drive, ablaze with every kind of bloom from snapdragons to roses – because this bed was used only for cutting blooms to fill vases in every room.

It was not a pretentious building, not grandiose in the manner of most French châteaux. It had no fountains gurgling, no neatly trimmed box hedges cut in intricate patterns to comprise formal gardens. But all the same, the three-storey building – white stone, with a steep grey slated roof and slender ornate chimneys – was not only impressive, it was beautiful, perhaps because the shape and the way it nestled between trees had been cunningly devised to make Douzy château look smaller, less ostentatious. It gave the impression of being a long low country house, somehow disguising its third floor.

From the top floor, dormer windows peeped out like square eyes in the sharply sloping roof, and here the domestic staff lived: Jean the butler, who had worn a clean white jacket for each meal for twenty years or more; his wife who ran the house; ‘Aubergine’, a nickname for the chief parlourmaid; Yvette the cook, and sundry others, all related to the vignerons working for my father, and who came and went as they grew up, became pregnant and hastily married. At least, in retrospect, that is what seemed to happen all the time.

The first floor contained what house agents call ‘the principal bedrooms’, and there were seven grouped on either side of a broad landing, reached from the ground floor by a wide and handsome staircase. For as long as I could remember the décor of the landing had never changed from the dark red silk walls – faded, but no one seemed to notice – and mostly covered with scores of old sepia photographs which had, through the early years, recorded the changing history of Douzy champagne.

No one ever thought of changing the framed photographs, or adding to them, perhaps because Grandma regarded the landing as her own photograph album, and also because she hated change.

How she had shown her shocked disapproval when my parents installed a bathroom in their room, the grandest bedroom in the house, with lovely views beyond the Douzy church. A private bathroom connected directly to their bedroom! A bathroom that would be used by only two people! The thrifty men of Champagne sniffed as audibly as Grandma when years ago that bathroom was installed, long before the passing years had allowed modern plumbing to make the bedroom floor of Douzy a warm and comfortable oasis for tired men and women and children.

The ground floor was different: a mixture of Grandma’s stiffness and Mama’s warmth, largely determined by the layout of the building. The large hall could never be used for any other purpose, for it was bordered by the courtyard which you reached after driving past the cutting flower bed and turning left behind some yew trees, where an arch of white stone in the wall led to the gravelled courtyard.

On the right were the old stables, to the left double front doors led to the hall and an even larger, and very formal, reception room: a salon, the French called it – and it still bore the stamp of Grandma’s formidable character, for she regarded all the furniture other than French period pieces as vulgar. So out of deference (and fear?) the salon remained as it was in her day. It didn’t really matter, for it was used only rarely, when the Astells entertained ‘officially’. Behind the salon lay warmer rooms, a sitting-room of low, comfortable armchairs, the walls covered with paintings by artist friends of my father.

Within a few years of my grandfather’s marriage to Jacqueline de Villebrun her parents died, and then my grandfather, some years before he died, took a momentous step. Against all the advice of his neighbours and friends, he decided to bottle his own champagne instead of selling the grapes to the big producers. Jacqueline had inherited nearly thirty acres of vineyards – about twelve of them on the Mountain of Reims covered by the famous Pinot Noir red grapes. The rest provided the white Chardonnay grapes which grew south of the Marne near Épernay.

The decision caused a furore. It was an unheard-of step, for the production of champagne, in which several wines of different years are blended, was risky and costly, and most people who were lucky enough to own vineyards did much better for themselves by selling instead of making. But since champagne, like port and cognac, is a blended wine, the name of the producer, not the vigneron content to sell his grapes to a big firm, decorates each label.

However, that, it seems, was just what my grandfather wanted – to see his name on the label of every bottle of champagne produced from his own vineyards.

My father did something else. Since two thirds of his vineyards were planted with Chardonnay white grapes, he decided to bottle blanc de blancs, produced entirely from white grapes. Other firms had produced small quantities of blanc de blancs, which is a lighter champagne than that produced by the traditional blending with red grapes (which have to be pressed more quickly than white ones to prevent the skin staining the juice). But though my grandfather knew that the blend of red and white gave more body, he always believed that blanc de blancs was more subtle, was a more delicate champagne. ‘The perfect drink,’ he always said, ‘at midday.’

He designed a special bottle not unlike a Dom Perignon in shape, though with a longer, more slender neck – and so founded Astell champagne; not a big quantity selling brand – he rarely produced more than fifty thousand bottles a year – but both his blended champagne and his blanc de blancs were an instantaneous success, a champagne of superb quality in high demand wherever it could be bought.

Since the Astells were never short of money, even after my grandfather died, my father was in the enviable position of never having to compromise. If the vintage was not up to standard then we drank Astell Blanc still wine in place of champagne. Astells produced only the best – or none at all – and so it became as much a hallmark of quality as a French watch by Cartier or a pair of British shoes by Lobb. There just couldn’t be anything better.

I was nineteen, and hoping to be a writer, on that eventful day in 1931. I worked three days a week in Paris, learning my trade under the watchful eye of Papa’s brother, my uncle Oregon, who was the owner and editor of a weekly newspaper, the Paris American. My brother Guy and his twin sister Anna were two years younger, and so was Sonia whose father, Signor Riccardi, was Italian ambassador to Paraguay. But then Sonia, who even went to the same school in Switzerland as Anna, was like a sister to us, a daughter to our parents. It had always been like this, so that even now in the early summer Sonia customarily joined the family for the half-term break.

