

[image: image]



THE

OLIVE
FARM

A Love Story

Carol Drinkwater

[image: image]


Contents

[image: image]

Cover

Title

Dedication

About the Author

By Carol Drinkwater

Acknowledgements

Preface

Appassionata

Water Music

Holiday Boars and Henri

Treasure Islands

A Hair-Raising Purchase

A Melon and Leather Boots

Our Desert Prince

Fire!

Tracking the Olive

Pressing the Olive

Dark Days

Devastation

Poetry, or Love Song

Copyright


For Michel, who lives life through colours richly. A private story told out loud.

Je t’aime.


Best known for her role as Helen Herriot in BBC Television’s All Creatures Great and Small (for which she was awarded The Variety Club Television Personality of the Year Award), Carol Drinkwater has enjoyed a long and distinguished career as both an actress and writer.

During her acting career, she has worked in film, television and theatre. Her credits include working with Laurence Olivier at the National Theatre, Stanley Kubrick on A Clockwork Orange and Max Von Sydow, whom she played opposite in the film Father, for which she won the Critics Circle Award for Best Film Actress.

Carol Drinkwater has written novels for both adults and children, including Abundance of Rain, Akin to Love and Mapping the Heart. Her bestselling children’s novel, The Haunted School, has sold more than 170,000 copies and was made into a film and television series which won the Chicago Film Festival Award for children’s films. She is also the author of the bestselling memoirs The Olive Farm, The Olive Season, The Olive Harvest, The Olive Route and The Olive Tree. Visit her website at www.caroldrinkwater.com


By Carol Drinkwater

TRAVEL/BIOGRAPHY

The Olive Farm

The Olive Season

The Olive Harvest

The Olive Route

The Olive Tree

Return to the Olive Farm

FICTION

An Abundance of Rain

Akin to Love

Mapping the Heart

Because You’re Mine

YOUNG ADULT FICTION

The Haunted School

Molly

Molly on the Run

The Hunger: Ireland 1845–1847

Twentieth-Century Girl, London 1899–1900

Suffragette, London 1909–1913

Wow! 366 (contributor)

YOUNG ADULT NON-FICTION

Crossing the Line: Women and the Law


Acknowledgements

[image: image]

This book would never have existed without Michel. So it is to him that I first say thank you: for his encouragement, generosity and expansive love. Special thanks also to our families and the friends who inhabit these pages.

I am also extremely grateful to my agent and friend, Sophie Hicks, to Maggie Phillips, Hitesh Shah and Grainne Fox, all of whom help smooth the bumps in the running of my professional life, and to old pals Chris Brown and Bridget Anderson, who are always there in hours of need.

My profound gratitude to a great team at Little, Brown in the UK, among them Caroline North for supportive editing and, most especially, to Alan Samson for buying the book and offering me inspirational notes and guidance.


Preface

[image: image]

The girls stare in dusty dismay.

‘Is this the wonderful surprise, Papa?’ asks Vanessa.

Michel nods.

Papa had promised them a villa with a swimming pool. Unfortunately, in his enthusiasm, Michel has omitted to mention that the pool is dry as a bone. Worse, not only is the interior cracked, chipping and devoid of one drop of water, but its faded blue walls and a fair portion of the base are overgrown with thickly entwined skeins of ivy.

‘I need a swim!’ wails Clarisse.

‘We’ll cut back the ivy tomorrow and fill it on Sunday, I promise.’

I overhear this pledge as I stagger past with armfuls of cardboard boxes laden with ancient and practically useless kitchenware exhumed from the cluttered cupboards of my London flat. Michel’s promise, if given casually, is not without good intention, but a doubt whispering in my ear tells me he may live to regret it. Suppose we discover the pool leaks? I choose not to voice this within earshot. In any case, my doubts are probably nothing more than the negativity born of a sleepless night.

We drove through most of the night to avoid the worst of the holiday traffic which throughout yesterday jammed the main arterial roads to standstill. At around 8.30 in the evening we approached the outskirts of Lyon only to discover that the péage had become a holiday resort in itself. The delay to pass through it was announced as two hours. So, the French, in true French fashion, were grabbing the opportunity to attack a spot of dinner which, of course, delayed matters further.

It was a colourful and fascinating spectacle. A tailback of vehicles many miles long, peppered with families and pets seated on camping stools alongside their cars (the less organised spread out picnic blankets on the motorway surface), all eating three-course meals and drinking copious amounts of booze. Aside from our general frustration, I found it highly entertaining. Strolling alongside several miles of the queue, I witnessed vehicle-owners offering dégustations of their regional wine to fellow travellers, morsels of succulent dishes whipped up at the roadside, wobbling and brightly coloured desserts passed on spoons up and down the traffic line, snippets of advice on the fine-tuning of an otherwise well-known recipe, and, to round it all off, hands of cards accompanied by after-dinner coffee followed, in one or two instances, by a glass of calvados. What a knack the French have for turning any event into an opportunity to relish the finer points of eating.

By the time the jam was unjammed, I observed families who had become the firmest of buddies with other roadside families exchanging addresses in the way some folk do when they’ve spent a week or two together at the same resort.

Once through the city of Lyon, we kept going, stopping only for a brief nap in a roadside parking area, where poor Michel had to grab some sleep with fat Pamela attached to his ankle by her lead to stop her attempting an escape. And then we pressed on again before dawn, breakfasting outside Fréjus. There, half the local population were already gathered in bars enjoying their first cognac of the day.

Now, having safely arrived, after sixteen hours of such travelling, Pamela, finally released from her confined space, is huffing at my side. Why has this infernal creature taken such a shine to me? ‘The dog needs a drink!’ I call. No one takes any notice.

‘So, we’ll have a pool in two days?’ Vanessa is always the more punctilious of the two girls.

Michel nods and embraces both daughters, an arm wrapped around each. ‘Well, do you like it here? The house and all the grounds? I know it needs a lot of work, but the sun is shining and it’s very hot …’ The final phrase of his sentence melts away in the midday swelter while the girls stare up at him as though he has singlehandedly created a galaxy of suns. After their initial disappointment they seem happy enough, and I am mightily relieved.

