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      Praise for the Olive series

      
      ‘Drinkwater has a sharp eye for character, and the people who populate The Olive Route will not disappoint her fans’
      

      
      Independent on Sunday

      
      ‘Drinkwater is a rare writer who tackles other people brilliantly … Vibrant, intoxicating and heart-warming’

      
      Sunday Express

      
      ‘A storyteller of great economy and deftness and one who, in telling tales, captures the Midi effectively. There are few better
         portraits of the different worlds – farmers and water-diviners, crooks and Euro-trash, Algerians and wearying officialdom
         – that intersect to create the Côte d’Azur’
      

      
      Daily Telegraph

      
      ‘The new leader of the pack’

      The Times

      
      ‘Charming and well written. As the olives ripen to a luscious, dark-purply black, the reader is drawn into the peculiarities
         and joys of Provençal life’

      Daily Mail

      
      ‘A spellbinding memoir and a must for anyone who dreams of moving to a kinder climate and starting a new life’

      
      Choice

      
      ‘A lot of its attraction for me stems from the honesty of the writing, the attention to detail, the intensity of the writer’s
         relationship with the land … Above all you feel like you’re observing a very intimate moment in someone else’s life …
      

      
      Waterstones

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

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

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

      
      Thank you for a decade of Olive opportunities.

      
      Your passion for language and literature

      
      has been an inspiration.
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      I found this book particularly challenging to write. Of the four books set on the farm, it is the only story I was actually
         living through while collating the material and I worried that events might not turn out as I intended and that my next few
         chapters would be ruined or would not happen. The character of ‘Luke’ is a prime example of such a setback. So, to those who
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      ‘We ask the angels to hold us steady while we behead our fathers, flatten our people, sell our daughters and hang ourselves.
         And yet every now and then you pluck a daisy, and it breaks your heart.’
      

      
      Albert Jacquard

      
      ‘No man is an Island entire of itself; every man is a piece of the Continent, a part of the main: if a clod be washed away
         by the sea, Europe is the less, as well as if a promontory were, as well as if a manor of thy friend’s or of thine own were;
         any man’s death diminishes me, because I am involved in Mankind; And therefore never send to know for whom the bell tolls;
         It tolls for thee.’
      

      
      John Donne
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      I heard the thunderous crash while I was ironing, folding tablecloths, bedlinen, napkins by the score.

      
      ‘Five bottles of white wine smashed!’ a female voice shouted, followed by ‘Help!’ and then my name. It was Bridget, an Anglo-Irish
         friend from Cannes who had offered to come up and lend a hand with preparations. I hurried from the second of the two stables
         where we kept washing machine, ironing board and wicker baskets spilling over with dirty clothes, rather grandly referred
         to as the ‘laundry room’, to find out what had happened.
      

      
      ‘I’m soaked!’ she cried.

      
      The bottles had been stored on top of the fridge in the garage because there was no space left within, nor in any of the other
         fridges belonging to this farm. This one, a rather decaying specimen, was really only fit for beverages and it was stuffed
         to bursting with bottles of rosé, soft drinks, water and whites. I went in to take a look. Seeping liquid and shards of green
         glass greeted me. Several chunks of plaster had fallen away from the ceiling, landed on the wine and sent the bottles skittling
         to the ground. My friend’s T-shirt was splashed and stained.
      

      
      ‘Oh, sorry! Give it to me. I’m just about to do another load. Borrow one of mine, why not? And I’ll clean this mess up.’
      

      
      Bridget smiled, shook her head. ‘Don’t worry about it. Courage,’ she said. ‘I best be off to cook himself some lunch and change my clothes! I’ll see you later.’
      

      
      ‘Thanks for helping.’ I kissed her on both cheeks and waved as she wheeled off down the drive.

      
      Where were the others, I wondered. Quashia, our Algerian-Berber gardener, had taken the weekend off and gone to Marseille
         with a carload of his woolly hatted companions. Michel, with the first of our house guests, had driven to the supermarket
         hours earlier to do a ‘big shop’. I glanced at my watch. It was close to two. The dogs were sleeping beneath the trees, out
         of the heat. Summer had suddenly swooped in, threatening thunder but never delivering. Besides myself, only the cicadas were
         busy. I traipsed off to find the dustpan and brush, doubting that we would ever be ready for this upcoming event. Commencing
         the following Tuesday – today was Saturday – arriving over the course of five days, we were expecting one hundred and twenty-three
         guests. Michel had decided that a welcome home and belated birthday party for Carol was in order. I cleared up the glass,
         poured the shards into a box in the boot of my car, to dispose of at the bottle bank down near the gypsy settlement, painstakingly
         sponged up the three and three-quarter litres of wine, gave the cement floor a brisk mop, took one look at the shambles this
         garage had become during my absence and retired to the cool white walls within the farmhouse, within my den, where I settled
         back into an African planter’s chair, one of a pair I had found in a brocante in the fourth arrondissement in Paris some years back.
      

      
      I had been home almost three weeks and was still in limbo, still unpacking, still attempting to heave myself into the swing
         of things here at Appassionata, our olive farm. Silently, I was missing so much. I closed my eyes and listened to the cicadas, to the fan overhead whirring in whispers, transporting
         me back to foreign lands, to stark, evocative rock formations, sea-fringed, shadowy silhouettes looming into the midday light.
      