During the afternoon I had caught sight of Anna and Sonia vaguely helping Mama in the garden. Whenever I saw Mama with any gardening implements, even a pair of shears, I hid, or pretended to be deeply immersed in some book. I hated gardening, the more so as there was no need for it. We had plenty of helpers from the vineyards.

But Mama always felt she had green fingers – though her notion of gardening never included onerous chores like weeding or cutting the edge of the lawn; that was a gardener’s job. She just enjoyed nipping off dead flowers in the herbaceous border or clipping off overblown roses. She also liked company, and so Sonia or Anna would listen to her chatter.

Mama was adorable. Still under forty, she was as American as apple pie, whereas my father, even though he was half American, was as French as tarte aux pommes. And as both our parents knew, these two culinary masterpieces, cooked with more or less the same ingredients, are separated by a common factor – the Atlantic.

That evening, just as I was about to join Mama and Papa in the living room, I paused outside the doorway to admire her, almost surreptitiously. A mother of three teenage children – two of them strapping sons – she had kept her figure as trim as a Chanel model. Her legs were straight and slim, her ankles as good as her wrists, her blonde hair untinted. She was simply, as someone put it at an embassy party in Paris, ‘A darned good looker’. I agreed. I was proud to escort Mama anywhere, and I was always suffused with sudden pride when I saw guests eyeing her. She liked it, too – I could tell.

Still unaware of my presence outside the room, Mama picked up a magazine, laughing to herself, enjoying a kind of private joke.

‘Can I share it?’ Papa asked.

‘Share what?’

‘The joke that’s making you chuckle.’

‘It’s nothing, really, it’s Sonia!’

‘But what?’

‘Sonia was nipping off dead heads, squatting down. She was wearing a short white skirt and as I looked at her across the flower bed I could see – well – I could see everything, but I didn’t realise it at first, and without thinking asked her, “Why on earth do you wear black panties with a white skirt?” And do you know what she replied? “Oh Auntie, I never wear panties in hot weather. That’s me you’re looking at.”’

As Mama added, ‘Apart from anything else, it’s most unhygienic,’ I hardly heard her. My mind was racing, twisting, turning, painting an erotic picture of a beautiful girl squatting on that May afternoon in the garden and, as I imagined Sonia, I writhed with desire.

Even before we became lovers, I had, in the half-formed way of the young, dreamed of Sonia without any clothes on. I had wondered if I could peep at her. I had even had messy and ecstatic dreams about her. But still, it never entered my teenage head – not even in my dreams – that I could ever make love to her. She was like a member of the family. It would be almost like doing it with Anna. Though Sonia was different, for she had inherited from her mother, who was half Italian, half Russian, a wild streak as well as a kind of wild beauty.

Mama was still smiling as she added, ‘No one’s ever going to tame that one! When she knows what she wants, nothing will stop her getting it.’

At that moment Sonia came up behind me, unaware that Mama had been talking to Papa about her. Her black hair above the bright blue eyes had been mussed by the wind, and she was laughing with pure happiness.

‘Anyone seen Anna?’ Sonia rushed unconcernedly into the room while I stood transfixed, thinking of what Mama had been saying, stimulated by such a compound of desire, imagination and frustration it seemed impossible that she could fail to notice the physical change in me. I swore under my breath that I would discover for myself whether or not Sonia wore panties – without ever giving a thought to the long, agonising, ecstatic and at times unhappy trail along which that vow would lead me.

The chance came two days later – chance being engineered by me. I woke with excitement to a perfect morning, throwing open the windows at exactly the right moment as the sun rose over the rim of the wooded hills then slid effortlessly into another dreamy Douzy day. Only later a storm threatened. It was sultry for May, but I said to Sonia, ‘Let’s go and pinch some raspberries.’

The kitchen garden, with its netted soft-fruit section, lay beyond the orchard and the Home Farm and, as I well knew, the orchard itself was a secret garden which none could overlook. It was a wild orchard: apple and pear trees, plums, a gnarled crab apple, a couple of twisted old cherry trees, all growing in a sea of untended knee-high grass, studded with poppies like a painting by Bonnard. If you travelled a thousand miles across France you couldn’t find a more secluded place.

For a moment, standing at the top of the dell, shading her eyes against the hot sun, Sonia pointed to the gentle scene beyond.

‘It’s so beautiful,’ she said. ‘I feel I never want to leave.’

It was. Beyond the long rectangle of the farm buildings, which you could see from this point, the vineyards stretched like rows of orderly soldiers, each acre of land busy with workers. May was turning into June. The first spraying against pests and diseases had almost been completed, though I could see a couple of figures in blue, their metal canisters strapped to their backs, glinting like brass in the sun. They wielded long hosepipes with nozzles, searching out the vital spraying areas.

In the next vineyard, placid, sure-footed horses, tossing their heads against early flies, unerringly trod the yard-wide pathways between the rows of vines, drawing the old-fashioned machine behind them for the first hoeing of the vineyard year. The horses rarely ruined the vines, which were never permitted to grow unhindered, so that the fat round bellies of the horses moved above them. With their legs invisible, they sometimes looked as though they were swimming in green water.

‘It’s like a painting,’ said Sonia.

