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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.


Water Music
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The Present

The heat is brutal. The search for water and its source occupies Michel’s days; Vanessa and I have set about cutting back the ivy in the swimming pool. We have one pair of garden shears between us. This means one of us clips until defeated by aching arms while the other tugs, untangles and gathers up the dead foliage, and then we swap. We seem to have a good rhythm going. She is a hardworking, bright girl and I thoroughly enjoy her company. Neither of the girls speaks English, which forces me to use my rather rusty French. Consequently our conversations don’t amount to much – the odd polite exchange or earnest request on my part to know the French word for this or that. From time to time, particularly given the temperature, the arid conditions and the strenuous activity, it proves difficult and we end up working in companionable silence.

Meanwhile, Michel is scaling the hill, up and down, back and forth, like a two-legged goat, scouring our ten acres of Provençal jungle for water pipes or signs of a well. His legs are latticed with grazes from the brambles and from tripping over hidden rocks, but he remains determined. Mme B. mentioned to him that somewhere on the property there is a natural spring, but for the moment its whereabouts elude him.

‘We may have to cut back the entire acreage before we find it!’ he announces on one of his stopovers at the villa in search of refreshment to quench his thirst and to wash down the particles of parched foliage that have caught in his throat. ‘Where’s Clarisse?’

Vanessa and I shake our heads and wipe our sticky brows. ‘Don’t know, haven’t seen her for hours. You need Wellingtons and a hip flask, Michel.’

‘Mmm.’ He shrugs and disappears in his shorts and supermarket espadrilles – fraying already – ascending yet another barely visible track. I read his concern. The installation of an entire water system at this stage would mean we would be obliged to close up the property and abandon it for the foreseeable future. But neither of us have voiced this worry as yet.

Each evening, one or both of us drives to the village and fills several twenty-litre plastic containers with water to serve us for the day ahead. I learn that in France every village and town has its public supply of eau potable. It is considered a basic right in this country that no matter how poor a person may be, wherever in the land he finds himself, he has access to free drinking water. Vive la France, I laugh when Michel explains this national kindness. I am very grateful to the Republic of France for such foresight because our funds are diminishing rapidly.

Due to the lack of facilities at the villa, we are obliged to install the girls in a hotel. Naturally, we choose the establishment of Monsieur Parking, who offers Michel a generous deal. Each morning we drive to Mougins to collect Vanessa and Clarisse but before returning to the villa, we breakfast together. They order the petit déjeuner included in the price of the room, which is the usual rolls, croissants, confiture and café au lait (chocolat for Vanessa who cannot abide tea or coffee, although she frets constantly about her pretty, svelte figure), while Michel and I settle for a pot of coffee. Stuffing any uneaten rolls into my bag to take with us for our lunch, we linger in the sunshine on Monsieur Parking’s terrace. Then, when he and his wife are occupied with the bills of departing guests, one at a time, Michel and I tiptoe up the twisting, narrow stairway to the girls’ room and take a much-needed, illicit shower. Hot water never felt this delicious, nor so wicked. By day three, Monsieur’s flamboyant bonhomie is beginning to diminish and he is eyeing us with suspicion. I dread to think how he will greet us towards the end of the month.

Michel pays a visit to la mairie, the local town hall, requesting plans of Appassionata’s water system. But it is August, and there is nobody to search through the files. Everyone is en vacances. Even if they were not, he learns, it is unlikely that the information will have been registered. The house is too old, the land has been divided, it is a private residence. Water systems and septic tanks do not have to be listed. We must continue our search unaided. In desperation, he stops at a phone box and puts in a call to Mme B. in Brussels. ‘I’ve found a bassin at the top of the hill but the pipes that lead to it disappear into the undergrowth and I can’t trace them or get at them. Where is the water coming from to feed that basin?’

Madame has no idea. The property was bought as a gift for one of her two daughters who was passionate about horses, but the inclines and terraces made it impossible for her to breed them there, and she never lived on the property. ‘Hélas, I cannot remember, Monsieur. It was almost fifteen years ago.’

‘And the woman who rented it from you, who bred dogs?’

‘I have no idea where she is. She left owing us thousands, including the water bills.’

‘Ah! So you do have water bills?’

‘Mais, bien sûr! At least, I think so. She never paid whatever bills were outstanding. Of that I am very certain.’

‘It’s just that … you mentioned a well?’

‘Ah, la source! Yes, yes, I think there is a well. Perhaps my daughter has kept everything, but she is away until mid-September. Of course, we will try to supply all these details when the sale goes through. Robert and I are off on holiday tomorrow, so bonne chance.’

It is early evening. The sun is glinting through the olive trees and laying shadows across the weedy terraces. We are sitting alone on an expansive dust patch, once lawns, alongside the top terrace, in two supermarket deckchairs, sharing a bottle of local vin de Provence rosé. Our conversation is about water, of course, and I am discovering how Michel hates to be defeated.

‘If squatters lived here and grew vegetables, there has to be mains water. They wouldn’t have known about the well. I am going to pay a visit to Lyonnaise Des Eaux, the local water board, in the morning, and pray to God they haven’t also shut down for the month of August.’

‘They might have done what we are doing,’ I suggest, pouring us both another chilled glass.

‘What’s that?’

‘Taken advantage of French hospitality and collected their daily water supply from the village.’

While Michel considers this possibility, I tell him that I have driven the girls back to the hotel and that I have promised we would take them into Cannes later for a pizza. Money shortages or not, they are ready for an evening out. I sense they are growing impatient with our lack of facilities and bored with the slim choice of meals dictated by our temporary cooking arrangements: a couple of old saucepans from London, a 200f barbecue, plastic salad dish, servers, knives and forks bought locally along with paper plates, and some camping thing belonging to Michel which looks like a Bunsen burner but succeeds in boiling water for potatoes and coffee.

‘The girls are fine. It’s you who wants to get out,’ he teases. It is about now that I am recognising a fundamental difference between us. If I, in my old life, my real life, am faced with something that does not work, I leave it, move on, buy another. ‘No kitchen? Fine, let’s eat out,’ is my idea of the perfect solution. Michel, on the other hand, has patience and an ability to fix things, to knock up something practical out of what looks to me like nothing more than a useless piece of wire or wood. I concede, ‘Perhaps you are right,’ and he hoots with laughter when I confess sheepishly that this is the closest I have ever come to camping.

‘Still, you’re right. The girls will be happier once I get that pool filled.’

He continues to reassure Clarisse and Vanessa that once we have discovered the water source and how to pump it to our water basin, a circular cement tank at the very summit of the hill, and ensured its freefall passage back downhill to the house unimpeded by clogged pipes (every joke I have ever heard about French plumbing is proving to be true); when this series of petits miracles has taken place, the very first thing we will do is fill the swimming pool. I turn my head and look back across two terraces to its empty, bleached-out blueness and I fantasise about cool, crystal swimming water. Yes, the days will be more languid then.

‘What about the neighbours?’ I ask Michel. ‘Have you talked to them?’

‘Everyone is away. Or at the beach.’

The beach! We haven’t visited the beach yet. ‘Hang the water problem. Let’s go to the beach tomorrow.’

‘Too many tourists.’ Michel speaks as though we have lived on this hill for a hundred years.

We rise early. I am delighted to have found a man who loves the early mornings as much as I do. Our days begin when the sun peeps through the towering pines and shines down upon us and our dreadful mattress on the floor to light our bronzed faces.

‘I’m off to the sea,’ I whisper sleepily, throwing on some old clothes and driving to the coast, falling into combat on the way with great orange dustcarts and the first of the day’s horn addicts. Down in the town, the air is rich with traffic fumes and freshly baked bread. A solitary hour spent swimming followed by a fresh cold-water shower on the beach and I am perky and raring to go. This is so much better. I can no longer face beginning each day with Monsieur Parking’s glower. Michel laughs and tells me I am too sensitive, but judging by the look of sheer apoplexy on Monsieur P.’s face every time we mount the stairs to the girls’ room, I feel sure his nights are spent plotting our deaths. Back at the house I grab a coffee before we drive over to collect Vanessa and Clarisse.

Over breakfast, I relate the delights of the beach at 7 a.m., eulogising about the tranquillity, the absence of tourists, who are all still slumbering – not a footprint written on the golden sand – and the sunrise. Ah, the sunrise! It lifts in majestic silence from a secret heaven beyond the hills, bringing warmth and a honey-ripe light which spreads across the water to meet the horizon, colouring the limpid Med a shimmering gold. At the centre of this miracle is me rippling through the salty stillness.

After I have evoked my moments of bliss, Vanessa expresses a fervent desire to come with me. ‘Tomorrow,’ she begs, ‘s’il te plaît, Carol, chère Carol?’

I sip my coffee to avoid answering. She and her sister would sleep till noon if we left them to it. ‘S’il te plaît, Carol.’ She is so solicitous, requesting with pouting and passion. How can I possibly refuse? It is agreed.

After breakfast, back at the villa, the view is a heat haze. It gives an opiate softness to the contours of the surrounding hills. Michel sets off on a visit to the water board while Vanessa and I clear the last of the ivy still clinging like death to the pool’s walls and base. When this back-breaking chore has finally been accomplished, we stand back to admire the results of our labours.

‘It’s so cracked and old,’ she pronounces.

‘It needs water,’ I say brightly, but it does look strangely desolate.

In blistering heat, we haul the mountains of dead vegetation across the terraces and pile it all up ready for burning at some stage later in the year. We won’t dare put a match to it for many months to come. In the south of France it is against the law to light fires during the summer months. There is a high risk of bush incidents here. In these temperatures, with our wild acres of growth and acute lack of water, we risk igniting the entire coastline and turning it to charcoal.

I look about for Clarisse. She is nowhere to be seen.

Baguettes for lunch under his arm, Michel returns from the town looking fried and frazzled. It was noisy, dusty, packed with tourists and motor cars, he says, and he encountered a deeply unhelpful female fonctionnaire who informed him that the water board is unable to disclose the whereabouts of our water source without a legal document showing proof of purchase of the property or a recent bill, neither of which we have. Nor would they be willing to trace any location details without the name of the last account-holder. The most likely person is the dog lady who ran off without paying any bills. Michel offered Mme B.’s name but the assistant merely shook her head. And then, with furrowed brow, informed him, by the way, that they had received a letter some eighteen months earlier from Mme B., requesting that the water be cut off.

‘Why would she have done that?’ I ask.

‘In France, if the electricity and water are officially switched off, the proprietors are not liable to pay the land and habitation taxes.’

‘So now what?’

‘I am going back tomorrow with our passports and our promesse de vente signed by Monsieur and Madame B. I’ll insist that they revert the instruction.’

‘Coo-coo, Papa!’

‘Ah, you finished the pool. Well done.’ And with that Michel hurries inside for his camera to take photos of Vanessa, waving and calling, alongside Pamela. They are investigating the deserted pool. At its deepest point it measures three metres and makes even fat Pamela seem minute. I ponder the rushing gallons of water it will require, as well as Michel’s tenacity through all of this.

As each day passes, the land around the house grows more like a dustbowl. When the wind is up, it settles everywhere. In our clothes, in the kitchenware, on our skin, as grit around our teeth. Everywhere. Whatever we attempt, it is hot, dusty work but the girls remain cheerful, most of the time, and in their different ways they offer their assistance with the task we have taken on. They are unidentical twins, and I am enjoying getting to know their separate natures. Clarisse, possibly the less practical of the pair spends hours picking wild flowers, her tiny frame lost among the jungle of growth, delivering them in discarded wine bottles or jam jars to our rigged-up, al fresco dining table: a wooden plank supported by bricks, broken tiles and other debris dug out of the garden. Vanessa takes pleasure in the discovery of language and information. She has now owned up to a knowledge of English but adamantly refuses to speak a syllable of it with me. Why? I enquire, but she merely shakes her head and goes away. Is it some deep-rooted resistance to me, I ask myself, or is it that we are in her country and so, in her exacting mind, must speak her language?

Returning from the boulangerie, she and I drive by a house named Mas de Soleil. Back at the villa she comes searching for me to borrow my dictionary to look up the meaning of mas. I wonder that she is French and hasn’t come across the noun before, but then we learn that it is particular to this region, meaning a farmhouse or traditional Provençal house. She suggests we might like to rechristen our villa ‘Mas des Oliviers’.

‘Do you like this house?’ I probe, but she merely stares at me, shrugs and goes off about her own affairs. I’d like to detain her, engage her in conversation, ask her about her life in Paris, but only when we are at work together do I feel her bond with me. Still, whatever the girls’ opinions on the purchase of our dilapidated property – and perhaps they have none: after all, they are only thirteen – they appear to remain neutral. I love them for not judging their father for his choices. I have no children of my own; I have never married before. This will be my first go at it and, I suppose, I am as nervous and as inept as anyone in my position. I make mistakes on a daily basis but, so far, nothing that cannot be redeemed. We are living in combustible conditions in broiling heat but we make allowances for that, and for each other. In spite of the frustrations, I believe we are a happy band.

While Michel battles on with the water crisis, Vanessa, Clarisse and I attack the grounds that encircle the house, cutting them back to take stock of what is there. It is a time of discoveries. Empty bottles, slabs of thick ancient floor tiles painted the Tuscan colours of earth. Were they transported here by the original owner of the house whose name, I have learned from the reams of history documented in our promesse de vente, was Signor Spinotti? Signor Spinotti, a merchant from Milan, the creator of Appassionata; yes, I like the sound of him and close my eyes to picture him: portly, exuberant, generous.

And there is a pond! Clarisse has unearthed a pond. Michel! Papa! Come and look! Who would have thought it, in this arid paradise? It is kidney-shaped, about two metres long. It has survived, buried beneath jungles of streaky iris and wild lilies and heaven knows what other thick-stemmed weeds, and, astoundingly, has not dried up. But the water is so dank and muddy that we cannot tell how deep it goes.

‘Could it be fed from the well, our elusive well?’

Michel kneels and considers its silty blackness. ‘It’s very still. I doubt it. But who knows?’ He rises, reminded of the well, of our lack of water, and turns around in the hot, cloudless day trying to figure out the puzzle.

I stare at the murky bath, thick as treacle, longing to trickle my fingers to and fro in there, to feel the liquidy velvet sensation and watch the drops dribble and drip back into the pond, but I am hesitant. I don’t know what might lurk beneath its surface. Something sinister might rise up and bite me. ‘Oh my God, look!’ The water shivers and stills again.

Michel bends to survey what I am staring at, but can see nothing. Neither can I.

‘Something moved. I definitely saw it. I think it was a fish.’

He laughs. ‘A frog, perhaps, but not a fish, chérie. The house has been empty for years.’

‘Well, when we have water, I’ll clean it up and then we can have fish.’

‘Mmm. When we have water …’ He glances at his watch. ‘I must get going.’

He tracks down M. Charpy, the estate agent, and persuades him to write an accompanying letter of attestation which, along with photocopies of our passports and a copy of the promesse de vente, the water board agrees to accept as proof that we are entitled to receive water. Late in the afternoon, Michel motors up the drive, hooting, triumphant with his news. He rushes to the garage, we switch on the mains tap one more time, but there is still no water.

We exchange a silent, rather desperate look. Is this why Mme B. accepted such a drastic reduction in the price? Have we bought a farm without a water supply to sustain it? The pig in a poke my father warned me against? ‘What now?’ I ask.

‘The EDF are coming to switch on the electricity tomorrow. The water supply shouldn’t be affected by it, but maybe it is. Let’s wait till then, chérie. If there’s still no water then … well, we’ll see.’

My quiet morning swims on the beach alongside the Palm Beach Casino have been supplanted by the hectic, crazy itinerary of a family outing à la M. Hulot. Even Pamela accompanies us now. Gone are the languorous laps which acted as my physical meditation, my preparation for facing the hurdles of house renovation on a shoestring. They have been replaced by a car boot full of soggy towels, wet cozzies and leaking shampoo bottles. Not to mention Pamela, who carries another twenty kilos of sand in her damp fur. Now, instead of me swimming and quitting the beach in rejuvenated isolation and returning to the house to collect Michel by eight, by the time the troops are out of bed and rallied and we are on our way down the Boulevard Carnot, it is rush hour and I am grumpy.