I find an outdoor tap alongside the garage and cast about for a saucer or bowl, to give this dribbling mutt some water. I spy a bright yellow, dirt-encrusted plastic utensil – it looks like the cup from a lost Thermos – lying among the weeds at the foot of one of the cedar trees and I hurry to fetch it. Pamela puffs and waddles along beside me. She seems about ready to collapse. I return to the tap.

By now, Michel and the girls are dragging the mattresses, twisted out of all recognition, from the boot of my VW. Two single mattresses for four of us. In this heat. Are we insane?

‘Where shall we put these?’ he shouts across to me.

‘You decide.’ I am busy battling with the wretched tap, which is locked rigid. ‘Must be a while since anyone used this,’ I mutter, but no one is listening to me. Not even Pamela. She is lying on her side in the shade of twelve tall cedars which form a semi-circle round the parking area, where there is cool, loose earth; a beached whale snoring contentedly.

I turn the tap so hard it almost comes away from the wall. A small green lizard darts out from a fissure in the stucco and, sensing unwelcome visitors, slithers off, disappearing into an otherwhere. Perspiration breaks out all over my face. I can feel the flush. I am giddy with the effort and now it is I who needs the drink. Pamela has long since forgotten her thirst.

Eventually the tap begins to shift, making horrendous squeaking noises as it does so. ‘A drop of oil,’ I tell myself, beginning a mental ‘to do’ list which is destined to become longer than life. The ancient faucet turns and turns but still no water flows. ‘This tap is not functioning properly, or …’ But there is no one in sight to hear my concern. I decide to try another.

Upstairs, indoors, the villa is cool and insect-infested. The blinding, dry heat outside emphasises the musty and crepuscular damp within. The smell reminds me of compulsory childhood visits to elderly relatives living alone in unaired spaces.

The mosquito netting, curling away from the windows as though it were fighting to get out into the light, creates blocks of shadows and gives a sombre, prison-like feel to the main living room. Shafts of sunlight cut angular patterns on the floor’s terracotta tiles, spotlighting the years of gathering dust and mouldering miniature reptile life. Michel is standing with les filles, who are looking about them in horror and disgust.

‘C’est dégueulasse, Papa!’ I cannot avoid noticing Vanessa’s battle to keep her tears at bay.

‘We’ll clean it up,’ he encourages, with dwindling enthusiasm.

‘Before or after we’ve attacked the pool?’ snaps one of them and stomps outside in a sulk.

‘Chérie!’

‘Michel?’ I hardly dare begin, knowing this is a rotten moment to impart such drastic news.

‘Oui? Go after your sister,’ he instructs the remaining daughter.

‘I’ve got a sneaking suspicion …’

‘What?’ he looks frazzled, ready to give up. The drive from Paris, in a baking car packed to the gills with luggage and livestock (Pamela) on roads frying with exhaust fumes and August weather, has been interminable. None of us has slept properly. Nerves are frayed. Even the insistent chirring of the cicadas, a sound I usually find romantic and exotic, is enough to make me want to scream.

Suddenly, I see all this not through the eyes of love emboldened, setting sail on an adventure, but from the children’s point of view. This is their summer holiday. I am not their mother. They barely know me. It has been a while since they have spent time with their father and the place to which he has brought them belongs (or will do) to him and this other woman, who is not even fluent in their mother tongue. On top of which, the villa is uninhabitable and we have no money left to put it right.

‘The girls are disappointed,’ he confides. I hear the weariness and regret in his voice as I struggle not to cast myself in the role of the outsider.

‘Michel, I know this is not a great moment, but—’

‘Perhaps it was a mistake to bring them here. It was our dream, after all.’

Was? I find myself thinking but refrain – just – from voicing it.

‘Michel?’

‘What?’

‘There’s no water.’

‘What?’

‘No water.’

‘Well, you haven’t turned it on at the mains!’ he snaps and, calling after his daughters, he follows them out on to the terrace. I stay where I am, amid the dust motes and shadows. Through tall French windows I watch them: two slender girls gesticulating angrily at their rangy, handsome father while he attempts to quieten and reassure them. I leave them to it and return to the unloading of the car.

When the girls are less upset and Michel is less harassed, he comes looking for me. ‘Is the garage locked?’

‘I haven’t unlocked it,’ I reply, engaged in the business of trying to repair the broom. Beneath heavy boxes in the boot, head and handle have been separated.

‘The switch for the water is probably in there.’

He disappears into the garage and finds a tap, which he opens, but there is still no water. He wanders off in silence to pour a glass of wine and figure it out. I return inside the house. ‘The water must be fed from an external tank which has dried up,’ he says when he comes back.

‘Fed from where?’

‘Not sure. Once I find the tank, I’ll be able to tell you. Madame B. said something about a well. I thought she was referring to a secondary source, but perhaps not. Girls all right?’

I nod. ‘They’ve gone investigating.’

‘Good. You’re not to worry about them. They’ll settle. They love it here. Really.’

Our eyes meet fleetingly, looking into one another’s. These last couple of days have been hectic and have left no room for us. I am bustling about the living room with the broom, trying to lift at least the top layers of dirt off the earthenware tommette tiles, fearing that if I stop Michel will read my hurt. I don’t want to discuss it; I know it will pass because it’s stupid. We are all tired and unhinged. But he approaches me and fondles my neck, strokes my hair. I concentrate on the task in hand but the dust just rises and resettles centimetres from where I have swept. I am wasting my time. The whole house needs a damn good scrub with lashings of hot, soapy water.

‘Je t’aime,’ he says. ‘Please don’t forget that.’ Then he hurries away.

How did we get into this? I am thinking.

All my life, I have dreamed of acquiring a crumbling, shabby-chic house overlooking the sea. In my mind’s eye, I have pictured a corner of paradise where friends can gather to swim, relax, debate, talk business if they care to, eat fresh fruits picked directly from the garden and great steaming plates of food served from an al fresco kitchen and dished up on to a candlelit table the length of a railway sleeper. A Utopia where liquor and honey flow freely and guests eat heartily, drink gallons of home-produced wine, chill out to the dulcet chords of evergreen jazz and while away star-spangled hours till dawn. I envisage a haven where city manners and constraints can be cast off and where artists, travellers, children, lovers and extended family can intermingle and find contentment. And, in among all of these gregarious and bohemian activities, I slip away unnoticed to a cool stone room of my own, lined head to foot with books, sprawling maps and dictionaries, switch on my computer and settle down peacefully to write.