‘You’re right.’ I repeated her earlier words: ‘I, too, never want to leave.’ For even though I knew that I had no wish to follow in Papa’s business, the vineyards were a way of life to us all, had been since the day we first started to walk. Sonia too. She had known, even as a toddler, how the young vines had to be coddled, as prone to sickness as we were. I had myself learned to use the hoe, to keep the soil loose, never compact. Even when I was ten I had started to learn how the foliage of the vines had to be reduced each year to give the sun more chance to help the grapes on their way – and take care not to remove the wrong branches and leaves which could cause the pollen to fall to the ground instead of blossoming.

And, too, Douzy was ‘a family’ – one that included all the children of the vignerons. Each one of us was involved. After all, when you own thirty acres, with up to four thousand vines on each acre, there’s a lot of work to be done. Wires running the length of the lanes of vines, supported by metal posts three feet high, had to be repaired. Each row had to be inspected regularly; so had the vines themselves – ‘Champagne’s children’ my grandma called them – the shoots about a yard apart with a life-span of around thirty years, and bearing fruit four years after planting.

‘Let’s go to the farm and get a sandwich,’ I suggested. The Home Farm kitchen had always been a haven, for there was no other room like it; it was the headquarters of a multiple organisation, not only the horses, the cows, the pigs and hens, the churns where we made Douzy butter, even Douzy cheese. That was only one end of the farm, for the other end of the farm was like another building, filled with workshops above ground connected with wine making.

‘Any chance of a casse-croûte?’ Sonia knew she could always beg a sandwich from Madame Robert, wife of the farmer, a typical farmer’s wife with five children and, like so many farmers in Champagne, with half an acre of vineyards, her badge of independence. She stretched above the huge table, always used to feed the vignerons each harvest, and sorted out strings of garlic and onions and a dozen saucissons.

She cut off two thick, slightly moist slices, walked over to the fireplace, which never seemed to die out, and took down from a hook one of a dozen black hams curing in the smoke of its own fire. Slicing a baguette longways, she smeared it with home-made butter, then slapped the lot together.

‘Madame Robert, you’re an angel,’ I said and soon we were sitting down on the roadside behind the farm, munching away until, without warning, Sonia asked, almost too casually, ‘What about those raspberries?’

Instantly the image of her which Mama had painted returned. I threw away the rest of the oversized sandwich as she cried, ‘Race you to the orchard!’

We dashed off into the dell. I realise now that she knew as well as I did that the orchard, and the chasing, represented the first sensation of an undefined love – not yet to be taken completely – because each time the chase ended we tumbled in the long grass and, just for a moment, with no words spoken, we were locked like wrestlers and, though it hardly entered my head that I could kiss or fondle her, those stirrings were so real, so much of a temptation, that we both experienced a delicious tingle of anticipation. Even then I knew that Sonia wanted to be touched, however briefly. But what she didn’t know this time was that I was thinking of Mama’s conversation – and that when I caught her (as I always did) I was determined to tip her up.

She was off like a streak. I chased her. We fooled around, dodging round trees, laughing, losing breath, touched by secret excitement before I grabbed her and we fell together, hidden in the grass.

‘Got you!’ I cried, and in one swift movement I grabbed her ankles and held her legs up. Giggling, she held her skirt between her thighs, screaming but still laughing.

‘Stop it, you wretch! Stop it!’ she shouted.

I didn’t – until suddenly she panted, ‘I give up!’ As though some invisible force had pulled her arms away, she let go and, all in a matter of seconds, the white skirt fell away from her legs and I knew what Mama had meant when she talked about black panties.

She laughed and kicked out. I loosened my grip, rolled away, and instantly the beautiful triangular black vision became a forbidden mystery, hidden by one thin piece of cloth more impossible to tear away than the bars of a prison.

Sonia wasn’t angry, but as I started to reach for her – I think this was the first time I wanted to kiss her secretly – the angry clouds spilled out the first huge drops of rain. They were enormous, the herald of a cloudburst.

‘Run for it!’ I shouted, and grabbed her hand as we raced, panting up the dell, reaching the shelter of the conservatory at the very moment a jagged fork of lightning split the sky. Within two seconds the thunder clapped in a gigantic explosion – the storm was directly overhead – and then a curtain of rain blotted out the end of the dell.

‘Just in time,’ I gasped. ‘You all right?’

‘I love thunderstorms,’ she nodded. ‘I’m going to stay here and watch.’

Papa’s two black labradors, which had been chasing us too, slid through the door and lay down panting, pink tongues lolling.

Still breathing hard, I stood facing the back wall with its climbing geraniums. Then Sonia did a strange thing. Almost ostentatiously ignoring the summer chairs, she picked up a flowered cushion and threw it against the back wall. She was directly opposite me. She sat down on the ground facing me, her straight back against the wall, her legs, the skirt above the knee, drawn up until they were almost touching her chin. It was the natural way to sit on the floor; but it was not natural for her to be slightly parted.

All this was done without a word, in a significant silence, broken only by the thunder after each vicious, jagged fork of lightning and the hiss of heavy rain and the noise as it hit the glass roof.

I stood looking at her – everything – and she, pretending to be unaware of the way she was sitting, looked back at me, silent blue eyes unwavering, lips slightly apart.

Had she spoken I might have thought her pose accidental. But she didn’t speak. Not a word. She just looked at me steadily.

Two days later Sonia and Anna returned to their Swiss finishing school and I did not see Sonia again until the end of term, July, when I drove down from Douzy to Switzerland to pick the girls up and drive them home.