‘I don’t want to do this any more!’ I scream. ‘These were my morning swims!’ The lunatic energy in the car recedes into awkward silence. Our outing is funereal and neither of the girls answers when I speak to them. Both have retreated into a serious sulk.

Later, over a cup of reheated coffee – because we have run out of water and did not have time to refill one of the plastic canisters on our way back up the hill due to the fact that an electrician and a representative from the EDF are arriving at 10.30 – Michel chides me. Lovingly, he tells me that I am not behaving like a member of a family. ‘You are not used to it, chérie. The girls understand.’ And he brushes my nose with a kiss. But obviously they don’t. They think me demented, and indeed I am ready to hurl myself in the bracken or sink into the black viscous pond.

While I am elsewhere feeling inadequate, the electricity is connected – a painless affair, certainly compared to the escalating water saga. In the presence of M. Dolfo, the electrician, Michel gives our water tap another try but the pipes do not respond. Not one throaty gurgle.

‘I don’t suppose you know anything about this?’ he asks M. Dolfo, who shakes his head and shrugs.

To keep our spirits up, we celebrate our first step towards mod-con living by dashing out to the largest hypermarket I have ever visited and purchasing a modest little fridge. On our way back, Clarisse points out a series of brightly coloured posters pasted to the lamp-posts all round the village. They are advertising a firework display to be held on the beach in Cannes tonight. She pleads with Michel to take her down to the coast for the evening. He attempts to dissuade her, warning of the thousands who will be there, assuring her that we will see so much more from our own terraces, but she, and now Vanessa, are insistent. So, along with Pamela, who we dare not leave in case the explosions frighten her and she has a heart attack or waddles away in terror never to find her way back, we join the queues of descending traffic and head for the beach which is teeming with holidaymakers. Every car park is bursting; there is nowhere closer to Cannes than our own home to leave my VW. By this stage, I am more than ready to dump the car and walk away, but Michel suggests we drive on a kilometre or two out of town, find ourselves a deserted stretch of sand and watch the display from there. This is what we do. The car parked, I wander over to a small stone jetty and sit down. The girls are engaged in a rather earnest conversation with Papa, and I choose to remain at a discreet distance, looking out to sea. In any case, I cannot follow what is being discussed and since my outburst earlier I have been feeling rather like an exposed nerve. Before me the waves are glinting silver in the moonlight. The water lapping at my feet is tranquil and soothing, but it does not reach the confusions churning about inside me. Way along the coast the pyrotechnics have begun. Great globes of blue, white and red – the colours of the French flag – explode into sprays which fall away silently. I am a foreigner here, an outsider. This is not unknown to me. I travel frequently and have often found myself alone in the most outlandish of situations, but this time there is another nuance. I have given every penny I possess (which, granted, is not a whole heap) and thrown in my lot with a man I barely know. Steamed off into the rosy sunset without a clue as to where I am heading. Now we have a farm which we cannot begin to afford, no water, no prospect of any, two girls who are tolerating me …

Clarisse’s arm presses up against me as she plumps down beside me. She takes me by surprise. ‘Tu est très pensive, Carol. Are you and Papa going to have a baby?’ she enquires without preamble.

‘I don’t know. Maybe. Why, would that trouble you?’

She thinks hard for a minute and then shakes her head. ‘No, it’s just that Vanessa and I have been talking about it.’

‘Have you? What have you been saying?’

She thinks again. I await her response with trepidation.

‘It would be better if it were a girl.’

‘Why?’

‘You both have such a lot of curly hair. It might look silly on a boy.’ Innocent as this comment may have been, by God, it heartens me.

Later, as we undress for bed, I ask Michel: ‘Were the girls talking to you about us having a baby?’

He looks at me, amused. ‘No, why ever would you think that? They were wanting to know about the pool. They think we need advice on how to maintain it.’

‘Shouldn’t we wait till we have water in it?’ I suggest a mite testily.

‘I promised them that one treat. I want to keep my promise, if I possibly can, and give them something to look forward to.’

‘So that’s what you were so deeply engaged in conversation about, the swimming pool?’

He stares at me in surprise, a tired smile on his nut-brown face, and places his shirt on the cardboard box acting as dressing table. ‘What’s the matter?’

I scramble into bed. A spring needles me in the back and I curse and drag the sheet over my head.

Michel approaches and lifts it from my face. ‘Hey, what’s up?’

‘Nothing. I just hate this mattress and I want a bath.’

The following morning, even without my daily swim, promising amounts of my good humour have returned and I kiss Michel lovingly as he sets off down the hill for the hot, cramped office set alongside the motorway and occupied by Piscines Azuréene (Construction et filtration – Produits – Accessoires – Contrats d’entretien – Dé pannage – Robots de nettoyage) to buy a bucket of chlorine tablets and pick up a useful leaflet or two. The woman recommends that, because our pool has been empty for some time, it is imperative we have an expert pay us a visit.

Within the hour, a swimming-pool-blue van screeches up the drive, hooting insistently, and grinds to a halt. I run to take a look.

‘Tie up that blasted dog or I’m not staying!’ is its driver’s way of introducing himself. Poor dear Pamela, who has been snoring happily and quietly enjoying her day, is dragged off to one of the stables where I attach her with a piece of string to one of the iron rings. It is only now that she begins to bark.

Satisfied, out of the van shuffles l’expert. He is a burly bloke in very baggy trousers, scuffed shoes, fag clinging to the spittle on his mouth, red mottled eyes, a big, dark, drooping moustache, and he positively reeks of alcohol (it is only a little after 11 a.m.). He takes one look at the pool, throws his arms in the air and scoffs loudly: ‘This pool was constructed in the late twenties.’

‘Is that a problem?’ I snap.

He screws up his face, eyeing me beadily, and then sets off on a slow plod around the pool’s perimeter, bending and lifting like an ostrich, appraising it theatrically. ‘It is a capacious and sturdy piece of workmanship, but it has no filtering system.’

It is fortunate that both girls are elsewhere, because I know that bad news is about to be imparted. And it is. Within three days of it being filled, même pas three days, the water – if we ever locate any – will breed galloping algae and turn a brilliant green which, in this heat, would be a serious health hazard. The long and the short of it is that we cannot simply fill it as we had envisaged; we must construct a cleaning system which, when I hear his estimate, sends me tumbling backwards over the terraces.

The girls’ disappointment when Michel breaks this to them over lunch is heartbreaking to behold. To say nothing of mine. We return to our land clearing in despondent mood.

In an attempt to cheer us all up, Michel calls us, beckoning us down the hill. ‘J’ai une bonne idée!’ he cries.

‘No more stupid ideas, please, Papa,’ returns Vanessa, refusing even to glance in his direction. ‘This whole place is a stupid idea,’ she mutters to her sister, and I feel sinewy knots tighten in my stomach.

‘A stroke of genius, mes chéries,’ he coaxes. ‘To put the empty pool to use.’

But they will not even turn their heads. I watch him walk away, saddened by his defeat. Then, curiously, he gathers up our old radio-cassette-player, takes it to the swimming pool and descends the steps with it. I am intrigued. ‘Look at your father,’ I say, but the girls will not relent. When he has satisfied himself that he is standing in the centre of the empty space, he places the machine, a rather clapped-out ghetto-blaster, on the floor and slips a cassette into it. The voice of Sting bounces off the walls, backed by reverberating bass and acoustic guitar, and reaches up the hill to the terraces, where we three girls are at hot, sticky work. Their cross faces break into expressions of delight. We down tools and race towards the music. There we are, covered in earth and bits of scythed weeds which have stuck to our perspiring flesh, alongside Michel, who is clapping to the beat. ‘Every problem has a good side,’ he laughs, winking blue eyes in my direction, while Pamela growls uncomprehendingly as we dance and hoot like crazed Indian squaws.

Into this bizarre scene arrives a small white Renault van. It is the electrician, M. Dolfo. He looks at us askance, trying not to notice the radio sitting in the centre of a huge empty pool and the fat Alsatian going bananas barking at us. His exaggerated pretence at not seeing us makes us giggle all the more.

M. Dolfo takes Michel aside as though there is no sense to be had anywhere near three such hysterical females and begins a conversation which appears to be serious and highly secretive.

The evening before, over a glass, M. Dolfo tells Michel, he was in conversation with a fellow workman, a plumber and chimney sweep. By chance, he was relating the woes of the new waterless house owners on the hill. Quelle surprise! His colleague, who was born and bred in the village and, as a lad, used to hunt on our land, knows the exact whereabouts of our water house. M. Dolfo offers to drop by at the end of the day with the plumber, M. Di Luzio. There is great excitement. I dash to the village to buy beer, boxes and boxes of it, to chill in our new little fridge and offer to our rescuers. However, as the prospect of water at long last has become almost too improbable to count on, I try very hard not to allow optimism to get the better of me. I could never have imagined that the idea of water running from a tap would send me into such paroxysms of joy.

The viscosity in the light created by the day’s heat is evaporating. M. Dolfo arrives up the hilly driveway late in the afternoon in his Renault van (which I later discover he cannot reverse) followed by the chugging of an exceedingly old vehicle the size of a small bus. This is M. Di Luzio. The fellow emerges from behind the steering wheel in filthy blue overalls, covered from head to foot in soot. He has been cleaning chimneys, he explains with a roar of laughter, and the whites of his eyes shine as though he were a member of a troupe of black and white minstrels. I immediately take to him and to his thick Provençal accent, which twangs like country music, and offer him a cold beer. This he accepts like a naughty boy, looking this way and that in pantomimic fashion as though he were about to be chased with a rolling pin. He pats his robust stomach, downs the beer in several thirsty gulps and mutters mischievously about disobeying his wife and the strict diet she keeps him on.

Michel recounts to me later how he and the two men set off on foot. They cross the lane bordering our land and disappear into the valley which sits between us and a narrow track winding down to the village and on to the sea. There, in that valley, they come upon a small stone house about the size of a shepherd’s cot.

‘Your water shed!’ declares M. Di Luzio.

Unbeknown to us, this petit cabin was built by our splendid Italian predecessor, Signor Spinotti, in the same year as Appassionata and remains a part of the estate. When it was first constructed, Appassionata’s domain included the valley and the hills beyond. Nowadays, this particular parcel of land is owned by a syndicate in Marseille. Still, the small stone house, which has electricity, a water board meter and an electric pump, remains the property of the proprietors of the villa and they have water rights as well as rights of passage. Its thick wooden door is jammed closed, but M. Di Luzio wastes no time in breaking in and, to reassure Michel, he points out the mains pipes situated above ground outside and running alongside a small stream back towards the town.

First, the three men switch on the water. It gushes forth instantly and splashes into the water house, filling up a cement dugout about a metre deep.

‘Now we switch on the electric pump,’ continues M. Di Luzio, gesturing his colleague, M. Dolfo the electrician, to do the honours.

The pump begins to shimmy like a plump belly dancer.

‘From here the water will be pumped to the basin at the top of the hill and from there it will flow back down to the house,’ explains M. Dolfo. Michel and the two artisans at his side look on satisfied; then they pull fast the door and make their way back up to the villa for a second, well-deserved cold beer.

M. Di Luzio takes a deep slug from his bottle, squinting towards the hill’s brow. Behind him we stand like extras, the crowd in a film, following his gaze, waiting expectantly. A remarkably large black and white butterfly flutters by me. ‘Deux heures,’ our new plumber pronounces with the expertise and wisdom of God.

Two hours. The words are repeated like a Chinese whisper as though the miracle were too incredible to articulate out loud. In two hours we will have water!

‘Quelle heure est-il?’ demands Vanessa, needing, as always to be precise. Clarisse shrugs. She has lost her watch somewhere between wild flower-picking and selecting branches for floral arrangements from among the scythed broom Vanessa and I have decimated.

‘Half-past six.’

‘So, half-past eight then? Yippee!’

Half-past eight comes, and half-past eight goes. The water does not arrive. Every thirty minutes one of us is given the thirst-inducing duty of pounding up the hill in the failing evening light to confirm whether or not the water has begun to arrive. Each of us returns half dead with a shake of the head. Pas encore. Five hours later, as we prepare for bed, there is still no sign of it.

The next morning M. Di Luzio returns. Accompanied by Michel, who by now is acquainted with every overgrown square centimetre of this land, he sets off with shears and a scythe to walk the hills and terraces in search of burst pipes and leaks. They find none. So, en principe, there is no reason why the water should not be arriving up in the basin. Eventually, a return visit to the stone house reveals that the electric pump which burst into life at the flick of a switch has died. After so many years of idleness, clearly the effort was simply too much for it. We will need a new pump. After a lunchtime consultation with M. Dolfo, we learn that the new pump will cost, including labour, approximately 10,000f. This is bad news. Ten thousand francs is more than we have left, and we have not yet settled our bill with Monsieur Parking. We thank both M. Dolfo and M. Di Luzio for their assistance and tell them we will be in touch again when we next return to the coast. Shaking hands with us, they slip discreetly away. Their disappointment on our behalf is evident.

Friends arrive in a two-car convoy from England bringing with them bits of furniture: two large terracotta pots I purchased in Crete, which will look splendid either side of the pool steps, as well as other offerings of one sort or another, plus, most importantly, my mail. We cannot hide our dismay at the water fiasco. A salad lunch is made and Michel recounts the ongoing saga over an aperitif while I disappear to our bedroom to go through my stack of letters. Most are junk, a few are from long-distant friends who have heard on the grapevine of my new life – ‘sounds divine, darling!’ – and who long to come and visit, and one is from my agent. A letter from my agent usually contains one of two things: some occasional forwarded fan mail or a cheque. This one is a slender envelope, so my hopes are high. I open it with trembling fingers, praying that the cheque will not be for some ridiculous sum, like the 47p I received recently from the BBC for a programme sale to some outlandish cable channel in the middle of Botswana. It is notification of a cheque which has been paid directly into my account in London for a series of sales of and repeat fees on All Creatures Great and Small. It more than covers the price of the water pump. In fact, it will stretch to the first instalment on the required cleaning system for the pool. Our day – no, our summer – is made.

I run crazily out on to the upper terrace, waving the statement like a flag of victory. The friends and family seated round the table on the level below me cheer and raise their glasses as I deliver the news.

Michel hurtles off in the car to telephone M. Dolfo while the rest of us lay the table for lunch and change the cassette in the swimming pool. Funky music echoes around the hillside. Our water problem is at an end.

Ah, how much in city life we take for granted! Here the simple rituals of getting clean, brushing our teeth, soaping our flesh recklessly, frothing our hair into sudsy turbans of shampoo make us jubilant. Vanessa discovers a leak in one of the pipes from which the water is spraying out as though from a geyser. She jumps about over it and leaps on the muddied earth, splashing and washing, laughing and whooping. Her exuberant cries cut through the hot, still heat, silencing even the cicadas.

‘See, the house faces south-west. It looks out over the bay of Cannes, the promontory of Fréjus and the sweeping Golfe de la Napoule, and if we stand on tiptoe or take a ladder and scale the back wall up on to our flat gravelled roof, you can clearly see the two islands sleeping off the coast of Cannes, west of Antibes, known as the Îles de Lérins.’

From our top terrace, after sundown, when the streetlamps light up along the coastal road that snakes around the promontory, it looks as though someone has dropped a priceless diamond necklace, leaving it to glitter across the westerly half of the horizon. Sometimes, the Estérel mountains turn a dusky blue and resemble a Japanese painting. Alongside them, the sunset creates a pink sky which puts me in mind of flamingos flitting across a mirage. Our friends are falling for this ramshackle farm as much as we have. So we are not alone, not so dizzy.

Thanks to the rooms taken by our guests, Monsieur Parking now has a full hotel. He puts up the sign, ‘Complet,’ and the small affair of illicit showers is dismissed with a shrug and a glass of wine. We settle our account with him while the girls pack their bags and then we drive them home to be with us at the farm. And what is more, they seem excited at the prospect.

‘Papa! Papa, viens içi!’ It is Clarisse calling. Everyone downs tools and runs to the terrace, where she is standing and waving. Vanessa is at her side. They are now kneeling and staring into our pond. ‘Il y a des poissons!’

I knew it! Ever since that hot, midge-biting afternoon when we first discovered the pond, I have been returning there to try to penetrate the living mystery of its smoked-glass surface. Clarisse, with her usual fascination for the minutiae of wildlife, has spent the last hour filling jugs of water from the luxury of our water supply – a running tap! – and pouring them into the pond. The fresh water has stirred the silt and life beneath. There, swimming close to the brimming surface of the diluted, bracken-toned water, are three huge fish, each a good foot long.

