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he could render me helpless with a fleeting glance. I let myself  linger enjoying the quick-
ening beat of  my heart. A breath-taking moment, a moment when I opened all to her and 
let myself  be enraptured by the gentle smile dancing across her lips. Yes, France and 

Berne were one and the same: radiant beauty. Both were vivid and rich in spirit and joy.  
Ancient church spires to bright painted shutters against dusty stone, Ajoux Sur Rhône beat 

in my very core. A core which thumped stronger and heavier as I moved closer... closer. 
Berne’s deep eyes beckoned to me. She was France, and France was her. Blue pulsed through 
her very veins.  

Early summer heat covered her skin in shiny droplets of  perspiration. They trailed down-
ward from her chin, rolled over strong muscles, trickled over the nape of  her long neck and 
down— 

"Pippa?" 
I snapped my eyes to Rebecca, feeling my cheeks prickle with a blush. “Yes?” 
Her auburn eyebrows dipped. They’d gotten blonder since we’d moved to France. “Were 

you listening to a word I said?” 
Had we been having a conversation? Oops. “Of  course I was.” 

“Yeah sure.” Rebecca narrowed her eyes at me. We’d been best friends longer than was 
natural to most people. We’d also lived together since college. “So you know that you just 
agreed to a hot and steamy affair with me then?” 

“What, no—” 
Her crass laughter crinkled up her freckled nose. I picked up a cushion from my makeshift 

window-seat and flung it at her.  
It landed a foot from me.  
I threw like a girl.  
“Yes, well that put me in my place, didn’t it?” Rebecca fished out her disgusting crocodile 

loafer shoes—I’d tried, and failed, to misplace them when we’d relocated from London.  
“Where are you going?” I asked as she slumped onto the couch.  
“If  you stop drooling over Miss France, I’ll tell you.” 
“Was not drooling.” I folded my arms, then yelped as the corner of  the book I was holding 

dug into my ribs.  
“Babs is home today. I’m meeting her for lunch, remember?” She snapped the laces tight 

with a satisfied nod. “...and you were drooling.” 
“Was not.” It was good to see her happy. She’d fallen in love with Babs at the same time I’d 

rediscovered... well... that I liked France. “Is she home for long this time?” 
Rebecca huffed out a sigh. Babs was successful and travelled a lot with her work.  
“She’s been in Barbados.” She glared at her toes.  

S 
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Oh dear. She was still dwelling on that then. I kept my lips buttoned. Babs had been hired by 
a very rich woman. I didn’t know about Rebecca, but if  that had been Berne, I may have resort-
ed to incoherent mumbling in a corner.  

Rebecca sighed. “She never tells me what she’s doing half  the time.” 
“She loves you.” Because that was going to help, wasn’t it, Saunders? “I mean, it’s her job. 

She would have been baking in the heat with a hard hat on yelling at sweaty men.”  
I hoped I sounded convincing. I didn’t have the foggiest what Babs did. She owned her busi-

ness—I’d thought she designed bathrooms but, from snippets of  overheard conversation, she 
might have been an architect. I wasn’t really sure. Maybe she was just a really bossy interior de-
signer.  

“Pip, she’s loaded, gorgeous, I couldn’t blame her if...” Rebecca’s words trailed off as she 
glared at her shoe. She looked like she may smack it one any second. 

“She wouldn’t do that.” I was convinced of  it. Babs was smitten. 
“All I can do is love her.” Rebecca polished the toe she’d been staring out. I couldn’t even 

look at the shoes. Babs had impeccable taste, why hadn’t she vetoed them? “I can’t even afford 
to buy her lunch.” 

“The wonder of  being a kept woman. Wait until people start referring to you as Babs’s part-
ner.” I smiled. I was only half-teasing. I’d spent eight years being “Doug’s girlfriend,” then 
“Doug’s fiancé,” or my favourite “are you Mrs Fletcher yet?” 

Rebecca picked up a cushion from beside her and hurled it at me. It smacked me on the 
shoulder and ricocheted off. The woman threw like one of  those, well, thrower people. 

“I mean it, Pip, I really love her. I want to be equal to her, for her to be able to count on 
me.” She picked at the fluff  on her T-Shirt—It had some half  naked woman on it.  

“Familiar line.” I raised my eyebrows until she grunted. 
She wandered over and dropped onto the seat next to me. “We need to stop being bums. We 

need to do something.” 
“Like?” 
She had a puppy dog look in her eyes. It always preceded a request I wouldn’t like. “Maybe 

Doug knows someone who can give us a place to start?” 
There it was.  
“I mean, it would only be a recommendation or something.” She must have caught sight of  

my scowl because she held her hands up. “Hey, it’s not renting you out by the hour.” 
Close to it. “I left Doug. I’m not crawling back to him or my father for help.” 
Rebecca looked out the window and a smutty grin spread across her face. “Oh... you were so 

drooling.” She groaned an exaggerated groan. “Wow, Pip, your woman can rock a vest and 
shorts like—” 

I kicked out to try and catch her shin. She moved. I hit the side cabinet and yelped. 
Oh little toe. Ow, Ow.  
She sniggered at me.  
“Stop trying to distract me and get back to why you want to grovel to Doug?” I rubbed at 

my throbbing toe. Ow, ow, ow.  