I had been given my first car, a super-charged T3 M.G., and I longed to drive it on a long run. What fun it would be – or so I argued – for me to drive down to the school and give the girls a treat. Far more exciting for them than taking the stuffy old train from Lausanne to Paris, and then having to be met and driven by Gaston, our driver.

Permission to drive to Switzerland faced one stumbling block: my grandma, known to everyone in Champagne as ‘La Châtelaine’. My mother might be understanding – at least she hid her apprehension when I drove too fast – but Grandma was a firm believer that no cars were safe unless driven by a chauffeur.

A formidable French lady approaching her seventies, she inspected most of ‘her’ vineyards daily – by bicycle. La Châtelaine, cycling with determination through sun or rain, was a sight often pointed out proudly to visiting tourists. She symbolised the toughness of a Champenoise, for she was a genuine eccentric. Morning or evening, rain or shine, she was always adorned with ostentatious diamonds or other jewellery. And though sometimes in bad weather she would cycle in a pair of corduroys, she always wore her jewels. Everything she did was energetic, perhaps because she used so much of her body in the vineyards, fingers especially, for she could bend down, feeling whether something should be done to a particular root of the vine. Her fingers were almost alive with decision; when she wore gloves she never had to work her fingers into them: they slid in with the ease of a second skin.

Once a week La Châtelaine was driven to Reims, the leading centre of Champagne. She always made straight for the Boulingrin, not only because she enjoyed the food there, but because the restaurant was like a club where she could be sure to meet friendly champagne producers. Lunch was only one part of her day; the best part was spent in the hour she gossiped with friends.

In the home she exuded what my brother Guy called ‘crinoline sounds’. She rustled as she moved from room to room. She wore long starchy dresses that seemed to have been left over from another age, and though she sat comfortably on the horrid French chairs in the salon she always perched uneasily on the edge of Mama’s American chairs, as though they were made of glass.

‘Apart from anything else,’ snorted La Châtelaine, ‘this dangerous car doesn’t seem to have a top. It can’t be safe.’

‘But Grandma,’ I implored her, ‘the top, as you call it, has nothing to do with the car’s safety.’

‘In case of accidents, non? If there’s no top, what’s to stop the girls falling out?’

My father said nothing; I think he was terrified of his mother. Even though he was recognised by now as one of the foremost experts in the champagne industry he found it hard to stand up to her. He was tall and thin, though not skinny, very handsome in a lean way, yet somehow – and sadly – slightly remote. Perhaps he spent so much time in the cellars and the vineyards he just didn’t have enough time for us.

‘It might be better if we waited – these small cars …’ my father began doubtfully.

‘But Papa, this is the finest car in the world. It’s an M.G.!’ I said, as though that resolved any doubts.

Finally, as so often happened, the day was saved by my father’s younger brother, ‘Oregon’ Astell, so nicknamed because years previously he had worked as a newspaperman in Portland and the name had stuck. He had long since returned to Paris to found his modest weekly paper, The Paris American. He would never make a fortune, but he loved the work.

Uncle Oregon was two years younger than my father and, because Grandma insisted on regarding him as beneath saving – ‘Un journalist!’ she once said witheringly – he was the only one who cheerfully would tell her not to be so silly.

‘Don’t be such an old fogy!’ Oregon said bluntly. ‘You’ll be driving with a red flag in front next.’

My American mother had said nothing. She just smiled tolerantly, giving my father time to manoeuvre a few hesitant protests, safe in the knowledge that if Uncle Oregon were present – and he was a visitor to Douzy most weekends – he would overwhelm Grandma. That is just what happened now.

‘Of course Larry should be allowed to make the trip,’ said Oregon. ‘He’s old enough to be a soldier – he’s old enough to die for his country.’

‘Exactly!’ shot back Grandma, ‘and old enough to die in a car crash! You’re a fine one to give advice, I must say. If anything happens’ – she crossed herself – ‘don’t blame me for encouraging such stupidity.’

Everyone finally agreed. I set off in high spirits, spending the night at the Hotel Richemond in Geneva, where I tried in desultory fashion to pick up a girl, failing through lack of enthusiasm even though the M.G. with its strap across the bonnet, was a great lure when on the prowl.

The next morning, after a large helping of toast and black cherry jam, I drove along the beautiful road bordering Lake Geneva until I reached the small town of Rolle, half-way along the lake. This was the headquarters of St. Agnes, where Anna and Sonia were both boarders. I reached there by half past nine, giving us plenty of time to drive back home to Douzy, and I saw Sonia the moment she stood at the top of the wide staircase – the banisters and stairs a vague picture of shiny, varnished pale brown wood.

Almost demurely, she walked towards the large tiled entrance hall where countless parents usually waited at the end of each term for their equally demure daughters. Only now they had all returned home, for St. Agnes had broken up the previous evening, and that morning I was the only person waiting.

With a sudden constriction, a dry-throat feeling of excitement, I watched as Sonia reached the bottom step and, with a hint of a giggle, gave a mannequin-style turn so that her pleated skirt twirled like a kilt.

I couldn’t remember her ever looking more beautiful. Her blue wide-apart eyes set in an oval face were framed by shining black hair, straight, almost down to her shoulders, with a fringe over her forehead. But it was the contrast between the black glossy hair, thick and glorious, the white teeth showing in a smile, and her two-piece linen dress in coral and cherry pink that made me blurt out, ‘You look stunning. Like a painting.’ And indeed she did. No artist could ever have chosen two more beautiful and contrasting colours. ‘To say nothing of that shiny hair,’ I added.