‘C’est incroyable!’

The four of us are on all fours like thirsty moggies bent close over the water examining the fish. They are carp, or monstrous goldfish. Then another appears. And another. In all, we count five or six. Possibly even seven – it is difficult to be precise as they dart and dive. But the first three are the largest.

‘How have they lived all this time?’ I wonder.

‘On the plankton, the natural vegetation. Still, it is rather miraculous.’

Indeed it is. Another discovery of Appassionata’s life, its resilience. Each day we are thrilled by new wonders.

Out of the blue a rather disagreeable guest turns up, an elderly single gentleman searching for Michel. He is a writer who has come in the hope of selling him a screenplay. How did he find us? we ask ourselves, but can come up with no satisfactory explanation. Fortunately, our living circumstances are so manifestly primitive that we have no need to apologise for the lack of a bed, but politeness and Michel’s endless generosity dictate that we invite him to stay for dinner. Our little gathering has now reached eleven. Dinner is cooked on the barbecue. Its preparation is a communal affair and great fun.

We dine beneath the Magnolia Grandiflora. From there we have views to the sea and the mountains. Golden lambent light from the antique oil lamp I brought from England illuminates our late-evening gathering. Water trickling into the pool threatens to drown out Billie Holiday’s ‘Easy Living’. We hardly care. The flow is itself music to our ears, even if, at this rate, we calculate that the pool will take three weeks to fill. Chris, one of my oldest friends, suggests that we invest in several hosepipes and offers to purchase them for us as a housewarming gift. We drink to that and assure him that he has guaranteed himself a welcome return visit.

We recount the trials and tribulations of our search for water to our unexpected new arrival. In response, rather like an embittered old Cassandra, he predicts: ‘Once a water problem, always a water problem. In my house in Spain …’ And goes on to tell with great relish his woeful tales, as though he were wishing us an equal measure of ill luck. The table goes silent and still; nothing more than water spluttering into the pool, the distant chirring of sleepless crickets and the strains of ‘Good Morning Heartache’ can be heard.

‘Still, the problem is solved. Now we have water,’ I chip in cheerily.

‘And there is always wine,’ rejoins Michel, replenishing glasses all round.

Later, replete and wined, our numerous guests set off down the drive heading over the hills to the cosy amiability of Monsieur Parking and perhaps to a last nightcap together at the bar. There is much kissing and embracing, much drunken fooling, a dozen repeated ‘goodnights’, bonhomie and promises of outings to the beach and to the various flea markets over the course of the next few days. And then, with the receding hum of the last of the cars, we are left alone. En famille.

For a short while before turning in, we sit together gazing at the canopy of stars, arms slung loosely round one another: a man, his two adoring daughters and the new woman. An actress; another breed of woman, nothing like Maman. Little is said. I occasionally read perplexity or guilt in the girls’ behaviour, particularly today, when a thick letter arrived from Maman and they snatched it up like small squirrels and carted it off to read it in the privacy of their bedroom. I am aware that to like me might well be seen by them as an act of infidelity to their mother or their parents’ past life, but still I sense we are creeping towards one another. Shattered after work-filled days, in the hot sticky evenings, in the silence or the lack of language, mosquitos buzzing like dive bombers, I dare to believe we are slowly growing to accept one another. With an embrace and a hug, we all drift off to bed.

Michel’s back is playing up, probably as a result of scaling the hills and the nights spent on the lumpy old mattress. But it doesn’t seem to stop him sleeping while I lie awake thinking a million different thoughts, such as how I wish we could afford a proper bed. Still, I am happy. I love the king-hearted man breathing peacefully at my side. I love this old house, although I am beginning to comprehend the enormity of the task we are taking on. But we are not in any hurry. This is our first summer. Officially, the property is not yet ours. That hurdle – oh Lord! – has yet to be faced. For the moment we have achieved electricity and water. With these two precious commodities in place, we can live here, in a basic sort of fashion. Tomorrow, work on the pool-cleaning system will begin. We have the barbecue for summer; add to that plenty of fresh salad from the richly colourful market in Cannes, a choice of fine cheeses, oven-warm bread and many bottles of local wine, and how better fed could we be? When we return at Christmas, Michel says that he will teach me how to cook on the open fire. I reshuffle myself trying to avoid the springs and cuddle up into the arc of his soft back, closing my eyes preparing to dream of our first winter here – log fires, barbecued turkey and outings in search of woodland ceps – when I hear a pitter-pattering above me.

I lift my head into the warm, starry darkness, trying to locate the sound. The roof of this house is flat. Is it a small animal running to and fro? Rats? Then, as the sound grows faster and more furious, I realise that it is rain. The first we have had here. I drag the flimsy summer sheet around me and listen to it falling. Summer rain, after so many parched and waterless days. With it will come a whole host of new perfumes. Drenched nature. We have our own thin stream of water trickling into the pool and, as if to assist it, the heavens have opened. I fall asleep to the cloudbursts drumming fast overhead.

The next morning, the rain has stopped. The ground is damp and earthy-smelling and the air is clear, washed of its heavy, thick heat.

Unusually, I am the first out of bed and creep sleepy-eyed to the kitchen to brew coffee. Imagine my surprise when I suddenly realise that the floor is wet underfoot and cold. I look down to discover three puddles sitting like rainclouds on the tommette-tiled kitchen floor. At first, I am ready to blame poor Pamela for having slunk into the kitchen in the dead of night in search of food and piddled there, and then the horror dawns on me. I lift my head ceilingwards and see that in among all the flaking strips of plaster there are three holes. Tiny holes barely bigger than pencils, but they are lethal, for they are letting in rainwater.

‘Michel! We have a leaking roof!’
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We haven’t a centime left to plough into the leaking roof, or the kitchen or the replastering, or the rest of the projets that await us. On top of which the house still has to be finally purchased. I wake nightly, soaked in perspiration, haunted by Mme B.’s proviso: ‘If anything should go wrong, you lose everything.’ We have certainly invested more than we had bargained for at this stage. Still, our first major hurdle, the water, has finally been resolved so, in the company of the girls, Michel and I decide to ignore the rest and take it easy. We allow ourselves to be en vacances.

We sleep with the French windows open, ready to greet the next dawn. Our room looks out on to a scruffy rear terrace partially shaded by two fragrantly scented eucalyptus trees and a Portuguese oak, an evergreen whose silvery-hued leaves rather resemble those of the olive tree. This terrace is where we spend time alone. We breakfast here while the girls sleep late: toast, fresh fruit, coffee. Although it is the only terrace that does not look out over the Mediterranean, I love it; tucked away at the back of the house, it feels like ours.

The rising sun filtering through the treetops promises another warm day. While I put the coffee on, Michel drives down the hill a kilometre or so to the village baker who has been up making bread since 3 a.m. There Michel purchases fresh warm baguettes, pain au chocolat so light it practically melts at the touch, and, usually, a sablé, a large round biscuit flavoured with almonds, which, in spite of my perennial weight-watching, I devour with a greed which would put Pamela to shame.

By now my morning trips to the beach have been abandoned. Instead, I head for the pool, entering by the steps because there is still insufficient water to dive in. The level in the shallow end has now reached my thighs. I tumble in and doggy-paddle to the deeper end, where I can swim a decent width or two. I try not to splash noisily so as not to wake the girls, who sleep till noon, when they throw open their shutters to blinding hot light.

After the frenzy of the past two weeks, a more languorous pace is taking hold and we give ourselves up to it readily. I am beginning work on a novel, my first, having already completed its storyline. Michel has presented it to various networks and raised the finance to produce it as a television series in Australia later in the year.

Michel is never without his camera now. Photography is his passion. There are the obvious ‘before-and-after’ house snaps for future albums, but mostly he shoots plants, usually flowers. He spends hours gazing through a lens into the stamen of this yellow flower, that wild rose. It is quite staggering how many varieties of flora have survived in among the brambled chaos of this garden and manage somehow or other to find the light, to hold their heads up towards the sun and blossom richly.

I begin to notice the similarities between Clarisse and Michel as I watch father and daughter discussing the intricacies of a bud, the feather-thin line drawings on a leaf, the shape of a frond, even a blade of grass. Together they disappear down unseen tracks for hours on end in their search to uncover ever more layers of nature. They are true children of the earth. In our different ways we all are – we are all four of us Taureans.

In the quietness of a heat-infested afternoon, while they explore and Vanessa, munching crispy apple after crispy apple, sunbathes or studies or washes her long hair, and myriad bees busy themselves collecting honey, I decide to take an inventory. I begin with the trees. For starters, I count fifty-four olive trees growing along the front terraces and on either side of the house. There may be others further up the hill but, at this stage, it is impossible to reach them. I try to recall tales, myths I have read or heard about the olive, surely the most ancient of all trees. The Greeks brought it to Provence, I believe, two or more thousand years ago while trading in the Mediterranean.

I intend to farm ours. The olive is a bitter fruit and cannot be eaten directly from the tree. The four ways I know of to serve it are to press it into oil; bottle it in brine or marinate it to offer with aperitifs or tossed in a salad; cooking with it; or to make it into tapenade, a paste created by a M. Meynier in Marseille towards the end of the nineteenth century. The name comes from tapéno, which is the Provençal word for capers. Tapenade is made by pulping the fruit and mixing it with capers and anchovies (best fresh, particularly those from the Camargue). It can be spread on warm toast and served with crisply chilled wine, and is delicious.

But perhaps these wondrously ancient trees have other offerings I have yet to discover. Since being here, I have learned that the timber burns on an open fire better than almost any other wood, and we will find ourselves with plenty of spare timber; every tree needs pruning. They are far too bushy and tall. A perfectly pruned olive is one through which a swallow can fly without its wings brushing the branches.

Slowly, I am gleaning such snippets of information. As I stroll the land, list in hand, I promise myself that the next time I am in Cannes, I will find a manual on olive farming. Still, no matter how much I study, we will need to find someone, a hands-on chap, who can take on this highly specialised skill. Down here, it is a much-respected occupation. At this stage, I have no idea how to go about this, but I feel confident that, in the fullness of time, the right man for the job will come along.

We have four almond trees, the largest of which is at swimming-pool level to the right of the house, beyond the frost-bitten orange grove. It leans forward at a rather precarious angle and will need cutting back and shoring up before a mistral rips it from the ground, taking roots and a drystone wall with it. I should hate to lose it. Its position is perfect for its powder-pink blossoms to be in full view of all sea-facing terraces. Almonds flower earlier than most fruit trees, so I expect we will see the first of the blossoms some time in February. Later, the nuts, once removed from green shells that resemble soft, furry caterpillars, can be roasted on our open fire.

Our tiny orange grove is a sorry spectacle. All six trees are dead. Before we close up the house, I will cut them down.

Over to the left, and facing the sea, I can make out two cherry trees. They are overgrown and need pruning, and will probably be fruiting around the time of the Cannes Film Festival. We could munch them instead of popcorn during the screenings. On the opposite side there is a tall bay tree which, due to the growth, I cannot get near but I can almost taste the many soups and roasts to come, all seasoned with rosemary, olive oil poured from our own pressed crop and freshly picked bay leaves.

So far, I have counted eight fig trees, one of which must be the largest fruit tree I have ever set eyes on. It reminds me of a prehistoric beast, its trunk is so thick and gnarled. It shades a segment of our steep driveway and hides a very ugly EDF cement pylon which, as soon as funds allow, we will do away with by cabling the electricity underground from lane to house.

Several of the fig’s branches reach across the drive and hang down over the pool. Temptation itself. I imagine relaxing in between laps, stretching for a ripe fruit and devouring it while idling in the water. In the past, I have never been particularly fond of fresh figs, but I wonder if living with them will re-educate my tastes. Gorging on freshly picked figs strikes me as hedonistic. It conjures up images of Roman baths with slaves serving bowls laden with overripe fruit. It is a sexual fruit; luscious, rich in seeds with a viscous juice. Standing in the driveway, head tilted upwards, fingers pressed against my panama, gazing into the green vastness of the tree, it occurs to me that it has no flowers. I wonder why. And how it pollinates. So much syrupy fodder, and the poor bees have no reason to visit.

I took off my watch a fortnight ago and have not worn it since. The sun has become my timekeeper. It rises behind us, greets us in the bedroom and breakfasts with us. From there it passes to the cherry tree side of the house and then, noon-high in the sky, makes its arc around the front, over the glinting sea, until it hovers in the west, where it sinks slowly and graciously behind the hills, leaving a sky of bleeding colours.

Now it is high above the Fréjus promontory. Four o’clock: time for tea. I begin a slow meander back up towards the house to face the dratted water-heater in our primitive kitchen, still cogitating on my list and wondering where the others have got to.

Apples; mandarins; lemons; cut down dead orange trunks and plant new trees, pears … no, there is a pear. I caught sight of it on the level below the pool, next to where we are constructing the pool-cleaning system. There is a smattering of fruits on it, but they are all misshapen and worm-eaten. It needs treating. And I have always fancied an orchard. My parents bought a house with an orchard when I was small but we never lived in it. I was sad; visits there were the only times I ever saw my father pottering in the garden. And what about a modest vineyard? Where did Spinotti plant his vines?

So many dreams. But the stuff of dreams is the food of life, and I marvel at what we have achieved this summer on a shoestring and a bit of graft. Appassionata is slowly coming back to life. The house is waking up, its essence re-emerging. Shapes, colours, aspects of light are speaking to us.

Michel and I met on a film in Australia, a country we both love profoundly. Its colours, its light, its vast expanses spoke to both of us and, had our lives not been so locked into our careers here in Europe, this house we are buying might have been another somewhere on the Australian continent.

It is widely known that the Australian aboriginals go walkabout but what I did not know, until I crossed the world to work there, was that one of the purposes of their walkabouts is to sing nature back into existence. I find that such an enchanting image. To walk a land every so often, as I have been walking our patch today, and sing the mountains, rivers, streams, caves, animals, insects, nature in all its diverse magnificence, back into existence. I equate that idea with what we are attempting to achieve here. Appassionata had been abandoned. She – I see the house as she, perhaps because the French word maison is feminine – she, Appassionata, had been left to go to ruin. Her fruits had dropped from the trees and lay rotting. The plants, every bush, every shrub, were being strangled. The house had lost its voice. Or, rather its voice had gone unheard.

In my understanding of the aboriginal walkabout – and I am not saying that this is its true purpose, merely my interpretation of it – every mountain, hill, waterfall, ants’ nest, pathway has its voice. To stand at any moment in front of the miracle of any particle of nature and to listen, truly listen, is to hear its song. To hear its song is to allow it to sing. That is how I understand ‘singing a place back into existence’; how I have defined the ritual of walkabout.

Michel and I are attempting to sing this smallholding in the south of France back into blooming existence. We will try to listen to what it has to offer and to celebrate its uniqueness. Of course, all this is subjective, and anyone eavesdropping on my train of thought might very well accuse me of being loco, suffering from a touch of the midday sun. But then, the discoverers of Australia dismissed the aborigines as an ignorant bunch who had nothing to offer.

The others are nowhere to be found. I abandon the idea of tea, which I am not fond of anyway, and drag a gaudily striped deckchair to the top terrace. There I settle to gaze upon the sea. It is a very pleasing sensation to spend hour after hour sitting still, simply watching the play of light on sea and sky. I have not done it for a very long time. Too long. Time passes and I unwind, watching and listening. Even in its silence, the land is furiously busy. Ants, lizards, geckos, cicadas, they are all going about their days, searching for food, fending off the enemy, screeching their mating calls, thriving on or surviving the heat. They are not on holiday.

But then, neither am I, I suddenly remember. In the short term, for a few weeks with Michel and his daughters, yes, but not in the long term. I am moving the rudder, shifting the course of my life. I have not thought of it in this way before, but that is what I am doing. Taking my fate into my own hands, turning dreams into reality. And there is nothing more sacred or precious than that. To choose a direction: but how often do we miss the signposts?

‘What have you been up to all afternoon?’

‘Oh, hi there. Counting trees.’

Clarisse and Michel are returning. They are dusty and shiny from walking. Clarisse shows me a tiny crayon drawing she has made during the course of the afternoon. It is very impressive and I tell her so. She beams contentedly. ‘C’est la lumière,’ she replies modestly, and Michel ruffles her hair.