Yes, it is me and my crazy chimeras who have got us into this.

Still, who has not idled away a wet winter’s afternoon or three with such a dream?


‘Too much of a good thing can be wonderful.’

Mae West

‘Southwards into a sunburnt otherwhere …’

W.H. Auden


Appassionata
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Four months earlier

‘Shall we look inside?’ suggests Michel, climbing the stairway to the main entrance, which is situated on the north-west side of the upper terrace. The estate agent, M. Charpy, confesses that he does not have a key.

‘No key?’

It is only now that he owns up to the fact that he is not actually handling the sale but, he swiftly assures us, if we are genuinely interested, he will be able to faire le nécessaire.

We are in the south of France, gazing at the not-so-distant Mediterranean, falling in love with an abandoned olive farm. The property, once stylish and now little better than a ruin, is for sale with ten acres of land.

Once upon a time, M. Charpy tell us, it was a residence of haut standing. With it came land as far as the eye could see in every direction. He swings his arms this way and that. I stare at him incredulously. He shrugs. ‘Well, certainly that valley in front of us, and the woods to the right but, hélas’ – he shrugs again – ‘most of the terrain was sold off.’

‘When?’

‘Years ago.’

I wonder why, for nothing else has been constructed. The villa still stands alone on its hillside, and the magnificent terraced olive groves Charpy promised us have become a jungle of hungry weeds.

‘An olive farm with vineyard and swimming pool,’ he insists.

We stare at the pool. It looks like an oversized, discarded sink. Dotted here and there are various blossoming fruit trees and some very fine Italian cedars, but there’s no sign of any vineyard. There are, however, two cottages included in the purchase price. The gatekeeper’s house, at the very foot of the hill, is firmly locked and shuttered but, even from the outside, it is plain that it needs major restoration. The other cottage, where the gardener or vine-tender would have lived, has been swallowed up by rampant growth. As far as we can tell, for we cannot get within 200 metres of it, all that remains is one jagged, stone wall.

‘The villa was built in 1904 and was used as a summer residence by a wealthy Italian family. They christened it “Appassionata”.’ I smile. Appassionata is a musical term meaning ‘with passion’.

‘Les pieds dans l’eau,’ continues Charpy.

Yes, it is ten minutes by car to the sea. From the numerous terraces, the bay of Cannes, where the two Îles de Lérins lie in the water like lizards sleeping in the sun, is within tantalisingly easy reach.

To the rear of the house is a pine forest. Most of the other shrubs and trees are unknown to me; those that are not dead, that is. Michel asks whether it was drought that killed off the little orange grove and the almond tree, now an inverted broomstick of dead twigs in front of a tumbledown garage.

‘Je ne crois pas,’ says M. Charpy. ‘They caught cold. Our last winter was harsh. It broke records.’ He stares glumly at four bougainvillaea bushes which once straddled the front pillars of the house. Now they are lying across the veranda like drunks in a stupor. ‘Aussi, the place has been empty for four years. Before that, it was rented to a foreign woman who bred dogs. Evidemment, she cared nothing for her surroundings.’

The years of neglect, aided by the recent freak weather, have certainly put paid to Appassionata’s former glory. Still, I am drawn to it, to its faded elegance. It remains graceful. There is beauty here. And history. Even the gnarled and twisted olive trees look as though they have stood witness on this hillside for a thousand years.

‘The propriétaire will be glad to get shot of the place. I can arrange a good price.’ Charpy’s offer is disdainfully made. To his way of thinking, any sum paid for such dereliction would be scandalous.

I close my eyes and picture us in future summers strolling paths we will discover beneath this jungle of vegetation. Michel, at my side, is surveying the façade. The baked vanilla paint flakes to the touch. ‘Why don’t we try to find a way in?’ He disappears on a lap of the house, tapping at windows, rattling doors.

Charpy, ruffled, sets off after him. I hang back, smiling. Michel and I have known each other only a few months but already I have learned that he is not one to be defeated by such a minor detail as the lack of a key.

The land is not fenced. There is no gate, and the boundaries are not staked. There is nothing to secure the property, to keep hunters or trespassers at bay. There are broken windows everywhere.

‘Come and look here,’ Michel calls from round the back. He, with his more practised eye, points out the remains of a makeshift vegetable garden.

‘Squatters. Been and gone in the not-too-distant past. The locks on all three doors have been forced. It should be relatively easy to get in. Monsieur Charpy, s’il vous plaît.’

And so we look on while the preposterously arrogant M. Charpy totters back and forth, thrusting his pristine Armani suit against the solid wood door.

Once inside, we are moving through a sea of cobwebs. Everywhere reeks. A deep, musty stench that takes your breath away. Walls hang with perished wiring. The rooms are high-ceilinged, sonorous spaces. Strips of wallpaper curl to the floor like weeping silhouettes. Tiny, shrivelled reptiles crunch underfoot. Such decay. We tread slowly, pausing, turning this way and that, drinking in the place. Rip away all the curling and rusted mosquito netting fixed across the windows and the rooms would be blissfully light. They are well proportioned, nothing elaborate. Corridors, hidden corners, huge rust-stained baths in cavernous bathrooms. In the main salon, there is a generous oak-beamed fireplace. There is an ambience. A chaleur.

As our voices and footsteps reverberate, I feel the rumble of lives lived here. Tugging at the netting, pulling it aside, grazing a finger in the process, I gaze out at eloquent views over land and sea, and mountains to the west. Sun-drenched summers by the Mediterranean. Appassionata. Yes. I am seized.

Charpy watches impatiently, fussing at the sleeves and shoulders of his jacket, while we open doors, shove at long-forgotten cupboards, run our fingers through layers of dust and disintegrating insects and flick or turn switches and taps, none of which work. He does not comprehend our enthusiasm. ‘Beaucoup de travail,’ he pronounces.