‘That’s my secret,’ she smiled. ‘I always rinse it in rainwater.’

Standing there smiling, she looked a perfect product of a Swiss finishing school, very ‘correct’, well brought up, beautifully, but not flashily, dressed – as behoved young ladies of St. Agnes.

‘And now let me look at you!’ She pretended to study me critically. ‘Hm! I see a tall, handsome, loose-limbed young man with rather long blond hair and trusting brown eyes,’ she laughed. ‘And what looks like a very expensive English sports jacket and a pair of very posh suede shoes.’

And as I walked forward to greet her she added, still laughing, ‘I love the way you walk – as though you want to dance. Oh! Larry – it’s great to see you again.’

‘Term’s over,’ I laughed in turn, to cover the feeling inside me and, as I kissed her on both cheeks, asked, ‘All set? The car’s outside. Anna ready?’

For a moment she looked me full in the face, large blue eyes unblinking, then she took a deep breath and said simply, ‘Anna’s fine. Don’t panic, but she’s not coming with us. We’ll have to drive to Douzy alone. Just the two of us.’
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Looking at Sonia, standing there radiant and calm, for a moment I was seized with hidden fears, imagining the worst. Not that Anna had been suddenly struck dead, but – oh! anything, that she’d run off with someone, bolted, been expelled even. But then, watching the slow, almost ironic touch of Sonia’s smile, I realised with blinding excitement that this was Sonia’s doing. She had engineered this sudden vanishing act by Anna …

‘Not coming?’ I cried. ‘What on earth do you mean? What’s happening?’

‘Don’t panic. We phoned your mother last night. Take me to Hoffner’s for a coffee before we set off and I’ll explain.’

Hoffner’s, in the lazy main street of Rolle, was a pastry shop and café patronised during term time by the rich and randy boys being educated at Le Rosay, the most expensive school in the world – or so it was said; consequently Hoffner’s was out of bounds to the girls of St. Agnes.

‘But term’s over now, so there’s nothing to stop us going,’ said Sonia as we sat in a corner. I ordered coffee and assorted cakes. The waitress brought a clean tablecloth with the startling injunction, uttered in the sing-song Vaudois accent, ‘Un moment, m’sieur, je vais vous napper!’

‘But what’s happened?’ I asked when the waitress had gone. ‘Why? Is Anna in trouble – expelled or something?’

‘Nothing’s the matter. Anna phoned your mother yesterday that she’s twisted her back slightly and felt she couldn’t stand the jogging in your silly old car.’ Her smile showed she wasn’t being rude about my treasured M.G. ‘After all, it doesn’t have much in the way of back seats. We did phone – but of course, you’d already left.’

‘Jeez! If you’d phoned earlier it would have saved me the trip.’

‘Very gallant, I must say!’

‘Sorry. I didn’t mean that. But if Anna has hurt her back shouldn’t you be with her on the train? It all seems very sudden, this last-minute attack. What happened?’

The girl arrived with two large cappuccinos, the tops of the broad cups foaming with hot milk forced out under pressure, the foam sprinkled with splashes of tiny chocolate chips.

Sitting there, overlooking the sunny main street with its baskets of flowers hanging from every lamp-post, I knew even before she started to speak that Sonia and Anna had planned this. They must have done – and for only one reason: Sonia wanted to drive back alone with me. And that meant – well, after that curious incident in May when the storm broke, it could only mean one thing. My first thought, of excitement and desire, was followed by a second one, ‘What a girl – and what a nerve! How bloody Russian to plan an adventure like this!’

For it was at times like this – when she couldn’t control her sense of devilry – that I remembered how much she had inherited from her Russian grandmother. She might be as Italian as Florence itself, but the Russian ancestry was always lurking beneath the surface. She could not have known what I was thinking, how I was imagining where I would take her, when we could stop, what we would do – if I dared to do anything! She looked at me with those big blue eyes and started finally to speak.

‘Darling, beautiful Larry,’ she said. ‘No, don’t interrupt – you are beautiful – in a manly way, even though you are the world’s biggest nitwit! We didn’t telephone Douzy earlier, because I didn’t want to stop you coming to fetch me.’ I felt my growing excitement increase. ‘And your precious sister is perfectly all right, probably stuffing herself with Toblerone in the train. She might give a realistic twinge or two when she gets to Douzy, but there’s nothing the matter with her back. She’s as fit as I am.’

I decided to ask only one question. ‘But surely Mama said you should go with Anna – and leave a message for me at the school?’

‘She was starting to say something about that, but then we got cut off – well, don’t be cross, Larry. I put the receiver down on the hook.’

‘You what? The nerve of it!’

‘I asked Anna to go by train. I even bought the ticket for her. And’ – blue eyes looking steadily into mine, beautiful lips slightly open – ‘darling Larry, you must know – you must realise – that I’ve always dreamed of being alone with you.’

‘Me too.’ I was so stunned I felt my legs didn’t belong to me as the increasing urge of physical excitement hit me with the force of an expanding iron rod, so that I could only repeat, ‘Me too!’

As she rested one pale hand on the back of my brown hand on the table, squeezing it gently, I realised, with blinding excitement, that at this very moment, sipping coffee, the car round the corner, I faced a turning point in my life. Before the day was out I was going to make love to her. Everything about Sonia – from her face and her body, the way she looked, the way she walked, the touch of her hands – radiated the deep-seated physical passion of an Italian, but, too, the equally deep-rooted but longer lasting mental passion of a Russian.