Yes, there is a quality to the light here which famously seduced so many great painters. Living with it on a daily basis, the subtleties of it begin to draw me in. On certain days its purity is blinding, on others its colours alter as clouds, winds, hours of heat seep into it. Here light is a living experience of a kind I have known only once before, in Australia. It enhances all photos and frames of footage each moment of the day. Sitting still and contemplating it or, like Michel, reproducing it through flowers on film, is a spiritual experience.

The contemplation of Pamela is another matter altogether. I watch her with dismay as she heaves herself from one shady spot to the next, continuously hunting out respite from the broiling sun. She has lived all her life on the outskirts of Paris and I fear that this relentless Riviera heat is going to kill her. ‘Her heart will give out,’ I predict. The others tease me and mock my sense of the dramatic, but I pay no attention to them and announce one morning at breakfast that I am putting the corpulent creature on a strict diet.

‘Carol, why must you be so strict? Drink your coffee and leave la pauvre Pamela in peace!’ chides Vanessa.

‘Is it a rash and foolish interference?’ I ask Michel, who is not listening. He is kneeling on the ground, like a mutt himself, staring with concentration at a wall.

‘You will live to regret it,’ Clarisse warns me.

‘Come and look at these little chaps!’

A procession of brown, furry caterpillars linked to one another in a crocodile diverts our attention. United, the length of them measures more than a metre.

‘They look as though they are bound for somewhere.’

Certainly they are moving with purpose and visible speed. Are they being led to a congenial hideaway where, in tranquillity and privacy, they can transform themselves into butterflies? We are all four of us completely absorbed, mesmerised by their singlemindedness. A family of four on all fours, staring at a wall, must make a curious tableau.

In the hours after breakfast on our hidden terrace, where Michel first spotted the caterpillars marching down one of the drystone walls, making their way across the terrace and into the house, they have preoccupied all four of us. They have exited the house now, having crossed the main living room – leaving a clean trail in the dust of the untouched rooms – travelled the length of the top terrace and descended one of the pillars. They are now tramping, at swimming-pool level, off towards the uncut bracken. Will they get lost in the thicket? Or will they see it for the wilderness that it is, turn round and return to us? The distance they have covered since this morning – it is now siesta time, baking hot and I am alone because the others have disappeared for a nap – is considerable. They put me in mind of a small train puffing away, heading for the great unknown. A tractor crossing Russia en route for Siberia. I see they have reached the uncut terrain and, without a moment’s hesitation, have disappeared into it. Bonne chance!

I am very taken with the butterflies here. They are numerous and of many different colours and species. In a few weeks’ time, I will look closely into the eye of each circling butterfly and enquire of it: were you one of our visiting caterpillars who left your autograph in our dust?

I have wound down to a pace which is almost slow motion. I am watching time elapse. It is a delicious exercise which allows me to focus on details to which, in my ordinary life, my real life, I would not give seconds.

The bucket that was used to flush the loos when we had no water is now in the upstairs kitchen. Well, barely a kitchen: it comprises an aluminium sink, part of a unit containing probably the first dishwasher ever built and now non-functional, an electric kettle which must predate the London Electricity Board and a musty, woodworm-riddled cupboard. I have positioned the bucket beneath those three dratted holes, which stare at me every time I go in there; the three one-eyed Cyclops who made thunderbolts. We have been forced to accept that, for this summer at least, this is the most effective solution we can come up with to deal with the leaking roof. Fortunately, since that monumental downpour, not one drop of rain has fallen. Still, it is amazing to me how much time I can fritter away standing beneath three minuscule holes and fixing them with a malevolent gaze.

Wandering through the fusty, scruffy rooms, basking in the cool generated by the metre-deep stone walls which comprise the husk of the house, I step out on to the upper front terrace and am hit by a blanket of heat and sunshine. I subside into a chair and begin to listen. There are small birds here which flit in and out of the bushes. Their song reminds me of the mellifluous bell bird, which I came across in Melbourne last year when I was filming there. I have no idea if they exist on this side of the world. Occasionally, when these birds start to sing, I charge indoors, thinking the phone is ringing – it’s my agent! – until I remember that we have no phone!

There is so much I should be doing: attacking the novel I have begun, washing down walls, scraping encrusted dirt out of wooden window frames, worrying about Mme B. and whether this deal will ever go through, or whether I – we – are living out a summer’s fantasy which will lead us right into the mouth of financial disaster. But instead I do nothing except sit, listen and contemplate.

Evening comes and I rise languorously to feed Pamela. Her bowl is kept alongside the garage near the stone-walled stables, well away from our kitchen and food supplies. She wolfs down my offering in two gulps and then glowers at me with hatred. I have underestimated the force of Pamela’s attachment to food, her raison d’être. But I hearten myself with the fact that she is looking slimmer. Until yesterday evening, she has spent every day lying slumped and panting in the shade as though gasping her last, and then, when Michel put out the dustbins at the bottom of the drive, she actually trudged along after him. Thank heavens, she is growing active.

Although our house is named Appassionata, there are no passion flowers to be found in the garden. None that we have unearthed, that is. Perhaps, later, we will discover a plant or two languishing beneath all our unruly growth. In the meantime I drive to a local nursery to purchase one, along with a twenty-kilo sack of terreau universel. My eye is caught by a small pomegranate tree, metres of curly tumbling geraniums and dozens of richly coloured roses, not to mention bananas and lemons and palms. Oh, the list is endless, but I must exercise restraint. I love nurseries, les pépinières (coincidentally the same noun is used to describe a school for young actors); I love the lushness and the damp, tropical scents, the splash of sharply coloured, exotic blossoms, the regulated coolness, and I love, now more than ever, that steady drizzle of hosepipes discreetly orchestrating the silent, lusty growth. I happily pass the hours I should be spending more usefully on hacking back the sinuous streams of weeds playing truant at the nursery.

On my way home I stop in the village to pick up fresh salad. I park up, cross the street alongside the square, where half a dozen old-hatted men wearing shades and looking like rejects from the Mafia are playing boules, and make for the crémerie-fromagerie. Here I buy two crottins of goat’s cheese and two spit-roasted organic chickens, succulently seasoned with herbs and creamy toasted garlic cloves for our supper on the terrace.

As I am leaving, a farmer arrives. He has aroused my curiosity on several previous occasions because, in the rear of his Citroën van, which looks as though it is held together by elastic bands, he always carries a motley collection of farmyard animals. They honk and screech, but even though he leaves the van’s rear door swinging open, they never attempt an escape. I hang back to observe him. Always the same routine: he unloads three wooden boxes stacked with small plastic pots. They are brimming with golden olive oil seasoned with Provençal herbs and, swimming in the centre of each pot, generous nuggets of goat’s cheese. These he delivers to the crémerie-fromagerie. Then come the hams, usually ten. Substantial cuts, wrapped in light muslin cloth. Each is carefully weighed as it is handed over the counter. The bearded, keen-eyed owner of this modern-day dairy and this living scarecrow of a farmer, whose hair is never combed and whose clothes look like both he and every moth in the south of France have slept in them, conduct their business in front of waiting customers, including the one in the process of being served. Thick wads of cash pass from the till into the pocket of the farmer and off he goes with his jaunty gait, the Wellingtons he wears even in the heat of summer slapping against the pavement. Why does he travel about with his animals? The first time I saw him, with two white goats, four ducks, some chickens and assorted honking geese all wedged tightly together, fowl shuffling in and around the goats’ legs, I assumed that his passengers were on their way to be slaughtered or sold. But obviously not. They are his road companions and seem perfectly content, squashed up against one another, to travel with him. Has he no wife to take care of them back home? Judging by his appearance, I would guess not. If the pigs had not now become hams, would he also bring them with him? The owner of the crémerie is his regular customer, so there must be more pigs back at base, or else how does he continue to supply the jambon? Later, I learn that the hams are not his. He transports and sells them for a neighbouring farmer whose property borders his. The arrangement covers the cost of his petrol. His own lean income is earned from the goat’s cheese and his travelling circus of fowls. As I suspected, he has no wife.

Back at the house, I deposit the food on the makeshift table in the kitchen downstairs. Alas, in my excitement to get back to the car and unsack the thick, dark earth into which I will plant my tender climber, I forget to shut the door. When I pass by a mere ten minutes later, I find the two bags which had contained the chickens in tatters on the floor. Even the cheese has disappeared. A brief scout around the garden leads me to Pamela, snoring beneath the cypress trees, surrounded by crunched bones and an army of ants who have already begun to pick dry the skeletal remains. Deciding not to whack an animal, particularly one that is not mine, I take myself back down to the village to buy another pair of chickens and two more of the goat’s cheese ‘droppings’. The young couple who own the crémerie stare at me incredulously as I ask for precisely what I bought only half an hour earlier. Unexpected guests, I mutter, feeling too foolish to admit that the dog ate our dinner.

The pale rays of the late-afternoon sun are lengthening. The hysterical chirring of the cicadas’ song grows less strident. The day is slipping into dusky stillness. Evening is falling. Vanessa is lighting anti-mosquito candles as well as my oil lamp. Spaced out on the balustraded terrace, they create golden balls of light. Glasses of chilled Bandol rosé to hand, Michel and I ceremoniously plant the climber on a mezzanine terrace close to the front door. A tender young passion flower, our first purchase for the garden; the perfect offering. Clarisse waters it abundantly. Vanessa takes the shot with Michel’s camera.

One day soon our first summer will be at an end, but these are the moments that will live on. I will return to them again and again in the safe harbour of memory. Consummate happiness. I stand back, absorbing the image of Michel with his adolescent girls, and wonder silently what the unknown future holds for us.

I was not prepared for this. When it comes to the refuelling of her stomach, a revitalised and cunning beast has been awakened. Docile Pamela, who identifies me as the enemy, the appropriator of her food, has declared war. This morning I find that the dustbins, ours as well as those belonging to the other two houses situated on the easterly quarter of our hill, have been raided. There are open cans, half-chewed sticks of stale baguette, empty food packets, along with the rest of the mish-mash found in any family’s dustbin, trailing along the lane. I waste twenty minutes gathering up the rubbish and chucking it all back into our bin. A note from one of the neighbours attached to its lid politely requests that we keep our animal chained if it cannot keep its head out of les poubelles. Mortified, I write an apologetic reply to the unknown neighbours, which I slip into their letterbox. It will not happen again, I assure them.

Indeed, the problem will not arise again, for the girls are departing and with them goes fat Pamela. What a hullabaloo! What a chaos of semi-packed bags, broken zips, lost combs, whirring hairdryers, newly acquired swimwear, presents for Maman which are très fragile, as well as the calming of a most unsettled dog who, poor unsuspecting beast, will be obliged to travel in a miserable airline cage. Still, the frenzied activity keeps my sadness at bay. And when everything is finally arranged, albeit in a shambolic sort of way, Michel and I drive Clarisse and Vanessa to the airport and see them off. Today is the first wrench. This journey to Nice Airport will be the first of many. From here on, my life will be governed by trips to and fro, by welcome kisses and aching au revoirs. Vanessa, so passionately at odds with her young body and the deepening colours of her adolescent sexuality and Clarisse, softly, lazily, striving for beauty and form. I have grown to love them and I so long for them to feel the same. I hope that these weeks, this glorious summer, have brought us closer. I want them to care for me, not as a surrogate mother, but as a friend, as kin. Nothing is said, no parting emotion declared. Still, shyly, they step forward and hug me awkwardly and then stagger off with their numerous bags, trailing towels and sneakers, through passport control, waving back and blowing kisses to their beloved Papa and maybe one to his new lady.

This departure is the first nudge that the summer holidays are drawing to a close. In another week Michel will also return to Paris. I have no acting job awaiting me, so I have decided to stay on, to get to grips with my novel and because I cannot bear to tear myself away just yet. Michel will fly down to spend the weekends with me.

We spend our final week together at our desks, preparing ourselves, slowly, for what the French call la rentrée, the return after the summer break. Michel’s desk is a wobbly wooden table picked up at one of the many brocantes off Route Nationale 7, near Antibes. He has placed it in the shade beneath the Magnolia Grandiflora. I have learned that these trees were originally from the southern states of America, where they were discovered by the French botanist Plumier, who had been commanded by Louis XIV to seek out exotic plants for the royal gardens. The earliest examples were brought to France in the first half of the eighteenth century. They are named after Pierre Magnol (1638–1715), who was director of the botanical gardens in Montpellier.

Unlike Michel, I cannot concentrate in the blanket of heat and prefer to bury myself indoors. I choose one of the rooms which we have not yet touched, save for washing the floors and airing it. I have secretly bagged it for my workspace – I hate the word office – because it is bright but not too sunny. It has windows to the front which overlook the driveway and the angle of cypress trees. If I lean to my left, I can even glimpse the shallow end of the pool, now brimming with clear water. To the rear its French windows open on to the terrace where we breakfast. From there, if I am gazing out, I see roughly hewn stone steps climbing through the pine forest to the brow of the hill and our famous water bassin. Here, in this room, I set up a trestle table and store my laptop, reference books, scribbled notes for my story, maps, research literature and all my other papers. After each working session, to keep dust and falling plaster at bay, I wrap everything in a sheet. When Michel has left, I will strip the walls and whitewash them; rid the room of its hideous pink flowery wallpaper. There is a good feeling about this space; I can lose myself in my own world here. And because it has views in both directions, I don’t feel claustrophobic. The only disturbance is an occasional rustling sound which I cannot trace or identify. It seems to be coming from a boxed-in pelmet above the front windows, which probably once stored a blind, but whenever I call Michel in to listen, the noise mysteriously ceases.

During an afternoon break from work I take a walk in the valley beyond our land, where I encounter a most extraordinary person who puts me in mind of a minotaur, or Goliath. He introduces himself as our neighbour, Jean-Claude. Oh, dear. He is the one who wrote the note complaining about Pamela. I smile sweetly. We wouldn’t want to get on the wrong side of this fellow: he is built like an ox. He has a wiry black beard and black hair tied back in a ponytail, which falls to his non-existent waist. He is wearing nothing but a pair of bizarrely cut red poplin shorts and calf-length black Wellingtons and he carries two empty buckets, one in each hand like a milkmaid. I have barely given our names when he booms at me: ‘Which water plan are you on?’ I have absolutely no idea, and refrain from admitting that I was not even aware there were choices in these matters.

‘Enquire of your husband, please, and let me know.’

This I dutifully promise to do and, satisfied with my reply, he suggests that we stroll over for an apéro with him and his wife, Odile, at seven o’clock. I accept. I am curious.

‘Bring your water bill with you!’ he yells after me as I set off again along the honeysuckle-scented track.

Buried away for another hour or two with my work before our apéro, I take time out to look up ‘olive’ in the Oxford Dictionary and am amazed to learn how many different varieties of olive tree exist.

An evergreen tree, Olea Europæa, esp. the cultivated variety O.Sativa with narrow entire leaves, green above and hoary beneath, and axillary clusters of small whitish four-cleft flowers; cultivated in the Mediterranean countries and other warm regions for its fruit and the oil thence obtained.

Extended to the whole genus Olea; also applied, with qualifying words, to various trees and shrubs allied to common olive, or resembling it in appearance or in furnishing oil.

American Olive, Bastard or Mock Olive, Black Olive, Californian Olive, Chinese Olive, Holly-Leaved Olive, Negro’s Olive, Spurge Olive, Sweet-Scented Olive, White Olive, Wild Olive (the wild variety of the common olive).

The fruit or berry of Olea Sativa is a small oval drupe and bluish-black when ripe, with a bitter pulp abounding in oil, and hard stone. It is valuable as a source of oil, and also eaten pickled in an unripe state.

The dictionary also suggests that the blacker the olive fruit is on the outside, the more ripe it will be within. I assume that our trees are of the Olea Sativa variety but I will need to confirm this. Where can one seek out the White Olive or Holly-Leaved Olive or, indeed, any of the others listed above? If planted, would they survive here on our farm? What fruit, if any, would they produce for us? Personally, I find ‘hoary’ too cold an adjective to describe that deliciously sensual, mother-of-pearl tone of the underleaf.