Back outside, the late-morning sun is warm and inviting. I glance at Michel and, without a word spoken, his eyes tell me he sees what I see: a wild yet enticing site. Still, even if we could scrape together the asking price, the funds needed to restore it would make it an act of insanity.

We head for a bar Michel frequents in the old port of Cannes. The patron strolls over to greet him. They shake hands. ‘Bon festival?’ he asks. Michel nods, and the patron nods in response. The conversation seems complete until Michel takes me by the arm and introduces me. My future wife, he says. ‘Mais félicitations! Félicitations!’ The patron shakes our hands vigorously and offers us a drink on the house. We install ourselves at one of the tables on the street and I feel the heat of the midday sun beating against my face.

Although it is only late April, there are already many foreigners bustling to and fro, laden with shopping bags. Several wave to Michel, calling out the same enquiry as the patron. ‘Bon festival?’ He nods in reply. Occasionally, he rises to shake someone’s hand or, in French fashion, lightly kiss somebody’s cheeks. Mostly these fleeting encounters are with executive types in sharply cut blazers, lightweight slacks, soft Italian leather loafers. They talk of business. It is the closing day of the spring television festival which precedes the internationally famous Cannes Film Festival. Both events are dominated by the markets which run alongside them. The world of television, the filming of it rather than the selling of it, seems to me a million miles removed from these markets. I marvel at how Michel can survive in such a milieu, and am reminded again of how much we have yet to learn about one another.

A lithe waiter zips by with our glasses of Côte de Provence rosé. These are accompanied by porcelain saucers filled with olives, slices of deep pink saucisson and crisps. He deposits the dishes on our table and departs without a word. We clink glasses and sip our wine, silent, lost in our morning’s visit. Both musing upon our find, buried aloft in the pine-scented hills way above this strip with its glitzy hotels.

‘I wish we could afford it,’ I say eventually.

‘I think we should go for it. They want to be shot of the place, so let’s make an offer.’

‘But how could we ever …?’

Michel pulls out his fountain pen, spreads out his napkin and we start scribbling figures and exchange rates. The ink bleeds into the soft tissue. The answer is clear. It is way beyond our price range. There are Vanessa and Clarisse, Michel’s daughters from his previous marriage, to consider.

‘But the pound is strong,’ I say. ‘That will work in our favour. Still, it is way more than we can afford.’ I glance at the clock on the church tower up in the old town. It is after one. Charpy’s immobilier office on the Croisette has closed for the weekend. It is just as well. We will have left by Monday. I am returning to London, where it is raining; Michel to Paris. I turn, peer up the lane which leads to the old fish market and tilt my head skywards. Only rounded summits of green hills are visible above the blocks of crab-coloured buildings. I cannot tell which of them harbours Appassionata. I know, though, that life on that olive farm would be a world away from the money-hungry resort of Cannes, just as this television market is a world away from my experiences of film-making.

‘Let me talk to Charpy on Monday,’ says Michel. ‘I have an idea.’

‘What?’

‘Perhaps they’ll sell it in stages.’

‘Of course they won’t.’

Our pension overlooks the old port. I pass the afternoon watching the to-ing and fro-ing of yachts and the ferries plying their course to the islands. Michel has disappeared for a final, post-festival business meeting. He will not return before evening. I am seized by a desire to slip back up into the hills but I know that, alone in the car, I would never find my way. Instead I idle away the afternoon reading and jotting down notes on my memo pad.

I hadn’t come to Cannes to look for a house. Michel had been flying down for the festival and had invited me to come and spend the week with him. But, having always been drawn to ‘my house by the sea’, whenever I am on the coast, whether it be in Finland, Australia, Africa or Devon, I browse the estate agents’ windows and visit the occasional property, hungry to discover something unexpected, to walk into a space where I belong. At no other place I have ever visited have I felt this close to belonging. Even so, to buy Appassionata would be an act of madness. Every bean I have ever earned I have spent travelling, crossing borders, roaming the world. I have been intensely restless, hungry to live a hundred lives in one lifetime. I have never settled anywhere. I have no capital to speak of. I am not fluent in the language; schoolgirl French is my limit. And as for farming: my mother’s family owns a farm in southern Ireland, where I spent childhood holidays, and I played a country vet’s wife in a television series. Hardly an agricultural pedigree. Still, to restore this old olive farm, with views overlooking the sea; to create roots, and with this man …

But he is a man I barely know; a man who proposed the day after I met him. A coup de foudre, he said. And, yes since we met life has been giddy. We’ve been spinning like tumbleweed. It may be illogical, but it feels right.

I begin to scribble several ‘things to do’ lists, which is out of character for me. It is simply an attempt to contain my excitement, to comprehend the enormity of the venture. An exercise to draw the possibility of ownership closer to me, to quieten the fever.

Finally, at about six in the evening, as the church bells chime the first of the Sunday masses, which is celebrated on Saturday evening, and I have exhausted all avenues to make-believe ownership, I stroll down the beach to swim. The water is bracing. I am alone in it, which pleases me. I savour the salty taste on my lips. I flip over on my back and scan the waterfront, the coastline which stretches as far as the Cap d’Antibes, and the hills behind. I drink in its foreignness. The cream and salmon tones of the buildings, the softly evocative light that has drawn so many painters here. I notice the observatory on a hill to the right of me for the first time. I begin to put myself in the role of habitant. Could I really live here? Yes. Yes! Although millions have done it before, it feels brave and enterprising. I cast myself in the role of intrepid adventurer, one who is making the choices she dreams of instead of merely daydreaming. I feel empowered. I crawl like a racer, leagues out from the shore. Of course, if I were alone, I may not be so eager to take the risk. We. I am diving in at the deep end.