‘I hope you don’t think I’m’ – she hesitated – ‘well, making all the running, but …’ She looked down at the table. ‘I felt that – well, you’re so nice, Larry. I know you feel kind of responsible – you’ve been told that, so you’d never make the first move and – I know it sounds silly when you’re only seventeen, but your mama was only seventeen when she got married – and I’m so pazza about you, Larry.’

‘Pazza?’

‘It means crazy – but nice crazy, Italian crazy.’

‘Russian crazy, more like it.’

‘Just pazza, darling. I just want – well, to be alone with you for one day. I’ve been praying for a beautiful day. Maybe we can stop on the way and buy a picnic lunch – a baguette, some pâté or ham or something, and a bottle of vino and eat it in a field.’

‘Come on,’ I said thickly. ‘It’s a long drive.’

I paid the bill, leaving all the loose Swiss change as a tip, and we walked unsteadily to the M.G. which I had parked in the small square by the lakeside. Across the blue water rose the hills of France. The car was shaded by a row of plane trees, bark peeling, great tufts of summer leaves jutting out from branches pruned back into knobbly stumps the previous autumn.

Then, with neither of us seeming to do anything about it, she was in my arms and I was kissing her, to begin with just our lips closing on each other, soft and gentle, pressed against each other, and then her mouth opened slightly, and mine too, just a little at first, touching almost as though by accident, tips of each other’s tongues barely touching, just brushing each other until, almost with a groan, both our mouths opened together and we stood there locked to each other.

Very tenderly, all the teasing, all her mischievous sense vanished. She stroked my cheek and there were the beginnings of two large tears as she whispered, ‘That was my first kiss, Larry. It was like sipping each other’s love. You’ll never be able to leave me now.’

We drove out of Switzerland via Vallorbe, leaving the trim Swiss villages and neat, clean streets at the foot of the long twisting climb over the Juras, the road lined with thick, dark sinister belts of fir trees, reminding me of Gustave Doré’s illustrations for Don Quixote. The bends of the closed-in forest finally reached the town of Pontarlier, the main street filled as usual with heavy trucks and carts loaded with timber.

Suddenly, driving with one hand, the other resting lightly on her knee, I said, ‘I need a drink – a beer. I’ve got the most terrible thirst.’

‘I wonder why?’ she asked innocently.

‘Excitement.’

‘And love?’ she asked.

‘For ever.’

Ornate stone gates marked the entrance to the bustling main street, giving the impression of a town fortified with ramparts. And this was true, I thought, as we stopped at a street that actually was called the rue des Remparts. It gave the broad main street, backed by woods and mountains, the flavour of a frontier town. The first café we entered even had a swing door and I almost expected to hear shooting during a poker game, or be greeted by one of those saloon girls who are always called Belle. It was, I suppose, the last town before France became Switzerland and it had the busy, unfinished air of a place where only physical labour could earn a decent living. There must have been pale, black-suited clerks somewhere in Pontarlier, but all the brain was hidden by brawn.

The man behind the bar pulled down the porcelain handle, filled a large glass of bière depression, half of which I gulped almost before Sonia had time to sip her café filtre.

‘That’s better.’ I pressed the palm of my hand on the metal filter section of her coffee, to try to force a few drops through into the cup below, and when she had sipped half of it we set off in the M.G. with a roar – Pontarlier looking like a one-horse western township with me whirling her away across my saddle, saving her from the clutches of the villain.

The country changed soon into a more open landscape as we drove towards Dôle, and my mind was racing at the prospect she had made so clear; unless she had second thoughts … Perhaps when it came to the point she would say no. Fun, but only necking. Scared, suddenly realising what a momentous step it would be for her to take. Especially as it was her first time. Must be. Or supposing she did – and I got her into trouble. The daughter of an ambassador! There’d be hell to play. Yet that kiss at Rolle – that surely was a kiss of promise? I suddenly felt reckless. All at once I didn’t give a damn, as we sped along, top down, wind in our hair.

‘There!’ I cried suddenly, pointing to a glade where the sunlight dappled through the trees on a rough cart track leading to open fields behind. ‘In there!’

For half a second she panicked – and so did I, though mine was a different fear – that we would be lying there and some angry French peasant with a shotgun or a big dog would come charging across the fields and kick us off his property.

‘Don’t be scared,’ I said as we reached the end of the belt of trees and I switched off the ignition. The car was hidden from the road, and ahead of us was a huge field of corn ready for the harvest, acres of waist-high gold in the hot sun, the gold picked out with a sprinkling of red poppies.

‘Are you scared?’ I asked her.

‘A bit. I’ve never done this before.’

‘Never?’

‘Never.’ She looked around nervously. ‘So long as no one sees us. I’m scared of that – and everything.’

‘Want to drive on?’

She hesitated, then said, ‘It seems so easy when you just talk about it.’

I picked up the rug from the back of the car.

‘Don’t worry,’ I reassured her, ‘even if anyone sees the car we’ll be hidden in this corn.’

We walked hand in hand to the edge of the corn. I somehow managed to hold her away from me, took hold of her shoulders, looked at her full in the face, and said, ‘You know I’d never try to force you – but I do want to. Are you sure?’

For a moment her lip trembled. I realised she might be going to say no. I had a frantic fear that she was going to say, ‘Perhaps we should go back to the car.’

‘Don’t say it!’ I cried.