At the designated hour for drinks, Michel and I stroll along the lane, hand in hand. Tall cypress trees guard the route like inscrutable centurions while husky-toned insects scratch into the evening calm. Michel is leaving for Paris in the morning and I am feeling blue. Outside the gate of the stately stone house whose sign reads, ‘Le Verger’, we pull on the bell chain. Inside my bag I have tucked our best bottle of Bordeaux. It is intended as a peace offering; I feel sure this man will have words about our badly behaved dog. Within seconds, a thickset Rottweiler with a head as broad and round as a car tyre hurls himself against the iron gate. Thud, thud. He growls and barks like a hound at the gates of hell. We retreat a step. They say dogs grow to resemble their masters and this creature is as robust and awesome as Jean-Claude himself.

A deep-throated roar sounds from a terrace beyond the swimming pool. Instantly, the dog retreats like a chastised puppy and cowers behind a camper van parked in the driveway. The gates open and we crunch across the gravelled parking area past several rather magnificent agave cacti, one of which has sprouted a gigantic spear with yellow flowers at its tip. The camper where the dog is still lurking is equalled in rustiness only by M. Di Luzio’s old van. Jean-Claude appears, still dressed in only his red shorts but minus his Wellingtons. He beckons us to the lower level of the house.

The monster dog rises and stalks terrifyingly at our heels. Fearing for our safety, we glance back every few steps to keep an eye on him.

Jean-Claude, shadowed by a spotty adolescent, welcomes us inside. The young man, introduced to us as his son, Marcel, nods and retreats hurriedly as though even this amount of human contact has all but shrivelled him. We are now standing in a sombre but spacious kitchen decked out in dark, ivy-green wood with rather elaborate metal fittings.

‘Three hundred thousand francs,’ Jean-Claude announces proudly, appending to this astronomical figure the name of the firm responsible for what I can only describe as a monstrosity. No doubt it is meant to impress, but the name means nothing to me. A woman scurries into the room, cigarette in hand. ‘Ma femme, Odile,’ booms Jean-Claude. Odile has hair as long and unkempt as Jean-Claude’s, but unlike her husband, she is dressed, in a curious outfit made up of floaty bohemian bits of cloth and masses of expensive if rather ostentatious gold jewellery. She is exceptionally slender and very effusive and it is impossible not to view her as a refugee from the Addams Family.

‘Ah, les jeunes,’ she cries with a throaty laugh, and hurries over to kiss us both numerous times. I am surprised by the greeting because I cannot believe she is a day older than either of us. Jean-Claude tells her that he has been showing us the kitchen. She holds up her hands as though profoundly sorry for having interrupted a scenario of such gravitas.

‘Do you have your water bill?’

I tug it from my shoulder bag, along with the wine, and hand it over to him. ‘Sorry about the dustbins,’ I murmur. Jean-Claude takes the bill, ignoring or not registering the proffered bottle, studies it with a frown and disappears off somewhere to ponder it in solitary silence. Odile takes over the displaying of the kitchen. Lights flick on in the most unlikely places, drawers open, vegetable racks swivel, canned-food cupboards unfold, bits whirr. Every gadget is exposed, does its party piece and slides back automatically to its resting place. We ooh and aah accordingly. Then, from somewhere deep in the belly of the house, we are summoned by Jean-Claude’s roar. Odile starts like a nervous squirrel before leading us up a short flight of steps into a very dark, winding corridor and through to the salon which, after the kitchen, rather takes us aback. It is an enormous, high-ceilinged room which stretches the entire length of what we are to discover is an eight-bedroomed, three-storey mas. Even though it is a warm late-summer evening, a two-bar electric fire is aglow in the centre of a rather magnificent stone chimney hearth. A glance around shows us that the room is sparsely furnished, to say the least. It contains four white plastic garden chairs, a matching table, beneath which lurks the Rottweiler, and, over in a distant corner, a grand piano.

The telephone rings in a neighbouring room. Jean-Claude, barefoot, strides off to answer it. ‘Zurich!’ he bellows, and Odile scoots to the phone, closing folding doors behind her.

‘She never stops working. Asseyez-vous,’ waves Jean-Claude, using our water bill as a baton. I am beginning to cast him in the role of a rather offbeat wizard: with his crazy hair, unshod feet and the flimsy poplin shorts, all he lacks is a cloak. We pull out two of the plastic chairs and sit down. No one has so far acknowledged the wine, which I have tried on a couple of occasions to hand over, so I place it on the table where waits a plastic-wrapped white sliced loaf – the first I have encountered in France – a bottle of port, another of whisky, an empty ice bucket, four water tumblers and a large pot of some kind of mud-brown pâté. Three knives have also been left there.

‘Marcel!’ Jean-Claude yells to his son. From above us, rock music, which I had barely registered, is switched off. Footsteps on the landing and then the stairs bring Marcel to join us, clearly against his will. He and Jean-Claude take the other two chairs, though Jean-Claude rises the instant he has sat down, apparently incapable of stillness.

‘What do you make of that?’ he asks Michel, referring to our bill. He is opening the bottle of port and pours each of us a more than generous shot. Port is not my drink of choice and certainly not a sticky, tepid treble measure of it at seven on a warm summer’s evening. Before Michel has been given the opportunity to comment and, thankfully, before we have taken more than a sip of the cloying liquid, Marcel is ordered to take us on a tour of the house. Jean-Claude returns to the water bill while Odile remains locked away beyond the room. The sound of her voice drifts through to us. Whoever has telephoned cannot have spoken a word, for Odile is chattering breathlessly.

Curiosity is bubbling within me. Who, or what, are these weird, exuberant people? Trailing Marcel, we trek from room to room, each as meagrely furnished as the last.

‘Have you just moved in as well?’ I ask.

‘No. Why?’

There are sleeping bags on the floors of each of the eight bedrooms, except for the master bedroom, which boasts stripy yellow and blue curtains, fitted cupboards, swivel lamps, several floor-to-ceiling mirrors and an ornate gilt dressing table. Has to be the firm who built the kitchen.

‘Your parents’ room?’ I say, stating the obvious, more to make conversation than anything else.

‘Yes, but they don’t sleep here.’

‘Why not?’

Do they bed down in coffins? I am asking myself silently. Michel nudges me. My constant desire to ask questions and establish the full facts is an urge he believes I should temper, but the enquiry is out before I have considered its impertinence. Marcel, however, does not seem in the least put out.

‘They sleep in the camper van with the dogs,’ is his simple explanation.

Even I am silenced by this response. Having trawled the length and breadth of the house, we are returned to the salon just as Odile reappears from behind the folding doors. She is followed by a second dog: a Rottweiler puppy who threatens to grow up looking as mean as his mate.

‘Whisky,’ she begs. Jean-Claude pours her an exceedingly generous shot and refills our tumblers of port, which, given that they have barely been touched, leaves us each cradling about a third of a litre of ruby port. Marcel unwraps the loaf and begins spreading butter on the anaemic-looking slices. ‘Santé!’ We lift our glasses to the toast and sip the alcohol. The telephone rings. Marcel goes.

‘Amsterdam!’ he calls to his mother. Odile lights a cigarette, sighs wearily, grabs the Camel packet and, Scotch in hand, disappears.

‘Drink up!’ yells a hearty Jean-Claude, which is precisely what I am trying to avoid doing. We have already been here the best part of an hour, it is our last evening of summer and we want to leave. But it is now announced that we will eat when Odile has finished her call. Michel, coming to the rescue, informs father and son that we have food waiting at home. Jean-Claude will not hear of it. Certainly we can return to our meal later, but first we must share the pâté, whose ingredients he has shot and prepared himself. Sanglier. I enquire where around these parts he might have come across a wild boar. This little hill may be the last undiscovered corner of rural paradise on the coast of the Alpes-Maritimes but the fact remains that we are still only ten minutes from Cannes. ‘There are no wild boar prancing about our garden,’ I jest.

‘Mais, si, si, on the far side of your hill,’ he tells me. ‘Families of them.’

Jean-Claude does not strike me as a joker, though what it is he does strike me as I really cannot work out. I peer into his face to see if he is kidding me. No hint of humour registers.

‘Are there really?’ I squeak.

‘Of course not, chérie,’ says Michel.

‘Yes, and snakes and scorpions,’ Jean-Claude insists.

I slug down half my glass of port in one mouthful. During the time it takes Odile to talk at length to Marseille, Paris and, finally, Geneva, Jean-Claude has forced Marcel to the piano and dragged us over as well. We are now engaged in a most squawkingly embarrassing singalong which eventually includes a radiantly happy Odile. She loves music (music!), she informs us, helping herself to another tumbler of whisky and another packet of cigarettes. ‘Le boulot est fini!’ she ululates. Her work is over for the evening.

The white bread and wild-boar pâté are being enjoyed by the dogs, who are up on the chairs, front paws and mouths on the table, licking, slurping and dribbling at a chaotic mess of food (and these people complained about the antics of poor, gentle, if greedy, Pamela!). No one seems to care. By now Michel and I are completely plastered. I can see six Jean-Claudes in the room, all of them bellowing and trumpeting like a herd of elephants on heat. And when a song is finished he roars goodheartedly, slapping the piano, filling the capacious space with his monstrous happiness. In my present state, I find myself entirely uplifted by his infectious energy.

And so we stay on.

By the time we stagger back up our driveway, pitching about without a torch, the sky is a blanket of midnight navy with the moon and brilliant stars a child’s cut-outs within it. It is too late to eat, and we are too drunk to cook, so we linger in the grounds for a while, swimming to clear our heads, and then collapse, recumbent alongside one another on a sun-lounger listening to the night spinning and spinning before our drunken eyes.

‘What was Odile talking so earnestly to you about? Was it the water bill?’ I slur, without turning my head from its stargazing. The movement would send my brain reeling.

‘No, neither of them explained that. She was describing her work,’ Michel replies.

‘Which is?’

‘She’s a clairvoyant. Clients telephone from all over Europe, pay her by credit card and she gives them a half-hour “reading”. Curious.’

‘So my picture of Jean-Claude as a wizard was not so far off the mark,’ I drawl.

‘Jean-Claude? Oh, no. He’s an estate agent.’

Hung over, and nursing a raging headache, Michel departs on the early-morning plane for Paris. A strange emptiness descends upon me. The changing of seasons. The first whiffs of autumn in the air. The swallows swooping low, forgathering close to the house, anticipating their journey to Africa. Colours are turning, resetting. Tinctures of yellows and russet are appearing. An exquisite chunk of time is winding down, drawing to its inevitable close. All my life I have found myself ill equipped to cope with such moments of loss, but then I remind myself that this is a temporary shift. We have our lives ahead of us and the house is barely ours. Challenges await us and Michel will be back on Friday. My mood rallies.

I work off some of the loneliness by stripping the wallpaper in my study. The rustling noise is still there, augmented from time to time by the odd squeak. Has a strange creature just been born? My imagination leaps to trailers I have seen for Hollywood horror movies in which small plastic beings begin to move around silently in the cellar of some unsuspecting all-American home. At first they are cute and squeak; then they grow bigger, and by reel six they are threatening world domination. I am tempted to rip the pelmet away from the wall, but fear what I might discover. Best to leave well alone. It is probably a gecko that has been disturbed by our arrival here. They are timid little chaps and they do seem to be happiest when buried in dark corners away from the harsh sunlight.

Some days the heat is so thick, so extreme, that the early-morning dew sops the plants and leaves them drooping. Moistness is everywhere. Nature’s way of making sure they do not go thirsty, I suppose. I think that is why I choose to water our recently potted geraniums in the evenings.

It is sunset. My first evening alone. I am in the garden with the hose. Circling above me are two buzzards. I tilt my head (still rather the worse for the port) and watch them wheel and spin, wondering what they are stalking. I hear one of them screech. It is a distant, echoey cry, reverberating on the still air. Then, suddenly, there is another noise: heavy footsteps. Someone is coming up behind me. I freeze. There is the unmistakable sound of heavy breathing. I go cold. How can I, singlehanded in this deserted spot, grapple with a burglar? I consider the hosepipe in my hand. I could spray the intruder, drench and confuse him for a few seconds while I make my getaway. I take a deep breath and turn slowly. There, standing on the terrace a few feet behind me, is a monstrous-sized sanglier.

No doubt it is a female, the more lethal of the species. She must be here on the scavenge for food for her young or she would never have approached this close to habitation. I know by reputation how dangerous wild boars can be if angered or distressed. She might charge me if I move or frighten her. The sheer weight of her could kill or maim me. I stand frozen to the spot, almost wishing that it had been a burglar. With an intruder there is the possibility of prevailing on their reason, but not with this great hairy beast. I don’t dare to move but equally I have no wish to dally. Slowly, imperceptibly slowly, I twist the nozzle of the hosepipe to close off the water and, half crouching, lower it to the ground. I take my first steps towards the house.

The giant pig holds her ground, watching me. What is she thinking? Jean-Claude with his shotgun may be a match for her, but I am not. I glance up the hill, scanning the thicket of pine forest to see if I can spot a mate or offspring. I see no others. So there is only this female to contend with. I make it to the house, close the door fast and lean against it, listening to the palpitations of my heart. Even dear old Pamela would have scared her off. I have to admit that I am missing that fat Alsatian. I convince myself that what I need is my own dog. A guardian, and company, too, on lonely evenings.

Michel arrives. We drive directly to the local dog pound and choose a lively, wiry fellow named Henri. He looks rather like an overgrown red setter, except that his coat is jet-black. I wonder why he has been abandoned. His fur is as glossy as a well-polished limousine; he appears in every way to have been cared for. According to his record sheet he is only three years old, and the note on the vet’s card confirms that he is in excellent health. When I enquire, the lady who looks after the refuge begrudgingly admits that he is uncontrollable. In what way? I ask. He runs off. Constantly.

Oh.

‘Yes, but you have plenty of land, you say,’ she reassures us. ‘He can work off all that excess energy. He is ideally suited to your needs, and you to him.’

Michel is not convinced. ‘Let’s think about it, chérie. We have no fence yet,’ he murmurs.

But Henri’s expression breaks my heart, that please-don’t-leave-me-here look in his eyes, and he is panting with such keen anticipation that I cannot bear to walk away, to condemn the poor brute to that cage again.

‘Could we take him out, just for five minutes … to be sure?’

She shakes her head. It is against the rules. It raises the animal’s hopes, often in vain.

The woman, a true salesperson, plays on my softheartedness. ‘You have a month. If it does not work out, and you return him within the month, we will accept him back. But I am sure that won’t be necessary. He’ll settle with you.’

Henri pants his eager accord.

We pay our money, sign the authorisation document, buy him a collar and escort him to the car. Or, rather, he drags us there. I can barely hold him. He has the strength of a grizzly bear.

That first evening, Michel insists that we chain Henri, on a generously long lead, to the trunk of the magnolia tree. He can sit with us while we prepare and eat our barbecue dinner, but at the same time he will start to develop the habit of staying quietly at our sides. He must learn a little discipline, explains Michel. That way he will know not to go wandering off. Henri puts his head on his paws and goes into a sulk.

He remains in that position all day Saturday.

‘I don’t think he’s very happy,’ I say.

‘He’s adjusting.’

Henri’s black eyes glower at me with pain and accusation: ‘You have given me freedom only to take me prisoner,’ he seems to be saying. I cannot bear it. I spend hours stroking him and talking to him, but he will not relent. He refuses to eat. Oh, what a contrast with Pamela!

We have guests for dinner. An Italian artist and his Danish wife. Très chic. A trend-seeking couple keen to be seen at the right parties and in the company of the rich and famous. He is short and plump, and a frightful womaniser who has, on occasion, after a bottle or two, embarrassed me, but beneath the Casanova routine I have discovered a warm, generous-spirited man.

I was introduced to them in the early eighties when I was performing in a theatre in Copenhagen. Now they have bought a house here in the south of France, in Biot, and we find ourselves relative neighbours. They arrive late, not unusually, armed with taped copies of the samba music to which they like to listen during dinner. Wait till they see our pathetic little cassette-player, I think as I accept the tapes with a broad smile.

He, as always, is dressed from head to foot in moody black. She, the Dane, is tall and slender as a willow. By contrast, her temperament is cool and reserved and she wears a long, flowing, perfectly ice-white linen dress. He, the artist, is not fond of dogs, although they have two of their own.

Henri, still on his lead, is alerted by their arrival and stands up to greet them. He is animated, bucked up, for the first time in over twenty-four hours and begins to wag his tail and yodel.