“What other options do we have?” She perched on the edge of the window seat. “Local 
people hire local artisans and the ex-pat people already had their own network.”  

She was right—Not that I was admitting it. The ex-pats had taken one look at us and turned 
their noses up. They preferred sweaty men with beer bellies it seemed. “You just don’t want 
Babs thinking you’re a gold digger.” 

Rebecca dropped her head back and let out a grunt. “Yes, yes, I’m only concerned with con-
cealing I’m after her gazillions...”  
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Neither of  us quite knew how well off  Babs was. I always put her on a par with Doug, 
which made her rich but not super rich.  

Rebecca leaned her head to the wall and folded her tattooed arms across her bust. “How 
can I be who she needs if  I can’t pull my weight?” 

“You’re dating, what weight is there to pull?” It was quite alarming how two women togeth-
er wanted to cement everything in rather permanent fashion. “You’re still getting to know each 
other, let her spoil you.”  

Berne caught my eye and I turned. She wiped the sweat from her smooth brow. Her 
bronzed skin glistened. Her arms working hard, hands gripping the spade... 

“Drooling again.” Rebecca flicked my ear. “I’m going to buy you a drool box.” She shook 
her head with a pitying sigh. “It’s been nearly a year since you’ve been hu—” 

I covered her mouth with my hand. “Crass and disgusting.” 
She poked her tongue out.  
I squealed and snapped my hand away. Yuck.  
She chuckled at me. “So I can ask?” 
“Who, Berne? I think she knows.” 
She poked me. “No. Will you try and focus on something other than women for a second?” 
I held up my finger. “One woman.” It wasn’t my fault; Most people only had to look at her 

to be dribbling idiots, what chance had I stood? 
Rebecca rolled her eyes, making sure I saw her, and got to her feet.  
“Why wouldn’t Babs think you were equal. I mean, apart from the terrible dress sense, all 

the ink, and the luminous hair, why would she want anyone else?” Her hair was still bright 
blonde.  

She pointed down at herself. “I look good. I always look good. Jeans and a t-shirt are cool.”  
Rebecca didn’t get etiquette. I glanced out the window, to think, but Berne once again cap-

tured my attention. Only this time she was looking at me.  
I beamed at her in reflex. I couldn’t help it, it was either that or swoon.  
She cocked her head.  
My stomach wriggled.  
“You need to look sexy for a lunch date,” I mumbled. 
“You don’t think I do?” I heard the uncertainty in Rebecca’s voice and dropped my book in 

shock. Rebecca? Uncertain? About anything? 
She looked like she was going to a rugby match: tight jeans with designer rips in them. 

Women adored her. She had wiles and charm. “Of  course you do. I mean that lunch with a la-
dy should be smart-casual attire. You are aiming to make her want to stay around for dinner.” 

Rebecca put her hands on her hips. “Pip, she sleeps in my bed. I know she’s staying.” 
“I am saying that a long term relationship means you have to keep her wanting to.” I held 

up my finger. “In a respectful way.”  
Rebecca raised her unruly eyebrows. She’d never done long-term, ever, so I knew she was 

half-listening.  
“Did you ever see me go to lunch with Doug in jeans?” I raised my eyebrows. “Did you?” 
“Babs isn’t Doug.” She chewed on her lip. “That was different.” 
“Not really. Babs’s a classy woman. It shows you’re serious, that you respect her.” How did I 

put it? “That you respect her position.” I got up and took Rebecca to the hallway mirror. “Do 
designer boxers sticking out say classy to you?” 

“She likes my boxers.”  
Not a thought to linger on. “It takes a lot of  work to keep a woman happy. It’s about ro-

mance, commitment, working together to build a solid foundation yet maintaining a sense of  
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mystery.”  
“And you know this how?” She folded her arms. 
“I’m a lady. You want her to keep drooling over you?” 
Rebecca nodded.  
“Exactly.” 

Berne strolled in. She slid her arms around me, pulling me into her. Her lips claimed 
mine. I fought the urge to flop back in a dramatic swoon. I didn’t because I had all the 
grace of an octopus on roller blades and Berne had a bad back. 

“Bonjour,” she purred against my lips, released me, and strolled over to the fridge. She pulled 
out a bottle of  water while I attempted not to dissolve into a puddle.  

“Being equal will help that,” Rebecca said, shaking her head at me. “He can say no if  he 
wants to.” 

I glared at her. “You’re not asking him.” My gaze drifted back to Berne.  
“Why?” Rebecca pinched my arm. “You talk to him all the time.” 
Berne slunk her hip against the counter, watching us. She spoke better English than we did 

French. Even so, when Rebecca and I bickered, we spoke too fast for her to catch more than a 
few words. 