It wasn’t very good the first time – it was all over before she had a chance. It had to be. I mumbled, ‘Sorry, darling, I couldn’t wait …’ She stroked my face and there were tears as she whispered, ‘I could feel you when you – you know’ – a little shyly at the use of the word – ‘when you came inside me. At school all the girls said it would hurt, but it didn’t.’

For perhaps half an hour we waited, lying on each other’s arms, and during that time she became excited with the satisfaction of a conspirator.

‘Are you all right, darling? Not worried? Shocked?’ I asked.

‘A bit. But I know I was the one who made the running – though I wasn’t sure how far I would dare to go.’ She hesitated. ‘I’ve always loved you, Larry. Do you think it was bad of me that day I let you look at me in the orchard? I’m so happy I don’t feel guilty – well, not very.’

She sat up, pink linen skirt for the moment decorously over her thighs. Stretching out one slender brown arm, she plucked out some poppies from the golden corn and laid them across my body.

‘I shall call you “Monsieur Coquelicot” – Mister Poppy. And that will always be a secret code between us. If ever we fight – we never will, of course – and one of us says “Monsieur Coquelicot” we have to stop. And if ever one of us feels like we do now, and there are lots of people around – and we can’t do anything, I’ll ask you, “How’s Monsieur Coquelicot?” and you’ll know that I love you.’

As we lay there before the second time, I said, ‘You know that all these books about sex which you buy in the Tauchnitz editions – they’re full of stories about girls having orgasms a dime a dozen. It’s not true.’

‘I know. I read Henry Miller – we smuggled it into school. Tropic of Cancer.’

‘Me too. But I don’t want to leave you in the air again – so what I’m trying to say is, darling, before we make love, let me help you while we kiss.’

As I touched her, she shuddered and – eyes closed, mouth open – as I slid inside her effortlessly, she gently pushed my hand away and replaced it with her own and I knew then it would be all right for her, and it was.

Lying there afterwards, with her blouse on but unbuttoned, while I stroked her breasts, her skirt pulled down, my trousers pulled up, she put her hand inside them and caressed me and said, ‘That’s what I hoped it would be like. That’s what I dreamed about in bed at night. But I never thought it would be quite so beautiful. You’re not sorry, Larry? Did I please you? Did I make you happy, was I all right?’

‘You know you did.’

‘Tell me you’ll always love me, whatever we do to each other, wherever we are – even if we’re apart. Uncle Oregon says there’ll be a war one day – tell me you’ll always love me.’

‘You know I will.’

I lay by her side, hands inside her blouse.

‘I’m still vaguely scared of that farmer with a shotgun,’ she said, ‘but I’ll never love anyone else.’

I felt the prick of tears, all the love bursting out of me, and I was thinking, ‘I feel the same. There will never, never be another woman in my life. And if there is a war one day, I’ll wait for you for ever.’ ‘I just adore you,’ I said.

‘You don’t think I was brazen for planning to get rid of Anna – and all this?’

‘I would never have dared to do it. I’ve dreamed about this before – but I never thought you’d go through with it if I asked.’

‘I wanted to, so often!’

‘Me too. But I was scared to.’

‘I nearly didn’t go through with it,’ she confessed. ‘This morning – at Pontarlier, I almost decided to ask you to understand. And then, when I looked at you after we started driving, our hair in the wind, I realised that we were in love, and I didn’t feel guilty.’ She shivered suddenly.

‘Cold?’

‘No. I was thinking of the future, looking at you. Those big shoulders, and your chest like warm silk.’ She lay her head on it. ‘Not hairy,’ she laughed. ‘I like it better this way.’

‘So long as nothing else happens – you know what I mean.’

‘A baby.’

‘Ever thought of that?’

‘I don’t care,’ she said with the recklessness of someone who doesn’t really know what she is saying. ‘If anything happens I’ll go to a Swiss doctor. I’d never let you know.’

‘You’d have to find one.’

‘Three of the girls at St. Agnes have had abortions. It’s quite easy, so don’t worry.’

‘I might want to worry.’

‘Well, it won’t happen, I’m sure, but if it does, yes darling Larry, I’d like you to worry. Because the two of us – it is wonderful, really – we’ve been brought up almost like brother and sister. How many holidays have I spent at Douzy? And I always swore I would never make love with anyone else but you – so that it would be perfect. And it has been perfect. And even my prayers were answered – the sun has never stopped shining, and darling Larry, I love you and I’m pazza about you.’

Impulsively she threw her arms round my neck and kissed me and cried, ‘Isn’t life good to us? I’m starving! Let’s forget the picnic idea and have a slap-up lunch.’

We ate at a bistro not far from Arbois where, to the amusement of the patron, she took up a chicken leg in her fingers, pulled off a piece of meat with her teeth, then offered it to me. ‘Yes, yes,’ she urged me, ‘it’s like our kisses. This chicken has been in my mouth and now it goes in yours. Then you give me a piece of yours.’

It was not until we were eating our wild strawberries, however, before I had a wild idea. Why couldn’t we pretend the car had broken down? Then we could spend the night together.

‘Dare you promise me something?’ I asked her.

‘If I can.’ She scooped up a spoonful of the tiny wild strawberries, ate half and gave me the rest.

‘Promise? I can be pazza too!’

‘Pazzo for you, darling,’ she laughed. ‘You’re masculine, that I do know. Pazza for me, pazzo for you. Dare I promise?’

‘You dared everything this morning.’

‘Well – you know that if I can, I will.’