‘Why is he tied up?’ our artist friend enquires.

‘We only collected him from the refuge yesterday, and in order that he doesn’t run off …’ I am blathering on about the problem of Henri while our friends with their tropical suntans crack open the bottle of champagne they have so generously donated to the evening’s proceedings.

Michel, across the dust patch, is fanning the barbecue. Smoke ascends into the night air, giving off the aromas of Provençal herbs and charcoal-cooked meat. I uncork a bottle of red wine, a Saint-Joseph from Saint-Désirat.

‘He’ll only settle if you leave him free. He has to discover his sense of boundary in a free space.’ What Olga says makes sense. In any case, I am dying for an excuse to release him. I run to Michel, who is calling for me and, while replenishing his glass and laying the various cuts of grilled lamb on to a serving plate, I repeat what Olga has said.

‘If you think so,’ he replies, though I sense he doubts his own words.

In one movement, I charge up the steps and release Henri. He is over the moon with glee. In twenty-four hours he has had four pee breaks and one long walk on a lead, during which he dragged me up and down the hillside. His tail is wagging like a crazed pendulum.

‘Come on, boy,’ I coax, expecting him to follow me down on to the terrace beneath, where our chums are sipping champagne and imbibing the view. But he does not budge. The movement of his tail is gaining speed. I fear that this bodes ill but before I can act upon my instincts, Henri takes a gigantic leap and lands on the backs of both our guests. They find themselves splayed out in the dust around our non-existent lawn. Their glasses, thankfully, are not smashed, but the couple are drenched in bubbly and Olga’s dress is patched with green stains from the few remaining tufts of grass.

‘What an excessively friendly fellow,’ says the artist, picking himself up from the ground and dusting himself down. ‘It’s how I encourage my mistresses to greet me.’

The following Friday I receive a telegram from Mme B. There has been a mistake in the price of the property. I go cold. I knew it! All summer I have been dreading news such as this. And then I read on. Due to the fact that the second half of the land, known to us now as the ‘second plot’, has measured out at a third of an acre larger than the plot with house – the half we are currently purchasing – we are entitled to a reimbursement of several thousand francs. I whoop and shout in the lane as I watch our fat, bearded postman, who has just handed me the telegram, disappear round the bend. I cannot help remarking that he and his moped are a precarious marriage of large man and modest machine. By the time he reaches us, his daily load is almost delivered. How does he negotiate the early rounds of the journey, setting off from the sorting office loaded down with the entire morning’s letters and parcels? And how does that little yellow two-wheeler manage to transport the weight of him and his bundles up and down the steep and winding hills?

But for the moment I have more important matters to think about. I hurtle off to the local phone booth to telephone Michel at his office in Paris.

What it boils down to, he says, is that we can buy a bed.

Yes!

Within the hour I am in Cannes, ordering the largest bed on offer. I leave a deposit; the rest of the money will be paid when the bed arrives in eight weeks’ time. I come out of the shop flushed with excitement. We have blown our entire refund on that one piece of furniture.

At the sound of the postman’s moped pootling along the lane, Henri bounds down the drive and positions himself on the bend to say good morning. As the postman slows to round the corner, Henri leaps into the air in front of him, paws splayed, barking furiously. Alas, his effusive greeting sends Monsieur le facteur flying.

I hear shouting and barking and run from my desk to find out what is up. There, on the bitumen in the lane, the poor plump chap, on all fours, is shaking with terror and grappling with his letters and parcels, which have flown in every direction. Henri is still close at hand, yapping and growling. The postman is a trembling wreck, gibbering at Henri’s bared teeth, and the front wheel of his bike is sadly damaged.

Henri is triumphant.

I drag the great hound away to threats from the postman of action by the post office. ‘J’avais presqu’une crise cardiaque!’ he yells after me furiously.

I take the coastal road, passing by the old town of Antibes, skirting the Baie des Anges, to visit the antique market in the old town of Nice. I find it situated in the ancient Italian quarter, where the buildings are painted ochre and a deep Siena yellow. There I discover stalls laden with antique linen and lace pillowcases. They are so big and square, and cheap, and the condition is as new. Some are embroidered in white cotton, white on white, with initials. I wonder who they were so caringly embroidered for and what became of the original owners. What in the story of their lives prevented these luxurious pieces from ever being put to use? A jilted sweetheart, a death? In anticipation of the delivery of our generously sized new bed, I want to buy them all. I dream of smothering it in freshly starched, lavender-scented, crisp linen. Crisp and white and inviting. Of sunburnt afternoons lying together. Of winter nights, huddled close listening to the crackling of the fire.

The stall-holder, a tiny woman, hidden behind banks of sheets and tablecloths, is sitting with a man and a child. They are eating lunch. I notice that the spread includes a hot chicken dish in a thick tomato sauce, several bottles of red wine, fruit, two baguettes and an assortment of cheeses. It seems remarkable for a market, but I remind myself that this is France. Food comes first. We make a deal which seems to delight us both and she shoves linen sheets, pillowcases and a tablecloth into several plastic bags, collects her modest sum of money and returns to her meal. While I am here, I begin to scout the various stalls on the look-out for large glass jars, carafes or demijohns which I can use later to store our olive oil. I find none, but there is always next week.

When I return, I pick flowers from the garden. Marguerite daisies, eucalyptus leaves and palm fronds, taken from six tiny potted plants I found at the nursery at 20f a pot. I gather them together and place them, decoratively arranged in confiture jars, next to our mattress on the floor, and in the hearth.

Michel is coming home tonight. I cannot remember when I last felt this excited. In preparation, I am stuffing a chicken. Suddenly, I hear Henri barking like a mad fool. I fear another sanglier. I peer out of the kitchen window towards the pine forest and, to my amazement, see troupes of people moving in and around the trees, thrashing at the undergrowth. I hike up the hill, thorny brambles ripping at my flesh, and introduce myself. They are mushroom-picking, they explain. I, in return, inform them in a friendly manner that they are on private land. They retaliate by advising me that they have gathered mushrooms on this hill all their lives and they do not intend to stop now.

Chastised, confused, I return to the house and leave them to it. Next year, I will know to get up there first and pick the mushrooms myself, but at this stage I run the risk of poisoning us both because I don’t know one variety from another.

Later, in the afternoon, when I go to the village to buy freshly baked bread, I see that the local chemist’s shop has large display cards in the windows illustrating in colour the different mushroom varieties. I learn that it is a local service here. Anyone can take their baskets brimming with harvested mushrooms into the chemist and the pharmacien will sift the edible from the inedible or downright poisonous. So we will be safe to harvest our own funghi. I stare at the coloured cards. Here, among dozens of others, are drawings of ceps and chanterelles and boleti, which, I read later, were originally grown by the Italians. There is another, birch boletus, which grows on the trees and is as large as a child’s head. I am not convinced how delicious that sounds.

Over dinner, by the fire, I feel obliged to confess to Michel the tales of Henri’s exploits. He is not pleased. But worse is to come, for the postman is true to his word. On Saturday morning, an official notice arrives from the post office warning us that if we do not control our dog we will be taken to court and the animal might well be impounded or, worse, destroyed. I stare at it in dismay while Henri pants gleefully at my side.

‘He’ll have to go, chérie,’ says Michel.

‘But since Henri, we have had no wild boar prowling the garden, and he keeps me company. Please let’s keep him.’

Michel frowns. ‘We need to give the matter serious thought,’ he replies.

That afternoon, the last straw: Jean-Claude arrives with the news that an officer from the central Cannes police station has telephoned him to say that a large black dog known as Henri (the refuge have identified him by the name on his collar and put them in touch) is terrorising the guests sunbathing on the private beach at the Majestic Hotel. Michel thanks Jean-Claude for taking the trouble to come and tell us. He is then obliged to drive to Cannes, collect the dog and pay a hefty fine – Henri has been charged with disturbance of the peace.

I walk over to Jean-Claude with a bottle of wine and apologise profusely for the intrusion. His booming laugh reassures me that everything is perfectly fine. In fact, he invites us back for another apéro. Having barely recovered from the previous one, I fix no date but agree to telephone him, adding that on the next occasion they should come to us. Over dinner, Michel and I discuss the problem of Henri and I miserably concede that it would be best for everyone, including the dog, if he were returned.

On Monday morning, the woman at the refuge seethes visibly as we sign yet another set of documents, this time relinquishing all responsibility for the poor beast.

I weep copiously as we kiss him goodbye and he, bemused, is led away again to his horrid cage, but I have to admit that I have been hasty. Next year, I say to myself, when we are better organised, I promise to return for you, Henri.


Treasure Islands
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It is a crystal-clear, sunny autumn morning. Yesterday, it rained for the first time in over two months. Today, the air has a nip to it which foretells the changing seasons and reminds me that these long, dry summers are not truly endless. Only a few days more, and we must close up the house. Michel and I are flying to Australia to shoot the film based on the storyline of my novel, in which I am to play the main role. It is an exciting challenge. Even so, it’s going to be a wrench to tear myself away from Appassionata. Australia, the other side of the world; there will be no popping home for weekends.

‘If my story had been set here …’ I mumble, folding away linen which I am storing with lavender bags in a cupboard inside the front hall.

In spite of all that is left to do – I have my work and papers to pack up yet, my luggage to sort out and we are still trying to nail down a most elusive notaire for a firm date for the final exchange – Michel announces: ‘Leave everything, we’re going hunting.’

‘What?’ I laugh.

‘We’re taking a ferry to the islands. To look for treasure.’

I agree readily, for the prospect of any boat ride always gives me a childlike joy and the notion of a mystery tour is too irresistible. Besides, I have never visited the Îles de Lérins. ‘What kind of treasure are we hunting for?’

‘You’ll see. We will visit the farthest island first, return to the nearer, where we can lunch, and then cruise home on the late-afternoon boat.’

We purchase our tickets from a booth nestled alongside the harbourmaster’s office and the customs quay in the old port of Cannes. As we wait for the boat, we stroll the length of a neighbouring jetty and from that prominent aspect peer back towards the lofty Tour du Suquet, the weathered tower which crowns the very pinnacle of the rock known as the Suquet upon which the old town of Cannes stands. Here was constructed the original fishing village initially christened Canois, meaning ‘cane harbour’, after the canes that grew profusely so many centuries ago along what was then nothing more than a marshy saline seafront. Cannes as wild nature barely seems conceivable in this day and age. Returning our gaze seawards along the quay, we are back in the twentieth century; a breeze whispers and a curved necklace of pearly-white yachts stirs noiselessly at the water’s edge.

‘Who owns all these?’ I ask, a private musing spoken aloud. I cannot envisage how many millions one has to accrue to be able to cough up for one of these swanky numbers. Several of the cruisers are the length of a train carriage and, surely, would have cost more than the lifetime’s earnings of the average working person.

‘There is a lot of foreign money here. And a great deal of corruption. One of the erstwhile mayors of Nice, for example, fled to Uruguay.’

‘Why?’

‘If he had stayed in France he would have been imprisoned for corruption and tax evasion. Apparently, he embezzled considerable sums from the city of Nice and shifted the money to South America in readiness for his retirement.’

‘That’s right! Jacques Médecin, of course!’ I laugh, more out of incredulity than merriment at the breadth and panache of such Riviera skulduggery. ‘They got him, though, eventually, didn’t they?’

‘Yes, they did.’

I remember that Graham Greene, who lived in Antibes and who I met on several occasions, published a book in 1982 entitled J’Accuse. It was concerned with corruption in Nice and the close involvement of M. Médecin with the Italian Mafia. There was a casino scandal. Greene believed that a worrying percentage of the police force and justice system were engaged in nefarious dealings with the milieu, the criminal underworld. Later, Médecin fled the country.

‘Do you suppose,’ I ask Michel, ‘all Riviera vice and turpitude ended with his flight and subsequent imprisonment?’

‘Somehow I doubt it.’

‘Might there be zillions of Mafia francs, never smuggled out, buried somewhere on these islands?’

‘Who knows?’

‘So are we going to dig them up and pay off Mme B.?’

‘No.’ He smiles at my fooling. ‘That’s not the treasure we are after.’

‘What, then?’

‘You’ll see.’

I smile, enjoying the game. Looking around us, I notice hosts of bronzed, barefoot young men, clad becomingly in shorts, at work on the string of yachts. Several are shinning up aluminium masts, like monkeys climbing for bananas, while others are scrubbing teak decks, washing, hosing or treating the impressive fibreglass hulls. Varnishing the varnished. All busy as ants, lost in dreams of seafaring adventures.

‘We’d better get moving,’ says Michel, taking my hand.

The clock tower up in the Suquet strikes ten and the ferry prepares to depart. But a straggle of latecomers are steaming along the jetty; all calling and waving. The captain grins. The boat waits. Everyone shakes his hand amicably and lumbers aboard.

During this short delay, I glance about. I have to admit that there is still great charm in this old port. The Hôtel Splendid ahead, for example, with its colourful array of international flags and simple white façade. But then my attention lights on a sign in large, black lettering, ‘JIMMY’Z club’, above the dull beige of the palais block and the plastic blue lettering which reads: ‘CASINO’. It is hard to imagine an uglier sight.

The boat is wheeling and we are exiting the port. I lean against the rail, a rush of excitement sweeping through me. A water baby by nature, I am at my happiest on or by the sea. Gulls circle overhead; the misty ambrosial hills of the Estérel and the foamy bubbling spray, as white as the yachts, rise up to cool us as the ferry ploughs through an otherwise calm sea. We pass an anchored five-mast luxury liner with ‘Club Med 2’ painted on its hull and a glass-bottomed pleasure boat packed with pensioners.

From the sea Cannes still manages to give off an illusion of gentility but, on closer inspection, this luxury resort always puts me in mind of a rather desperate, ageing whore. I recall a long-forgotten group of transvestites with whom I spent some time while working in Brazil. At forty or forty-five, they were all past their prime but, with plenty of slap, a little kind lighting and some distance, they managed to look good. I smile to myself, recalling their coked-up energy, some of the wild places they dragged me and the outrageous stories they recounted. I concede that probably Cannes, too, has many faces.

The Carlton Hotel, situated bang in the centre of the Croisette, dominates the bay. It draws the eye instantly to its crisp, white elegance. None of its meretricious marketplace mentality can be discerned from this gathering distance. Feeling the sun’s mounting heat penetrating my flesh, I shade my eyes to pick out the observatory tower high above the town. I scan the fin de siècle villas, their windows winking in the light like pirates signalling the all-clear to sailor companions marking time on the open sea. Splashes of autumnal colour – reds, yellows, gold – patch the palmy hills while dozens of umber bodies in richly coloured itsy-bitsy swimwear rest recumbent on the ever-busy golden beaches. This boat ride is delicious. There is barely a handful of passengers aboard the ferry and most appear to be locals who have crossed at dawn to the mainland to shop at the Forville vegetable and fish market, weatherworn biddies clutching woven shopping bags bulging with brilliantly coloured fruits and vegetables. Two old toothless crows, arms wrapped tightly around their trophies, huddle close and gossip contentedly. Their flesh may be creased, tamped olive and leathery by the sun, but their eyes glisten wickedly.

‘How many people live on these islands?’ I enquire of Michel.

‘Île Ste Marguerite is inhabited. I don’t know by how many. Twenty households, maybe. The second, St Honorat, is unoccupied. Well, except for a community of Cistercian monks, and one very overpriced restaurant at the water’s edge looking out over the canal that separates the two islands.’

‘Who goes there?’

‘To the restaurant? The yachting fraternity. It is a fashionable weekend haunt. During the season, boats rendezvous here from as far as Monte Carlo or St Tropez. They drop anchor in between the two islands and motor, by dinghy, from one yacht to another, rounding up their parties, and then to the shore, disembarking for a grilled lobster lunch.’

‘That doesn’t sound too terrible.’

‘The canal gets so crowded you can barely move,’ laughs Michel.

We are approaching Ste Marguerite.

‘Pour St Honorat, la deuxième île, vous restez abord,’ calls a voice from a loudspeaker. My eye is drawn to a bastion atop a cliff at what appears to be the eastern tip of the island. ‘Is that a fortress?’

Michel grins mischievously. ‘The Fort Royal. I knew it would fire your imagination. It was built by Richelieu to protect the island from the Spanish, who invaded anyway. But I’ll tell you all about it later.’