On Sunday we drive out of town and head inland, up into the hills, making for the pretty old town of Vence, perched atop a hill at the end of a long, winding road. Michel wants to show me the Chapel of the Rosary, redesigned by Henri Matisse when he was living at Cimiez, an elegant quarter in the hills above Nice, as a commission for the Congregation of Dominican Nuns of Monteils (Aveyron). But when we arrive it is closed. How disappointing. I had expected a discreet mass to be in progress. Monks and incense. We shove our faces through the fencing, eager for views of the garden and building, and Michel directs my eyeline towards a forty-two-foot high iron cross, and then to the chapel roof. The tiles are a brilliant azure blue. So simple, so unlikely and so pure.

And then, drawn like nails to a magnet, we head for the villa.

Without Charpy breathing down our necks, we can explore the site more thoroughly. On the tarmac driveway, I find several dead shells from hunters’ rifles and look about, wondering what they were shooting. Rabbits?

‘Wild boar,’ suggests Michel.

I laugh. ‘This close to the coast? No way.’

Once up on the top terrace, we decide against going inside. Charpy forcing the door is one thing, but alone we will not contemplate it. Instead, we press our faces against sticky, cracked panes of glass and peer in through the windows. The sludge-brown shutters are bleached and peeling.

‘We’ll paint the shutters the colour of Matisse’s chapel,’ says Michel. Azure blue. Côte d’Azur. The blue coast. I lift my eyes heavenwards. Blue sky. Cobalt blue. Vanilla walls and blue shutters. I try to picture it. A cool yet vibrant combination.

‘Yes, let’s,’ I murmur.

Many of the slats are splintered and broken, forced by the squatters or robbers. ‘They will need to be replaced,’ I say.

‘Everything will need to be replaced. Nothing is intact.’

A curious feature we had not noticed yesterday is a monstrous bread oven which looks like a giant beehive. It has been added to the main chimney breast at upper-terrace level. ‘That will have to go!’

‘Definitely!’

‘We haven’t seen inside the garage.’

‘I bet it’s locked.’ It is. Alongside it are two stables whose upper and lower doors hang loose on heavy, rusted hinges. I expect them to smell of hay but they are stacked with misshapen cardboard boxes crammed with disintegrating papers and files. On the ground are a few broken bits of gardening tools and a cracked cup with no handle. A row of dusty dark-green bottles lines the walls. I wonder whose life those objects belonged to. And what became of that person, those people.

A house is so much more than a house. And a house in a foreign country pushes the learning experience that much further. It expands, promises to expand, the psyche. The inner journey. Michel and I are embarking on this path together. Newly in love, thrilled by one another. The house that M. Charpy saw with us yesterday and the potential farm, the regeneration we are picturing, are two different habitats. We are purchasing a dream, investing in love, in one another. We will nurture it through the pruning of trees and the harvesting of fruit. We will celebrate our union by extending invitations to friends and family worldwide.

We sit out in the afternoon sunshine at the pool’s edge, side by side, fingertips touching, and dangle our feet in the vast, empty basin. We walk down the steps, enter, stand inside it, calling loudly, hooting and singing. Our voices echo. We run round the perimeter until we are out of breath. Swallows wheel and swoop high in the sky above us. We close our eyes and listen to the stillness. I have never walked in an empty swimming pool before. With the soles of our shoes we shove thick plaits of ivy out of our path and find puddles of sludgy rainwater seeping into the deepest crevices of the basin. Drowned black insects float among the speckled ivy leaves. The walls are so much taller than us. I press my back against the bleached blue cement and feel as though I have fallen into the very heart – no, we will be the heart – the watery womb of the property. We linger and kiss, our pulses racing. We look deep into one another, smiling, overwhelmed, two tiny excited people in this vast cubic metreage of space. I think of Jules Verne: Journey to the Centre of the Earth. I feel as small as Tom Thumb. I am Alice in Wonderland. The adventure, the challenge, has shrunk us, like Alice, in preparation for our journey. We will grow bigger and taller as we inhabit this space, as we reach into it and learn from it; and in the restoration of it, we will discover one another.

I love this place already. I love this man at my side who has tumbled into this crazy dream with me. He seems to want to make it work as much as I do. He appears to be as energised and bowled over by it as I am.

Although we have only known each other a few months I feel safe with Michel. I trust him. He loves abundantly, with risk, and he is tender. I needed that. I was losing faith. After a series of short-lived affairs, one rather public relationship, a life in the public eye, albeit at a modest level, I had become isolated. I was losing myself. I was hurt, and growing brash. Independent, driven and alone.

The sun is moving to the right, preparing to slip away behind the hills. The sky is changing colour, augmenting its palette with tawny oranges, pastel red and soft purples. ‘Where is that?’ I ask. ‘There, where the sun is setting?’

‘Mougins.’

We are back on the upper terrace. Michel is smoking a cigarette – I wish he wouldn’t – and it is time to go.

‘We’ll follow the sun to Mougins and have dinner there. It’s too soon to return to Cannes.’

Yes, too soon to return to Cannes, its gaudy lights, its meretricious festival nightlife.

We descend the drive slowly, pootling past the olive terraces to the right and left of us. My attention is drawn to flowers on the olive branches, teeny white specks, weeny crocheted blossoms, delicate as finger lace. Delicate as love.

At the entry to the hilltop village of Mougins, where cars are banned, we find an inviting little hotel-restaurant. It has a terrace with extensive views which nosedive into the deep valley and sweep towards the sea. The patron points us to his car park across the narrow street.

We take our places on the terrace.

‘Ça, c’est mon parking,’ he pronounces with proprietorial pride as he delivers our menus with a flourish. ‘My very own private parking.’ I am mesmerised by his chestnut toupée and gold jewellery, his lean frame and figure-hugging beige trousers. I expect him to break into a dance.

Michel orders us deux coupes. Our host nods approvingly and disappears. We notice a hand-painted sign which reads: ‘140f la chambre, parking inclus’. ‘It’s a good price.’ Less than fourteen pounds. ‘We must remember this place for our next visit. It’s closer to the house, quieter than Cannes, and cheaper.’ The patron returns with our two glasses of champagne. ‘I am the only one, le seul, in the village with my own parking,’ he continues.

We nod encouragingly, trying not to giggle as he skips away to welcome new arrivals and to direct them with dramatic gestures to his parking. ‘Monsieur Parking,’ whispers Michel, and so he is christened.