‘It’s very simple,’ I said a trifle too airily. ‘I want to wake up tomorrow morning in a large double bed and have breakfast with you.’

‘You’re right – you’re more crazy than I am.’

‘I don’t see why it should be so difficult. If my car broke down – we’d be stuck, wouldn’t we?’

‘Your car break down! Your precious M.G.! You always told me it would never break down. Oh Larry! I’d love to. But I’d never sleep a wink!’

‘There’s nothing to worry about – and it could break down. Millions of cars all over the world are breaking down at this very moment.’

‘But your mama? What about her? She’d have a fit. She’d suspect the worst.’

‘She’ll probably never know. And anyway, if she did suspect, she couldn’t prove anything.’

It took a great deal of persuasion, but before lunch had ended she agreed. I admit I was nervous. I had never done this sort of thing before but we made a detour on the Ni, passing beyond Dijon towards Avallon where I knew a wonderful old inn – a glorified pub really – in the Vallée du Cousin, a wild narrow cleft of land hidden a few miles beyond the main road. The family had spent a night once at the Moulin Blanc, which backed on to a dribbling trout stream. ‘I only hope they don’t recognise and remember me,’ I said as we approached the old courtyard.

‘So long as I don’t have to appear until everything’s fixed,’ she made me promise. I jumped out of the car in front of the low, white building. I didn’t dare to admit that as I sauntered towards the entrance I was as terrified as she.

I walked into the pretty reception room, smiled at the reception clerk – and then all my nervous fears evaporated, simply because no one seemed remotely interested once I handed over my American passport and completed the police fiche. Even I knew that in France, country of discretion, no one ever asks for ‘madam’s passport’.

‘Nothing to it,’ I whispered loftily as the porter came to the car and took our luggage up the stairs.

‘Voilà!’ the porter opened the door on to a bedroom with a huge four-poster in the centre, the curtains round the bedposts matching the same blue and white flowered wallpaper.

When I had tipped him and the door was closed, we both jumped on the bed at the same time, almost whooping with pleasure. It wasn’t only love – or a teenage crush. It was the excitement of our impertinence, so that we were almost giggling at the thought of how we had fooled our parents.

‘God! Grandma’d flay me alive if she found out,’ I said.

‘We’ve got a secret they’ll never discover. Even if they find out about us later, they’ll never know about the Moulin Blanc.’

But above all it was the gentle intimacy of doing something together for the first time in our lives that touched us. We had our truite aux amandes on a small table on the edge of the river: the only light came from candles. And when dinner was over, and we went to bed, it was knowing that the perfect day in the sun would end with a night which could never be interrupted until it was time for breakfast.

We made love all night long, but there were gentle times of sleep in between and sometimes I woke first and, by a trick of light, the moon shining through a crack in the curtains, I could see her sleeping face as she lay there, in the position I would come to know so well, lying in the crook of my right shoulder, the sheets half pulled off her bare breasts, her lips in a faint smile as though she were in the midst of a wonderful dream.

In the middle of the night she suddenly sat up, naked, and switched on the small light on the right-hand side of the bed.

‘What on earth’s the matter?’ I asked, half asleep. ‘You all right?’

‘Yes. But Larry, I just had to know at this moment – now – do you really love me? Was this day just for fun – or will you love me for ever?’

‘Forever, you crazy Russian.’

‘Russians do love people for ever. It comes from inside. I don’t want you to think it’s just making love that counts for you. Being in love does make you do that all the time – but it’s real love …’

‘My sweet, I adore you, but it’s four in the morning.’

‘But you will love me for ever?’

‘I promise.’

‘It’s a solemn vow. We will love each other for ever. I’ll swear it. Do you?’

‘I swear it.’ And more awake now, I added laughingly, ‘Do you want me to marry you to prove it?’

‘Marry! You’re only nineteen. You must be crazy! Marriage? At seventeen? I can’t explain what I mean, but – the two things don’t seem to have anything to do with each other.’

‘But they should,’ I retorted rather priggishly, for to my juvenile, muddled way of thinking, the two were inseparable. It took me many years before I could really accept what she said.

‘But so long as we love each other – and you’ve made a vow, remember – we’ll never be able to leave each other.’ And then she switched off the light, murmured softly, ‘Love you,’ and laid her breasts against my shoulder and chest and gently fell asleep, only waking when the old waiter brought the café complet which I had ordered for 8 a.m., and we ate the featherweight croissants sitting naked in that huge double bed, she insisting that we share each piece of the fresh croissant and jam.

We reached Douzy in time for lunch. Papa and Mama and Grandma had not returned from Paris, and there was no reason why they should ever question the time of our arrival. If they did, I would of course tell them that my car had broken down and where we had spent the night – in separate rooms. But why should they ask? The servants probably hadn’t the faintest idea where we had come from. We might, for all they knew, have been in Paris with my parents. Anything could happen with crazy Americans. Only Mile Lisette, our one-time governess and now a fixture, gave me a long, hard look, and pursed her lips. But even her sour stare could not stop me from singing aloud with pure happiness.

The next morning when I came down for breakfast, ravenously hungry, Sonia was nowhere to be seen; only my sister.

‘She went for a walk to church,’ said Anna.

‘At this time of the morning?’

‘I know. I was as surprised as you – especially’ – with a sidelong glance in my direction – ‘when she said she was going to confession.’

Long, long before that I knew, even at nineteen, that the night in Avallon, with all its tenderness and beauty and closeness and warmth, would change my life for ever.
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