‘There lies our trove? Or there, in that building on the beach? What is that, a deserted hotel?’

‘All are for later. After lunch.’

Michel knows that my patience will not easily last out till our return and he relishes the few moments he has to hold on to his surprise. I smile, and, allowing him his secrets, choose not to persist. Not yet, anyway. He tightens his arm around my shoulders and nuzzles his lips against my breeze-kissed cheek.

‘Je t’aime.’

‘Moi aussi.’

Every passenger, apart from ourselves and the crew, prepares to disembark on to the planked-wood jetty which rises out of the shallow, crystalline water where shoals of tiny silver fish are darting to and fro. A few tourists, their laden bags at their feet, clot the jetty, impatient to board. But they don’t; they must be bound for Cannes. So we have the boat to ourselves. It reverses, heels about and scoots out to sea, negotiating the rocky bed beneath us. Dinghies bask like seals in the sun and a series of small yellow buoys bob like discarded mustard pots. Parasol pine trees and a few look-out bunkers, abandoned since the Second World War, border the island’s western beaches. The air is clear and fragrant.

I am fifteen minutes from home, I am thinking. I turn and study Michel, his face in profile, deep in his own thoughts, gazing at the sea. Even during this brief journey, the sun has coloured his skin a light golden brown. He tans easily and evenly. His curly hair is blowing in the salty slipstream. Such a strong, handsome face. Michel’s thirst for adventure, his delight at seeking out the mysterious, discovering the unknown, marries with my own. We are fortunate.

In between the two islands, there are a scattering of yachts moored in the narrow strait. Slender, shark-toothed vessels with equally slender women aboard, lying topless and oiled, soaking up the sun. Paunched men stare smugly at our passing ferry, brandishing goblets of whisky and ice. I glance at my watch. It is half-past ten. We pass the ‘posh’ restaurant, which appears deserted. Perhaps it has already closed for the season, or is immersed in preparations for another lucrative lunchtime.

The passage to this second island has taken no time at all. We negotiate a series of large, rather dangerously jagged rocks and then we arrive, landing safely at the harbour. Michel takes my hand and leads me ashore. The instant I set foot on the bank I am greeted by, no, swathed in, a pine-scented silence, soft as a human pulse. The place radiates harmony and peace. I breathe deeply and turn about. There is nothing in sight, in any direction, except pine forest, coastline and clear Mediterranean, a patchwork of blue and milky turquoise. Salt water laps the sandy beach, licks the bleached skeletons of driftwood and then gently folds away like a sated lover. Save for the departing ferry, we could be marooned on a desert island. It is hard to believe that we are so close to home and that this paradise of eucalyptus and Aleppo pines is visible from our terrace. I spy a statue of the Virgin Mary. High among the treetops, she holds her arms outstretched, looking out over and blessing the canal.

‘Come on, we’ll visit the monastery, the Abbaye des Lérins, buy lavender oil at the abbey shop, skirt the island and take the boat back to Ste Marguerite for lunch.’

We turn inland, and proceed, flanked by vineyards, towards the abbey, the epicentre of the island – only five minutes away – where we will find a church and a stone arched walkway which leads to the shop and gardens. Stone benches have been placed at strategic points along the route to allow pause for reflection and prayer. I want to dally a moment to commune with the natural beauty here, imbibe the scents of the pines and eucalyptus, but Michel chivvies me along.

As we approach the abbey, he delivers me a swift, potted history. The two islands were once the most powerful religious centres in the south of France. This one was first occupied by the hermit St Honorat (hence its name) in the fifth century, when the Bishop of Fréjus encouraged him to come and create a site for holy retreat. A monastery was built and, under the auspices of St Honorat, it became a training centre for novice priests as well as a school for the study of Christian philosophy. St Honorat, later Bishop of Aries, died in AD 429, but the traditions of the monastery lived on long after him and have been continued to this day, except for a short period during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century, when the island was snatched by the state, put up for auction and bought by an actress from the Comédie Française.

I chuckle with delight at the notion of ownership by an actress. The exotically named Mlle Alziary de Roquefort, was, according to Michel, a great friend of the painter Fragonard. I long to learn more. Was she as bewitching as her name suggests?

In 1869, Michel does not know for what reason, the island was returned to the Cistercians, who have occupied it, farmed it and laboured for it and for the renovation of its fortified monastery ever since.

‘But, see, we’ve arrived.’

The Cistercians are an order of silence. There are discreet signs requesting us to speak in whispers, dress appropriately and respect the ethos of the island’s inhabitants. An incongruous spectacle in this historical setting is a public telephone box situated at a crossroads of dusty pathways lined with pine trees. Seconds later, ahead of us, we are greeted by the sight of a group of portly Americans, shirtless and in shorts, who have congregated outside the abbey gates, snapping cameras and calling loudly to one another to come and take a look at this or that. Can’t they read? I ask myself crossly, or do they simply disregard such requests in the belief that they are not intended for them? But then I remind myself, less judgementally, that of course the notices are in French. They may not have understood the message. On the exterior side of the abbey walls, tall palms shade and decorate the approachway. The trees are laden with bunches of dark ruby fruit reminiscent of fulsome berries rather than dates. Agapanthus, past their blooming season, line the pathways, as well as Ficus Indica cacti, tall as trees and crowding the flowerbeds. These, too, are fruiting their terracotta-ripe prickly pears.

Entrance to the abbey and its church are by iron gates ablaze with lustrous skeins of flowering bougainvillaea. I read an engraved cornerstone which tells me that St Patrick studied here under the guidance of St Honorat before travelling north to Ireland. As an Irish Catholic, this information tickles me. Patrick landed up in Ireland, and I here.

The shop is managed by two middle-aged ladies, one of whom sells us lavender oil as well as a kilo jar of rosemary honey, which she earnestly recommends. Gregorian chants are playing softly in the background and can be purchased on compact disc. The Americans have arrived. They are buying bottles of the monks’ renowned liquor. One of them pulls his directly from its paper bag, unscrews its cap and swigs thirstily from it. ‘Jesus!’ he guffaws. ‘That hits the spot!’ The bottle is passed among his companions, and drained.

The women look on in bewilderment. We head back out into the bright noonday, leaving them to it.

On the far reach of the island on the windward shore is the fortified monastery. Weatherbeaten, solitary, awesome. A high austere monument, it has been hewn from hefty chunks of stone. Constructed on the very tip of a minuscule but windy headland, it faces out across the sea towards, I estimate, Calvi, a town on the north-west coast of Corsica.

Everything about its exposed location is windswept, which makes the delicate, peachy tone of the stone somehow even more enrapturing. I notice samphire sprouting from the walls flanking the water’s edge, and unknown purple flowers pushing through like tomboyish daisies. On this open coast, the slap of the waves against the rocks has a relentless, overpowering brutality about it. We pay 15f apiece to a lone student, a blonde-haired girl who sits peacefully on a rusting iron chair, reading a book whose pages are blowing to and fro. This gives us entry to the ruin.

As we mount the stone stairs I, compulsively curious, steal a quick glance back towards the abbey living quarters. There is not a monk in sight. What had I expected, to see them peering out like nosy neighbours? I am taken aback by the filth of their windows until I realise that the distance has fooled me. Their cells are protected by the same anti-mosquito meshing we found installed at our farmhouse. The place exudes quietude, almost a forsaken air. I picture solitary monks on their knees at prayer in their cells. I am intrigued by the weight of thought, the depth of spiritual reflection that is being cultivated beyond those walls. These are mysteries for ever closed to me. I will never know what such a life, the life of an oblate, claims, nor the courage and sacrifice, the unstinting dedication, such a vocation must demand. The Cistercian order was founded at the end of the eleventh century in an attempt to return to a stricter, more disciplined obedience to God. The rule of St Benedict, the founder of this particular order, is Ora et Labora, pray and work. Spoken aloud, it sounds pleasingly achievable.

I return my attention to the fortified monastery. How different the energy on this island must have been when this edifice was built to protect its inhabitants against marauding Saracens. Within – should I say within when the roof is merely a space open to the blue skies? – there is little to see save for the ancient walls, which date back to the eleventh and twelfth centuries, and the pockets of restoration work. The salle du chapitre is a dark, dank room cluttered with broken wooden chairs and a discarded wooden icon of Madonna and child. There are some fine marble and stone pillars and arches, and marble stairs but, all in all, the fort’s stately majesty lies in the breathtaking views offered by its position. Unfortunately, these cannot really be appreciated or savoured because everywhere the apertures have been closed, fitted with metal-framed glass like frightful, second-rate double glazing. This addition is hideously out of place and so out of keeping with the restored masonry work that it bemuses me. Why have the openings been sealed off? To prevent brokenhearted tourists from leaping to their deaths on the treacherous rocks below? Or to discourage monks who can no longer stomach the solitude of the life to which they have committed?

I wander from the salle du chapitre to the cloître du travail. In the centre of this work cloister I discover what I take to be a baptismal font until I peer into it and discover a deep well. At first, I assume the water lying so far beneath us is sea water but, although the building is constructed pieds dans l’eau, this seems doubtful. It is too still. From this distance, it looks impenetrable and stagnant. Midges or mosquitos skate its surface, circumventing a dozen or so jettisoned Coke cans. I look about in search of Michel, but he is nowhere to be seen.

I find him perusing a few historical facts, mainly dates, posted up on one of the inner cloister walls. In 1073 work began on this fortified monastery. In 1635 the islands were occupied by the Spanish, and in 1791, the notice informs us, the island was sold at public auction to an actress, Marie-Blanche Sainval, who owned it until 1810. So who was Alziary de Roquefort? Perhaps that exotic creation was her stage name? Whatever the case, I fancy the sound of Alziary better. The deeds of sale might be written in the name of Marie-Blanche Sainval, but I shall continue to think of this actress as Alziary. In my mind’s eye she is a tempestuous, flaming redhead; une femme d’un certain âge. Lord knows why.

Nearing the top floor, we enter the prayer cloister, le cloître de la prière, where, we are told, the walls date from the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. A hundred years it took, then, to erect another storey. Oh, that modern property developers could be so stayed! On the same level we cross to the Chapelle St Croix which, we are informed, was consecrated in 1088. This confuses my sense of logic.

Here there are wooden benches placed at angles, facing a stone altar where hangs a painting of Christ on the cross. Once again the environment, as well as the strategically positioned seats, invites contemplation. So I settle on one of the benches and listen to the waves crashing against the rocks three storeys beneath me. I tilt my head towards the open sky. The blueness is pacifying and airy; a visual balm.

Our footsteps echo back at us as we climb one last flight of ever-narrowing, winding marble stairs to the summit of the keep, where elegant metal railings gird the surround. Against accident or suicide? There, from that top terrace with its stone bell tower, we behold a 360-degree view which is nothing short of divine.

‘The Lord often had his prophets climb mountains to converse with him. I often wondered why he did that, and now I know the answer; when we are on high, we can see everything else as small.’ The words are those of the writer Paulo Coelho, who spent his early years in a seminary and with whom I once had the privilege of dining in Rio. Everything else as small, yes, including oneself. How could you not be close to God here?

The light breeze at this altitude is very welcome. I walk to the metal railing. Although I am not usually afraid of heights, the clear yet rock-infested water far beneath sends a frisson of icy fear down my spine. Still, I long to plunge the hundreds of feet into the sea and swim and frolic like a carefree porpoise.

A fabulous two-mast cutter ploughs across the distant horizon, making for where? St Tropez, Marseille?

‘Great location, what a place to shoot a movie,’ I remark, gazing out across the Med and back towards the distant Provençal hills. Constructed in the monks’ vegetable gardens are two large banks of solar panelling.

‘If you lived here, would you want a film crew invading this serenity? About on a par with those barbaric Saracens, I’d say!’ The clock on the terracotta tiled tower chimes noon. ‘We should move on.’ I smile and nod.

Our promenade around the island is crazily romantic. Water licks our feet and soaks our shoes, which we remove. Fish the size of salmon slip beneath rocks, playing hide-and-seek with our shadows. We clamber from eucalyptus-perfumed bay to lavender-scented shade, kicking our toes in the sand, racing miniature crabs, grabbing hands, touching backs, necks, hair. Warm, damp flesh. Crunching our sodden, sandy feet on the sponge-like cushion of beached and dehydrated seaweed, dragging our wet swimming towels like lazy kites, salt drying on our pinched, damp flesh. We dally, kiss, linger, taste the salt, lick it clean, then keep pace in blissful silence. Or hurry, chattering like euphoric monkeys. Toppling over one another. Falling in love: such a free, expansive fall. There’s no knowing where, if ever, we’ll land, but today we’re in paradise.

All in all, the circumference of the island is approximately three kilometres and takes us, strolling and with a pause to swim, little less than an hour and a half. We had been intending to bathe naked, or at least I had. Whenever it’s appropriate, we do. Here, even though there has not been a single sighting of a monk, I cannot rid myself of the feeling that they see us, wherever we are on the island. Their spirituality is omnipresent.

Peace and harmony impregnate this place. The rhythmic lapping of the water, the silent beating of distant sails, the breeze slapping against the waves, and the birdsong. Gulls and swallows wheel overhead, starlings chirp like tiny glass bells, and a brilliant, electric-blue hummingbird zips past us, skirting the shore at the speed of light. My thoughts return to the actress from Paris, reflecting on the seventy years when the place was not in the hands of the monks. Did Mlle de Roquefort invite artists and bohemian friends here to share nature’s delights with her? Was she inspired by the votive vibrations created over centuries through prayer and meditation, what today we might speak of as the feng shui balance, or was she given to wild Rabelaisian parties swimming in a surfeit of home-grown wine? As an actress myself, these images amuse me. Or maybe Alziary dreamed of creating on St Honorat what we dream of at Appassionata? To transform our overgrown jungle and restore its original purpose, allowing it its fecundity as an olive farm. Her farm, of course, would have been on a far grander scale. For there are vineyards on this island, sweetly scented lavender fields and bees for the production of honey. Might this island have been her retreat, her escape from the world of drama and illusion? Without the power of television, was Alziary (or Marie-Blanche) known to the people of Cannes? Did they raise their eyes in horror at her arrival here, at her carryings-on? Theatricals! Would she have excited the same interest as, for example, Catherine Deneuve might if she were purchasing these acres now? I very much doubt it, but still I make a mental note to discover more, if possible, about this lady who sailed in and took possession of the monks’ terrain. I would be fascinated to learn if she, like me, dreamed of living another kind of life. Was it love that seduced her south? Might that explain the two different names?

‘When we return from Australia, I want to come back here and picnic on that grass bank overlooking the turquoise water.’

My thoughts return to our treasure hunt as the chugging ferry delivers us back to Ste Marguerite in time for lunch. We are famished and don’t dawdle along the jetty.

‘The restaurant is right over there.’ Michel is pointing to a white-painted veranda on the waterside several hundred yards along the coast. Behind it a half a dozen or so houses with light turquoise or pale lilac shutters, hidden between trees, peer out towards Cannes from their watery eyries. I notice early clots of autumn-yellow mimosa blossom. Then, once again, my gaze is drawn up towards the hilly incline and the royal fort which, until now, I had completely forgotten.

‘Lunch!’ grins Michel.

As we near the restaurant, we realise that it is closed and pause in the lane while we consider what to do next. ‘There is another,’ he says. ‘I’ve forgotten its name. On the beach down behind the fort. We have to climb and then go down the other side of the cliff. It’s not far but we should hurry. It’s getting late. We’ll see it from the clifftop so, if that one is closed as well, we won’t bother going down there. It tends to be seasonal.’

We break into a jog and come abreast of the disused building I spotted from the early-morning ferry. A scruffy sign, cobbled out of broken bits of ceramic, reads: ‘Hôtel du Masque de Fer’. The Iron Mask Hotel. An intriguing name. I approach the tall, glass-paned doors and peer in, believing the place to be empty. But I see a stooped, bleach-haired woman inside, tottering across a poorly lit, high-ceilinged dining room. ‘There’s someone in there.’

Michel is intent on getting to the restaurant. He holds out his arm as if to encourage me away. ‘We can look later.’

‘I think it’s open. Maybe they serve lunch.’

He returns to my side and peers in alongside me. ‘Do you really want to eat here?’

I have a fanatical attraction to buildings in ruin. ‘Let’s ask.’