“Rebecca is worried that Babs will find someone else.” I was leaving out the mention of  
Doug. Berne always gave me an unimpressed look when I talked about him.  

“Ah.” A knowing smile touched her lips. I was relieved. Berne was protective of  her best 
friend.  

“She’s meeting Babs for lunch,” I said.  
Berne raised an eyebrow. “Mais... you are dressed so... casually.” 
I knew she’d get it.  
Rebecca folded her arms. “It’s my favourite t-shirt. These are the jeans she bought me and 

says I look hot in, and the boxers—” 
“Don’t need to know,” I said, holding up my hand. Too much information.  
Rebecca tutted. “She bought me them for Christmas, our first Christmas together.”  
That was sweet and soppy, bless her luminous hair. “But it’s important you keep her interest-

ed, keep her infatuated. You know, wine and dine the woman.” 
Rebecca’s cocky grin made her eyes twinkle. “I am, at Pont D’Arc later.”  
Ah, Pont D’Arc. Excitement wriggled through me with memories of  Berne and I on the riv-

er: the candlelight, the way she looked at me, the lapping water. 
“I need to go even if  she’ll be late... like always.” Rebecca muttered.  
Who’d she think she was fooling? Babs could do as she liked and we both knew it. I flashed 

a plea Berne’s way, hoping that she could help out the numbskull.  
“Babs is a beautiful woman, non?” Berne smiled as Rebecca nodded, a dreamy smile on her 

face. “An such a woman deserves to be treasured, non?” 
“Yes and I do.” Rebecca furrowed her brow. Her eyes glinted with a hint of  challenge. She 

and Berne liked each other but they were still navigating how they could occupy the same 
space. Both were, how could I put it? Alpha females. Sometimes it was like watching two lion-
esses communicating.  

Berne shrugged off  the look with effortless French charm. “Babs is traditional, non?” She 
took a sip of  water.  

Rebecca looked at me then back to Berne. “I don’t get it.” 
Berne raised a bored eyebrow as if  Rebecca was being stupid. I was ready to put on my 

dunce’s hat too because I didn’t have a clue.  
“Her family have always been...” Berne made the delightful humming sound she did when 
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thinking. “Affluent, oui?” 
“Right?” Rebecca tilted her head as if  to say, “and, what’s the issue?”  
Berne sipped on her water again. Maybe it was a way not to rise to Rebecca’s snappy tone? 

Ever the redhead.  
“Perhaps she brings her parents? Would you meet them dressed... in such a way?” Berne’s 

tone showed no hint of  irritation.  
Rebecca’s already pale complexion drained of  colour. She didn’t have the greatest track 

record with parents, most likely because she had been a floozy of  massive proportions. 
“They’ll be at lunch?” She looked at me. 
Berne tutted. “Non, they are in Monaco.”  
Monaco? I knew my heart thudded extra hard, so I didn’t know how Rebecca’s coped.  
She stared at Berne, eyes wide. “As in Monaco, you have to be a millionaire to live there, 

Monaco?” 
“Oui.” Berne wandered over to me, dipped her head, delivered another stupor-inducing 

kiss, and strolled back out.  
“Shit.” Rebecca stared at the door. 
I recovered enough to nod. “I concur.”  
I’d known Babs was rich but not Monaco rich. Her family would be expecting... not tattoos 

that was for certain. 
“What do I do now?” Rebecca pulled her mobile out of  her pocket. “I can’t... I should just 

cancel.”“ 
Berne didn’t mean it as if  they wouldn’t like you. She’s just explaining why you dress up at 

lunch.” At least I hoped. Monaco? Oh brother. 
“I hate dancing and pretence, Pip. I want to be myself.” She sighed.  
I put my hand over her phone to stop her doing the daft thing and cancelling. “You can be 

yourself. You just need to do it while following protocol.” I hoped my smile was uplifting. 
“We’ll figure something out.” 

She tucked her hands in her pockets. “Yeah. Maybe dinner will earn me some brownie 
points?” Her rakish grin said enough.  

“You sound like Doug.” 
She shrugged and cocked her head as she looked out of  the window. “At least Berne has a 

sexier—” 
I placed my hand over her mouth again. “Lunch. Go woo the dynamo.”  
She chuckled and grabbed for her keys. I was glad I’d snapped her out of  her insecurities... 

At least I hoped.  
“I’ll show her the kind of  dress code she’d have a hard time forgetting,” she said, pausing 

to check her hair in the mirror. 
I tried to banish the mental image of  that. “At least she won’t need a torch with you 

around.” I motioned to her hair. 
Rebecca waved it off  and left me standing in the kitchen. I felt for her. I had been in her 

position with Doug. It hadn’t been easy fitting in. 
Who was I to give advice? Eight years, and a fairy-tale romance... until he’d gotten an of-

fice girl pregnant and I’d left him for another woman.  
I wandered back over to the window. Berne was busy replanting our attempt at a flower 

bed. Neither Rebecca or I were remotely green fingered. Berne looked up and I sighed, 
slumping down onto the window seat. At least now I could drool undisturbed. 
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