We eat ravenously. Our meal, the 70f set menu, is delicious and excellent value. I begin with warm goat’s cheese melting on a toasted baguette and dressed with a wild roquette salad while Michel chooses une petite omelette au briccio, omelette with goat’s cheese and mint. I follow with gigot d’agneau, succulently pink, with tian de pommes de terre, a dish of potatoes and tomatoes cooked beneath the lamb. Michel orders veau aux olives noires à la sauge, veal casserole with black olives and sage. Monsieur Parking recommends a red Bandol, a wine from the neighbouring Var region, to accompany our food. Michel, although a faithful Bordeaux man, decides we should go for it. It is fuller-bodied than I would have expected but it complements the meal and our mood of discovery. To finish Michel accepts a slither of brie de Meaux and then the tarte au citron et aux amandes. I forgo the cheese but am tempted by a dessert I have never come across before: lavender crème brûlée. It is heaven, one of the most sensuous foods I have ever eaten.

We set off into the night replete and happy. Monsieur Parking has wooed our stomachs and won our hearts. To my amazement, as we are leaving, he introduces us to his very glamorous wife. She, he announces proudly, is the chef.

On Monday, after several phone calls to and from Brussels where the vendors, M. and Mme B., reside, a deal is struck. We will buy the house and the first half of its terrain immediately and sign a promesse de vente for the second five acres, to be paid for within four years of the completion date of the purchase of the villa. On top of this, Michel has beaten down the original asking price by almost a quarter. Charpy is not happy with the arrangement and bids us farewell as though we have done nothing but waste his precious weekend.

Now we must leave the south of France. We have stayed on a day longer than we had planned in order to set the purchase of the house in motion. Although we are leaving the sun and the sea and the bustle of Mediterranean life, and, tonight in Paris, I must say au revoir to Michel for several weeks, my heart is flying like a kite. A house in a foreign country. More than a house, the restoration of a disused farm, a canvas to paint on, a new life to forge and someone to share it with. In my mind’s eye, I can already picture the pouring and bottling of litres of olive oil, lashings of nature’s liquid gold.

Back in England, I am barely able to contain my excitement until a friend takes me to lunch and invites me to ponder some well-meant advice. The horrors are listed: French tax laws, property laws, bylaws, the black holes of the Napoleonic system. And should I decide that the whole affair has been an aberration and choose to sell up, am I aware that the French will hold on to my money for five years? I leave the restaurant shocked and weak at the knees. The lunch is followed by an encounter with another longstanding chum who flummoxes me entirely by telling me, for my own good, that this is what comes of being too secretive. Next, it is my family. They want to warn me against undue haste. ‘Have you considered the pitfalls?’ asks my father, and begins to reel off scenarios of corruption and deception, summing up with: ‘You’re too impetuous. You don’t want to get landed with a pig in a poke, now, do you?’

I am still trying to catch my breath when my mother phones, confiding that while out shopping with my sister in Bond Street, she broke down and cried. ‘I had to been taken into Fenwick’s coffee shop. I couldn’t stand up.’

‘What’s wrong?’ I ask, genuinely perturbed.

‘You.’

‘Me?’

‘How could you? We are Irish Catholics!’ she wails.

I say nothing. What can I say?

‘And he’s a foreigner. You’ve always been the same. You’ve got no common sense.’

I replace the receiver. Slumping into uncertainty, I begin to stew. Yes, I am impetuous, and I probably lack common sense. I hadn’t been aware that I was particularly secretive and I certainly have not troubled to investigate the pitfalls of the French system. On top of which, we cannot afford the farm. It is an unachievable fantasy fed by a whirlwind romance which is probably destined to go the way of all others. I should pull out. So my frame of mind when Michel telephones from Paris to say that he has received a call from Brussels is one of mounting hysteria.

‘What?’ is my amorous greeting.

‘Madame is insisting on ten per cent of the selling price up front, in cash.’

‘Absolutely not. It’s illegal.’

That kind of request is quite common, I have heard, in French property transactions. It is known as the ‘deposit’. The buyer pays a percentage of the agreed asking price in cash and the vendor declares a sale price lower than the property’s true total. It helps to alleviate the astronomical frais levied against both purchaser and vendor.

‘It’s black-market money!’ I shout. ‘She can’t do that!’

‘I’m afraid it is a generally accepted practice.’

I refuse to discuss it. In fact, I refuse to discuss anything and replace the receiver rather too abruptly. I know though that if we don’t agree we will lose the farm. A decision that felt organic a month ago is now driving me over the edge with doubts. Virtually everything I own, including my one and only insurance policy, which will have to be cashed in – much against my accountant’s advice – is going to be sunk into this enterprise. What if it all goes wrong? What if everything my friends and family are telling me is true? I am woken by appalling dreams. I pace the nights away, jabbering to myself. Terror is taking hold.

Now, it is high summer. Due to French bureaucratic nightmares, all hope that the sale would be completed before the holidays is receding fast. And while complications of the contract, such as the division of the land, are being wrangled over and ironed out, sterling is falling and our calculations are out the window. Due to the exchange rate, the property has already risen in price by twenty per cent. If things get any worse, we will have to pull out. I am tearing my hair out. Michel keeps his cool. Bastille Day arrives. We motor down through a celebrating France to visit the abandoned property one more time, mainly to appease my steaming financial fears, before making an irrevocable commitment.

Our arrival is greeted by a magnificent tree alongside the top terrace, which is in full and glorious bloom. Exhausted after twelve hours’ solid driving, taking it in turns to catnap in the car because we have too little cash for hotels, we cast ourselves like weary shipwrecked sailors on the upstairs terrace adjacent to the majestic tree. Its blossom is the colour of ivory, its petals thickly textured with a fragrance so heady it envelops the whole hillside. Collapsed before the dawning day, my supine body spreadeagled, head on Michel’s chest, I know that this perfume is imprinting itself upon me. It will for ever remind me of the south of France, and of being recklessly in love.