We open the door and an old man materialises from behind what looks like an exceedingly outdated pizza oven. At first, he is reluctant to take us, professing that lunch is over and there is nothing available. We accept his refusal graciously and turn to go, but then he continues: ‘Still, if you are not in need of anything too fancy, I can offer you …’ The surroundings are deeply shabby yet the setting so picturesque. We agree to order his suggested pizzas, along with salad and a local rosé wine which, according to our bald-headed host, has come from the vineyard on the adjacent island of St Honorat. Perfect. We seat ourselves at a grubby table by the window and stare out at a disused landing bay. The water is rippling like corrugated iron across to the busy restaurants on the beaches of Cannes. The view is stupendous. Our wine arrives.

‘If we hadn’t found Appassionata, this place would set us a challenge. Not a farm, but … Why is it called the Iron Mask Hotel?’

‘Because the fort on the clifftop has dungeons dug deep into the rock and it was in one of those cells that the man in the iron mask was imprisoned.’

My eyes widen to the size of our approaching pizzas. ‘The Alexandre Dumas character?’

‘For three hundred years writers have been inspired by his story.’

‘He was a real person? I didn’t know that.’

Monsieur serves us our plates, and retreats.

‘He spent eleven years incarcerated here, and never once was his face revealed.’

‘Tell me about him. Bon appétit.’

‘Legend has it that he was the twin brother of Louis XIV, or his bastard half-brother.’

‘So he was imprisoned by Louis XIV? How disappointing! I thought old Louis was one of the good guys. He was the king responsible for sending the botanist Plumier off in search of new species of plant and of cleaning up the Rhône Valley. Without him we may never have had our Magnolia Grandiflora.’

‘What about the Rhône?’

‘The waterways had grown stagnant. They had been deteriorating since classical times and, due to the pestilence, the populations of the cities were dwindling. Many of the river towns had degenerated into little more than fever-infested hovels, so Louis ordered an engineering survey of the region which resulted in his decision to strengthen the embankments. I have always rather admired him for that. So it was his brother imprisoned here, eh?’

‘There are many theories. Some have suggested that the masked man was Molière. Others claim that it was a woman disguised as a man. What does seem to be certain is that whoever he was, he was famous.’

‘Why?’

‘It’s logical. Why go to such lengths to keep his face hidden if he was not easily recognised? When he was imprisoned at the Bastille in Paris, not even his doctor was allowed to look upon his naked features.’

‘How did he shave?’ I ask. Our carafe of water arrives and I fill our glasses, enthralled by the mystery of this personage.

‘Il vous plaît, le déjeuner, Monsieur, Madame?’

‘Delicious, thank you,’ we nod enthusiastically, although it is little better than passable. The dough is rather soggy and the salad, lying in a chipped dish, looks as lively as the seaweed we found washed up on the other island. But we don’t really care. We are having a wonderful day, and Michel knows that he has whetted my appetite with this story. Then I remember that I was equally fascinated by this hotel with no guests but us.

‘Has the hotel closed?’ I enquire of our host.

‘It is sold, and is to be turned into a magnificent new Carlton with a small marina for private yachts,’ Monsieur tells us, staring longingly across to the mainland at the outline of the real McCoy. My heart sinks as I picture the scene. ‘There is only one small problem,’ he adds.

‘What’s that?’

‘The inhabitants of the island have signed a petition. They are intending to block the permit I hope to acquire for the construction of a helicopter pad.’

Good for them, I think, but say nothing. At that moment the door opens and a tall, dark-haired gentleman in his early forties, dressed in what must be a Cerruti suit and Italian leather shoes polished to a mirrored shine, enters. He is accompanied by eight or nine others. Henchmen on the payroll, it seems, running after his every need. Our shuffling proprietor abandons us instantly, legs it across the dining room and all but genuflects at the feet of the new arrival. Then Madame comes scrabbling out of some cobwebbed corner or other, bowing and welcoming with the same servility. We are riveted. Tables are dragged together, chairs drawn from here and there. Paper tablecloths are pressed into place and ironed flat by desperate hands. The new arrivals are seated. Bottles of wine begin to arrive. Rosé, red, white, followed, moments later, by heaped saucers of local olives and sliced saucisson. Dishes of marinated aubergines swilling in oil and herbs land splashing on the table. Carafes of water and glasses all but jump of their own accord from the dingy kitchen. Nothing is too much trouble for this bunch, who eat and drink with gusto. We have been entirely forgotten. In fact, we do not exist for anyone in the room save one another. Everything centres around the sleek-haired dandy who reminds me of a second-rate matinée idol: everything he does, every gesture he makes is, to my mind, studied and overstated.

‘Might he be local Mafia?’ I whisper to Michel, hoping that he is and that I can eavesdrop on some hideous tales of local corruption. I watch the man vigilantly, attempting to be discreet but failing hopelessly, spellbound by the mannerisms that I might be able to put to fruitful use at some later stage: the way he constantly slicks back his immaculately groomed hair or adjusts the cuffs of his shirtsleeves, the fact that he never touches his wine, even when a toast is made. He raises his glass, allows the rim to brush his lips and then sets it back on the table. ‘Always on the alert,’ I conclude and, as I do, he glances in our direction, allowing himself a discreet nod. He is aware that we are watching him and appears to bask in any, in all, attention. Michel is ready to leave, keen to begin exploring the fort and to visit the dungeons, but I cannot drag myself away from the commedia that is being played out before us. As it happens, we have no choice in the matter. The patron has grown so negligent towards us that the guests at the other table have finished their lunch and are preparing to depart, and still we are obliged to sit there hoping for our bill.

The proprietor and wife, tea towels in hand or, in his case, tossed over one shoulder, are poised patiently like dogs awaiting some titbit or expression of what, gratitude? Acknowledgement? A tip? The customer shakes their hands and thanks them. His smile is of the unctuous American soap series variety, dressed with thousand-dollar capped teeth. The proprietors bow and thank their esteemed guest for the time and trouble he has taken to visit them. Then every member of the group shakes hands with the old man and his wife. This extended ‘merci, merci beaucoup. Non, non, merci à vous’ ceremony is followed by the eventual departure of the party. Gratified, our hosts set about clearing away the debris. Michel is now able to attract their attention and requests l’addition. Without a word of apology, Monsieur nods and shuffles away to calculate it.

‘Did you see that?’

‘What?’

‘Those guys didn’t pay for a thing.’

Michel grins at me. ‘You’re right. Maybe they have an account here.’ This makes us both giggle. When the restaurateur returns, I cannot resist enquiring after the identity of the tall, well-groomed gentleman. Our host’s rheumy eyes swim with pride as he inform us, ‘Mais, c’est Michel Mouillot.’

In unison we reply, ‘Qui?’

‘He is to be the new mayor of Cannes, and has promised us the construction permits we need. We will achieve a far better price for the hotel with permits.’

In the distance, the smoky blue hills. Replete, intent on the continuation of our little adventure, we saunter, hand in hand, up the verdant incline in the afternoon sunshine, our minds refocusing on the masked mystery.

‘Victor Hugo said of him: “This prisoner whose name nobody knows, whose face no one has ever seen, remains a living mystery, shadowy, enigmatic and problematic.”’

‘I wonder how he is described in the prison registers?’ My eyes light on a lovely old boat. The beach, on to which it has been hauled and winched for the winter for repairs, is a sheer drop beneath us. Four majestic palms surround it like sentries. We pause for breath and to take in the magnificence of scenery and coastline.

‘If the unidentified captive had really been a woman, then it seems certain some of the prison staff as well as the Paris doctor would have discovered it. I think that hypothesis is a little farfetched, but I am interested to know how he shaved and ate. If the mask could be removed, someone else must have kept the key. Surely it follows that at least one other knew his identity. In today’s world, they would have sold their story to the papers.’

We reach the walls of the fortress. A rickety wooden sentry box bears the sign: ‘Billets’, but it is closed up, the season over, and we walk on. Cobblestones, vast spaces and a garrison enclave greet us. Rows of two-storey salt-weathered stone buildings, all with identical burgundy shutters, line the cobbled lanes and lead to open squares where nothing more lively than a lizard’s retreat is taking place. The site appears to be ours alone. Seagulls and terns wheel overhead. There is nothing of today’s world about this settlement, and to all intents and purposes it is deserted, yet there seems to be life here. I sense basic habitation.

‘What is the place used for now?’

Our footsteps echo around us. The air is clean and scented, the light sharp. The wind murmurs, carrying sounds of the sea, bird cries.

Michel does not know. We come across a painted sign which points us towards an oceanography museum. We make for that. Inside, behind a desk littered with pamphlets, a bespectacled woman sits on a chair, knitting. ‘I am sorry, we are closed.’

‘A quick peek?’ I beg, but she shakes her grey head adamantly.

‘Then, please, can you direct us to the dungeons?’

‘They are not open either. They are very rarely open to the public. Usually only to guests.’

‘Guests?’

Stony-faced, she returns to her knitting needles and balls of wool, revealing nothing else, and we are none the wiser. I recall that character who is always knitting in … which story is it? The Scarlet Pimpernel? We retreat out into the late-afternoon sun where, suddenly, I become aware of music, the beat of distant rock music, and I am grateful for its normality.

‘Hear that?’

We decide to go in search of it. The trail leads us across an immense courtyard where the cobbled cracks at our open-shoed feet are sprinkled with yellow-flowering alpine plants and fragrant arrays of mildly sweet herbs. In this arid environment, they are soft and pleasing. Yet I sense an unsettling presence here, a hazy, indiscernible danger which is closing in around me and which I cannot shake off.

‘The music must be coming from a radio or cassette-player.’

The guitar-strumming draws us into an alley, a dusty cul-de-sac. At the end, a crumbling stone wall and grassy banks. We turn about, confused. The notes waft across the bleating afternoon heat, but from where? Retracing our steps and then branching off, still within the fortress environs, we wander down a widish avenue, parallel to the museum, and come upon a wooden door that looks as old as the very foundations of the fort itself. I push against it. It is locked. On it, written in tired, flaking white paint, we read: ‘Plongée’.

‘There must be a diving base here.’ The music is still audible, but remains tantalisingly, inexplicably remote. We plod from one empty space to the next, lured by the ghostly melody. The place seems deserted yet, in a very different way from the other island, I have a notion that we are being watched, spied upon. The fort is empty but not tranquil; it exudes a troubled nagging power. Suddenly, clouds of small dark birds, starlings, I think, rise up from nowhere and disperse like smoke in the piercing blue sky. The unexpectedness of their movement has alarmed me and I find myself trembling.

I mention my discomfort and Michel squeezes his arm tightly around me and smiles. He is growing used to my dramatic interpretations, or my sixth sense, whichever it is.

Somewhere to the left of us, I see a bronze cannon, a great brute of a weapon. It is trained out over the fortress walls upon the open sea. No doubt in its heyday it would have had the capacity to blow any unwelcome visitors clean out of the water, separating limbs from torso with its solid missiles the size of modern beach balls. I lean my body way out over the bastillion wall and see ferns and shrubs sprouting from the weathered fortification and glinting wavelets glistening in the axis of the sun. Yet where the water breaks against the island, the waves are crashing relentlessly. It is as though we were in a storm. They smash against the mighty rocks rising up out of the sea, upon which this place has been constructed. ‘It looks as if there are some very dangerous currents down there.’

There are straggly branched, wind-torn trees and scrub plants growing everywhere on the cliffsides. Still, the elevated terrain is bleak. Wriggling further out on my stomach, feeling both the blood and the rosé rush to my head, I notice an opening cut into the rocky wall beneath me. ‘Look, that must be one of the dungeon windows.’ Certainly, it is too narrow for any man or even a child to pass through. It offers no escape. I am feeling giddy and shimmy my body back to cobbled terra firma. ‘How many years did you say the mystery man was imprisoned here?’

‘Eleven.’

I reflect upon that. While an order of monks was freely incarcerated at work and prayer on the neighbouring island less than half a mile away, another was forcibly imprisoned here, stripped even of his identity. Locked in a dank underground cell with only a slit of an opening for fresh sea air and a view of the world beyond this fortress. I am wracked with pity for this unknown human being who for three centuries has been an inspiration to writers and film-makers. His existence must have been intolerable. How did he cope? How did he bear the loneliness, keep madness at bay? Might this prisoner have requested his confession to be heard by a monk from the order across the water? The opportunity to unburden his heart to one trained in compassion? Did he beg the fathers to remember him in their prayers, to aid him carry the burden his life must have become to him as he paced his cell, manacled at the feet by ball and chain and masked in iron? And then I remind myself that there are still, even today, parts of the world where such barbarism continues to exist. Where liberty is snatched for no good reason. Internment against faith, colour, political convictions or, as it seems it was in the case of this pitiable being, birthright.

‘It is also possible that the poor fellow was cursed with some hideous affliction. Locked away because he was judged too repulsive to behold, you know, like the Elephant Man,’ I muse.

‘Why don’t you write a story set here?’

I laugh at Michel’s suggestion. ‘I think many far more talented than I have already achieved it.’

‘No, a modern story. A children’s television series. Set it partially here, research locally and you can work from home. Write a role for yourself as well, and then you can work from home twice!’

That is the carrot that hooks me. I consider our olive farm and the work and time it is about to demand. One of us will need to remain here on a regular basis once we begin the business of restoration.

‘Set the story between Germany, England and France. Thirteen episodes, please.’

I smile at him, considering. ‘So, we have been story hunting?’

‘Yes, if you are inspired. But even if you are not, I thought the islands would entrance you.’

They have. But this island in particular has captivated me. And troubled me. And, yes, inspired me.

The last ferry departs from the island at 6 p.m. We are on it. During the short trip across the bay, the faintly descending light grows opalescent beneath a light Wedgwood blue sky. The clouds are the white patterns on the teacups. The lovely Italian tones of the properties along the coast towards the Cap d’Antibes … My train of thought is interrupted by what I take to be a small girl’s scream, followed instantly by an excited male calling from somewhere behind us, ‘Regardez, là-bas!’

‘Où’

‘Dans la mer!’

I fear that a child has gone overboard, though I have no memory of having noticed any children board the vessel. We swing round to see the crew and the handful of passengers travelling with us leaning over the leeward side of the boat, pointing and squealing.

What is it? We cross swiftly, my stomach clenching with anxiety at the prospect of a helpless drowning child, and there in the water, not twenty yards from the ferry, is a sleek, grey creature leaping in the calm, limpid sea. And then another. ‘Dauphins!’ ‘Oui, ce sont les dauphins. Regardez comme ils jouent!’ A pod of dolphins are leaping and flipping, rising, as they do, four, even five feet above the water’s surface. Stubby-nosed athletes with shiny, midnight fins, somersaulting. They change course and stream on ahead of our vessel, forward of the prow, as though leading us to shore. Then one of them breaks away from his party, circles, tacks and speeds in close alongside us, riding the wave created by our ship cutting through the sea. He spins over playfully, revealing a whitish, plump belly, and back over again. I can almost read his mischievous grin. What a sight! What sheer joy!

As I watch these mythical creatures, I recount to Michel the story of an extraordinary American, Charlie Smithline, I met years ago in the Caribbean. He it was who trained me for my PADI open-water diving certificates. On several occasions we dived together with bottle-nosed dolphins, which, I believe, is relatively unusual, because they rarely allow humans close. But Charlie was a regular visitor among them, and they trusted him. I remember learning from him that dolphins emit and perceive sound at frequencies higher than those at which we humans are able to hear. In fact, the human ear is not equipped to hear in the water at all.

Our dolphin companion speeds off and turns back, bobbing his head above sea-level. He is looking our way and then, almost without any preparation, he soars into the air and arcs back into the water.

‘Look at him!’

‘You know, they can jump out of the water at a speed of thirty or forty miles an hour,’ the captain tells us.

The fading light is playing on Michel’s face. He looks animated and relaxed, his head thrown back in laughter. I laugh, too. Around us, others are applauding and snapping cameras. Even the crew and our salty old ferry captain, Gitanes glued to slightly parted lips, are transfixed. It is impossible not to be joyously charged at the sight of these creatures. Every leap thrills you, launched as it is out of pleasure and a pure celebration of life. What a finale! What a curtain call nature has provided to bring to a close the most perfect yet haunting of days; the most perfect of summers.
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