As the day unfolds, the scents, the views, the hot, clear weather seduce me once more and I am calmed by Michel and his quiet strength. I see my doubts for what they are; I am stepping off into the unknown, moving out of one life to inhabit another. Fears, real or illogical, and excitements are part of that transition. Misgivings laid to rest, we make for the beach, where we steep our weary limbs in the Med, doze the afternoon away and shower off salt and sand in fresh cold water before going in search of dinner and a bed chez Monsieur Parking.

As evening falls and we dine by candlelight on his terrace, a diorama of fireworks explodes across the Mediterranean sky, illuminating the entire bay. Their purpose is the honouring of the French declaration of independence but, in my heart, soothed for the present, I pretend they are for us.

Here, in France, Quatorze Juillet, the anniversary of the storming of the Bastille and its accompanying revolution, is the greatest of all national holidays. For the French, it is their finest hour, whereas in England, on the anniversary of the Gunpowder Plot, we burn a scruffy, ill-clad effigy of Guy Fawkes, the revolutionary who tried to bring down our government. I ask myself if this is not one of the fundamental differences between the French and the English psyches. I have read that revolutionism is ‘imprinted upon the spirit’ of the French ‘by an inward instinct’. Perhaps it is conservatism that is imprinted on the spirit of the British.

Bright and early the next morning, Michel puts through a call to the vendors in Belgium. He confirms that we will pay the cash advance Madame has requested if, in return, she and her husband allow us to move into the villa before the final contracts are signed.

‘Ah, you are eager to begin restoration work while the weather is hot and dry, n’est-ce pas?’

Yes, well, that would be true – if the cash advance were not about to eat up almost every penny we can lay our hands on. The fact is, Michel has invited Vanessa and Clarisse, his thirteen-year-old twin daughters, to spend their summer with us. He wants them to get to know me a little better and to share with us the thrill of installing ourselves in the villa. They are dying to see the place, he tells me. Besides, we haven’t a bean left to take them elsewhere.

Mme B. agrees, en principe, but insists that we discuss it all in detail over lunch in Brussels. Before hanging up, she offers Michel the choice of either swift transference of the money to an account in Switzerland in advance of our Brussels rendezvous or bringing the agreed sum in cash with us on the day.

I am ready to hit Monsieur Parking’s ceiling. I will not hear of one sou from my one and only insurance policy, plus savings, disappearing into unknown black-market accounts in Switzerland before anything is signed and settled. Why can’t we take a cheque for their wretched Swiss account and hand it over to them?

‘I suppose she fears it might not be honoured.’

‘Typical! At that level, no one trusts anybody!’

I rant and fume until I exhaust myself and Michel’s laughter and those gentle blue eyes temper my hysteria.

And so it is arranged.

Two weeks later, the beginning of the mass French exodus from north to south – for a nation of individualists, they certainly behave like lemmings when the holiday season is upon them – we pack my little black VW convertible with old mattresses, bedding and a surplus of kitchenware from my flat in London and set off for Brussels.

Our plan is to introduce ourselves to the Belgian owners, create the ‘right impression’ (i.e., that we are able to afford the place), sign the promesse de vente, hand over our hard-earned money in the brown envelopes secreted in Michel’s briefcase (unless he can sweet-talk them into holding off this part of the arrangement until later) and, directly after ‘business’, drive to Paris, where les filles await us.

Michel feels that to turn up outside the vendors’ home in a car bursting at the seams with old furniture might appear a trifle presumptuous and might prejudice negotiations. So, when we arrive in the city, we deposit the laden vehicle in the underground car park at the Hilton Hotel and make our way on foot to the address we have been given by Madame’s secretary. I barely register the city streets, nor our arrival in the wide, leafy avenue which bears the name we have been looking for. My head is whirring with what ifs. What if these people fall upon us and rob us, or try by other less violent means to cheat us out of our money? How can we be sure they are not crooks? Even if we escape such a fate, there are the documents we are about to sign …

Almost before I realise it, we are there and are standing – no, frozen outside a pair of imposingly ornate iron gates which rise to the height of an average oak tree. ‘Thank heavens we didn’t bring the car,’ I whisper, clutching Michel’s hand. For a good three or four minutes, we regard the exterior of what looks to us like a miniature Versailles.

‘Here goes,’ he replies, squeezing my hand tighter before ringing the bell.

The gates slide apart and we crunch across gravel and tiles, climb a marble stairway and approach baronial doors. These are opened by a butler in full uniform. Michel, apparently unflustered, gives him our names.

Nodding a dehumanised greeting, the butler tells us in a thick Belgian accent, ‘Madame will be with you shortly.’ I, with my already imperfect French, have difficulty understanding even that simple sentence. I sigh at the prospect of the impending negotiations. Then, with a polite but indifferent nod, he leads us across a fabulous black and white marble hallway ablaze with sprays of livid-red gladioli and on into a capacious salon which he describes as ‘Madame’s writing room’.

‘I’m in the wrong film, wearing the wrong costume,’ I mutter as we perch in two ornate, gilt Louis-something chairs.

As soon as the door closes and we are alone, I rise and cross to the floor-to-ceiling windows which look out upon substantial, perfectly manicured gardens. I count half a dozen gardeners digging and planting a criss-cross arrangement of magnificent flowerbeds. An antique Italian marble fountain stands in the centre of a crossroads of gravelled walkways; a chef d’œuvre of gushing, crystal-clear water. I gaze contentedly upon this spectacle until the door opens behind me and a terrifying, tightly coiffed, tight-lipped woman wearing a thick coating of orange face powder enters: Mme B. She is accompanied by another, marginally younger middle-aged woman, twitching like a nervous bird, whom she introduces as Yvette Pastor, her private secretary. Mme B. apologises for the absence of her husband who, she explains, is malade. She strides briskly into the hall, requesting us to follow. My heart sinks. I picture our carefree summer plans disappearing faster than Belgian chocolates.

We are seated around an oval walnut table large enough to accommodate twenty diners with ease. A magnum of Cristal champagne arrives on a silver platter. A message is sent from Madame via the butler to Monsieur, bidding him, in no uncertain terms, to get up and come downstairs instantly; there are papers to be signed. I resist my desire to protest.

Business commences. I barely comprehend a phrase, and stare in blind panic as six pages of dense legal French are shoved across the table for my perusal: a copy of the binding documents I am about to put my name to.

Some little while later, the door opens and a frail old man appears, trembling and pale. He is dressed in elegant sportswear with heavy expensive jewellery on his delicate-as-parchment, mottled hands and wrists. He apologises profusely for his malady. We shake our heads sympathetically, at a loss for words. He looks as though he might drop to the marble floor at any second. Madame commands the butler to pour Monsieur a flute of champagne. Monsieur declines. Madame insists. Le pauvre Monsieur assents and toasts our good health and the prosperity of our future lives at Appassionata. ‘You have much work to do in the garden,’ he says.

‘Foolish to discuss the growth of the land,’ she reprimands him. Monsieur demurs, accepts Madame’s fountain pen and signs his shaky, illegible autograph.

Then it is my turn. I down the last mouthful from my crystal flute and, with sticky hands and beating heart, obediently scribble my initials, and/or name, wherever Madame points her bejewelled, manicured fingers. I glance at Michel and smile weakly. I am praying to God he knows what he is doing, because I don’t, and he is handing over our envelopes.

The formalities completed, Michel rises. He leans to offer a bisou to Mme B., who proffers her cheek, clearly enchanted by his charm and thrilled by his astute business acumen. Watching the pair of them negotiate has been rather like watching two fencing champions in combat. Monsieur and I have not uttered a word. In fact, at the very first opportunity, he has offered his apologies and retired back upstairs to his room.

‘Mais non, you cannot leave now! We must lunch!’

We have already consumed almost a magnum of champagne between the five of us – Yvette, seated throughout on a chair behind Madame, has tippled immoderately on our future happiness – and we have a three-hour drive ahead of us but, without a word between us, Michel and I both sense that to refuse would be deemed a rebuff and might cloud future business relations.

We nod, attempting enthusiasm. ‘Pourquoi pas?’

‘Très bien. I suggest zee ’ilton.’ She excuses herself and orders us to wait out front.

‘Well?’ I ask Michel in a fraught whisper when Madame has left the room.

‘Well what?’

‘Did we get the permission or not?’

‘Chérie, did you not understand what was being said?’

‘Not every word,’ I admit.

Michel grins. ‘We have signed and sealed permission to occupy the villa for the summer – in fact from this moment on until it is officially ours.’

‘Really?’

‘Yes, well, at a price.’

‘What price?’

‘Sssh, chérie, don’t yell. If we fail to complete, no matter what the reason, they keep everything.’

‘What? Every halfpenny we have given them today?’

‘And anything, everything we spend on the place. We can’t claim a franc back.’

‘Oh, my God! Whatever made you agree to that?’

‘Chérie, the deadline for completion is next April. So there’s nothing to worry about.’

‘Next April. That’s almost a year. Yes, we’ll have bought the place long before then,’ I sigh, relieved.

Outside in the gardens, Madame enquires after our car. For a second we are both flummoxed, recalling guiltily my little Golf, packed to the rafters with furniture for ‘our’ house, awaiting us in the underground car park of ‘zee ’ilton’. Michel, sanguine as always in such moments, comes to the rescue. ‘We parked a little distance from here, chère Madame, for fear of losing our way in the city.’

Madame nods comprehendingly and then examines me from head to foot as though she is measuring me, which is precisely what she is doing. ‘C’est bon,’ she decides, commanding a passing gardener to fetch her car from its garage. ‘It is a sports car, but you can squeeze in the back. It’s not far; you are slim.’ Moments later, to our speechless amazement, the garage doors unfold to reveal a gleaming pillar-box-red 500SL Mercedes sports car creeping towards us. I had been expecting something a little more sedate.

‘My weakness,’ she confesses with the vulnerability of a child. ‘You see, I was born very poor.’

We pile into the car, Madame at the wheel, and shoot off like a rocket. During lunch at the Hilton, we learn that she is one of the richest women in Belgium. ‘Poor Robert,’ she tells us, ‘does not care for money or material possessions. All he wants is to potter about in the garden. He adores flowers and plants. It is very difficult for me. I do not know what to do with him. We know each other since we are twelve. We began a business and have worked very hard and now we are so rich, but he prefers to stay in bed. He cannot handle all the responsibilities our money has brought us. I travel everywhere with Yvette, my secretary. Robert does not want to go anywhere other than our summer house. It is très tragique.’ As I watch her, Mme B. begins to resemble a bloodhound. Her face droops, her eyes look lost and uncomprehending. The terrifying woman we encountered a few hours ago has disappeared. But the mood does not last long. Soon she is beckoning for the bill, which she insists on paying – thank heavens – and then offers to walk us to our car.

Michel and I exchange furtive glances. At this late stage, we cannot possibly own up to the fact that our little buggy is parked not a hundred metres from her Mercedes in the garage right beneath our feet. Instead, we roam around a few back streets, feeling stupid and dishonest, and seeing our ridiculous charade for the time-waster that it is, but still insist that we just cannot recall where we parked.

Eventually Mme B. gives up, hails a cab to deliver her the three streets back to the Hilton and wishes us bonne chance. Our parting is good-natured, almost affectionate. ‘See you at the notaire’s office. I will fax you the address,’ she says, ‘I look forward to it.’ And she flutters her eyes at Michel like Betty Boop.

By the time we arrive in Paris, it is late. Michel’s daughters are disgruntled. They have been awaiting the arrival of Papa all afternoon. The girls and I have met only a few times and I am probably more affected by their mood than Michel who, oblivious of any whining, runs to and from the car, cramming in bags anywhere he can lodge them and telling everyone to get a move on or we won’t reach the south before the holidays are over. ‘What about Pamela?’ asks Clarisse.

I turn my head in surprise. Who is Pamela?

Clarisse points to the gate, and there, panting and waddling towards us, is a startlingly obese Alsatian. The addition of Pamela unbalances the carefully constructed equilibrium of my already dangerously overloaded Golf and worse, elle fait les pets all the way from Paris to Cannes. And they are lethal. Embracing a new family is one thing but, by the time we reach Aix-en-Provence, I am seriously asking myself whether I can bring myself to love this smelly dog.
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