      
      Gone were those scrub-faced mountains of Lebanon with olive trees growing at every turn of the eye, gracefully blotting out
         the intolerable heat; the ancients and juniors at every step along my way, in every Mediterranean land into which I had ventured.
         One foot off the bus diving directly into groves, cracked earth beneath my boots, picnicking with nature and birdsong; lizards;
         solitary walks in the mountain ranges encircling the moist lips of the Mediterranean; surprise encounters with strangers.
         I was home now and removed from remote backwaters, the villages nestling within hilly enclaves where sonorous church bells
         tolled the long, slow hours; I had left behind me remote Islamic lands; no more perambulating along streets where the glinting
         or frowning eyes of the women dressed in black, be they Catholic or Muslim, stared upon me. I felt such a distance now from
         the war zones, the deprivations, the razed groves of Palestine, the pinched faces of farmers deprived of a living, the fragrant
         citruses in Sicily encircling classical ruins. And what of the classical ruins rising up out of the deserts of Syria, Libya,
         of those unexpected gems in Algeria? And what of the hard-nosed oil industry in Spain? Gone was the time warp – the hours
         of every day spent in past millennia – I had been returned to the twenty-first century – and gone was the freedom to go wherever
         I pleased, to change my mind at a second’s notice without a word or thought to anyone. Such a luxury it had been, a previously
         untapped freedom, an untapped loneliness as well from time to time.
      

      
      Less than three weeks earlier, I had deposited my weather-beaten backpack on to the bed – my bed, our bed, our capacious space, full of love and secrets, with its inviting mattress and lavender-sweet sheets. This was not some matchbox offering in an unfamiliar room where I was intending to pass a night,
         or to lay my head to rest for an indefinite, unquantifiable period of time. I was home. I had slipped off my well-worn trekking
         boots, scuffed but still sturdy, and stowed them at the back of the wardrobe. I would not be needing them again for a while.
      

      
      Home.

      
      And Michel had decided that it was party time. Perhaps I was not quite ready for an onslaught of festivities? Still, the arrival
         of friends was always a delight and many I had not seen in a long while. Most were flying in, from countries near or far.
         It was the perfect moment to introduce Michel to a handful of the many new friends I had made during my travels and Michel
         wanted us to celebrate the fact that I had actually completed the journeys and found my way back, safely.
      

      
      After sixteen months alone on the road – aside from one or two short hops back here – I had closed the door on my travels
         and returned. Journey’s end. The quest I had embarked upon – oh, so long ago, it seemed to me now that I had finally set foot
         on our own dry terraces – had been accomplished, if not completed. Quite possibly my searches would never be completed, that
         much I knew now. And this quest had sunk beneath my skin; it was a part of me. Much of what I had set out to discover remained
         undiscovered, and a great many questions and thoughts I had never even considered had been posed, thrown at me, made manifest.
         I had returned with a million faces in my head, a thousand smiles, beckonings and wavings and they continued to call to me.
         I had been welcomed into the homes of many a stranger, made bonds, won friends, no enduring enemies as far as I was aware,
         and had returned to this old farm a different person. I had not conquered, for conquering had not been my objective, but I
         had penetrated and much had been set before my eyes, revealed.
      

      
      I felt new, newly born, yet as old as the limestone rocks themselves.
      

      
      And because I am who I am, the material – piled high beside me now on my desk, alongside my camera – these myriad experiences
         begged to be assimilated, leavened, shaped into material. Not for nothing … There were thousands and thousands of photographs
         to sift through, dozens of notebooks to reread, conversations and ideas in my head that had been earmarked for notation, consideration
         … And the added delight: these kept me there, on my travels, prevented me from settling. Recalled me at a moment’s notice,
         and when I least expected it, I was gone. Like a puff of smoke, I had disappeared off again out through the wardrobe of my
         imagination, my memory, travelling through time and space, flying through the souk-like alleys of my mind.
      

      
      Our old blue bus was wheezing up the drive. Michel gave the toot-toot that signalled his return and I lifted myself out of
         the chair and went down to greet him and the two guests already installed in the house. He stepped out and gave me a hug.
         I knew that he was at peace now that I was in France and not some place where he needed to feel concerned. Perhaps it had
         strained him more than he had expressed.
      

      
      ‘Hans and Sabine will unload. How are the preparations coming along?’

      
      ‘Garage ceiling still collapsing, smashed several bottles of party wine.’

      
      ‘Oh.’ My husband made an immediate detour. I followed and we stood at the door’s entrance, side by side, brushing comfortably
         against one another, looking in.
      

      
      ‘I fear we can’t leave this much longer,’ he muttered. ‘I’ll get some quotes in after the party. Now, lunch!’

      
      How will we fund this, I wondered. Most of my resources had been sunk into my journeys and Michel’s documentary films were
         not exactly super-lucrative.
      

      
      ‘Have you managed to contact Marie-Gabrielle and François?’
      

      
      François and his warm-hearted wife, Marie-Gabrielle, were apiarists and they had been instrumental in the correlation of my
         travels through Algeria. She in particular. They had introduced me to a network of very resourceful beekeepers who, during
         weeks of suicide bombings and deaths in that confused Maghrebian territory, had protected me and offered refuge. It seemed
         fitting that they should be on the guest list of our summer celebrations, particularly given that none of the Algerians themselves
         had been able to obtain exit visas.
      

      
      Michel, strides ahead of me, loaded down with a carton of foodstuffs, shook his head and called back over his shoulder. ‘Non.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll try them again now.’

      
      ‘After lunch, please. Let’s eat!’

      
      When lovers are reunited after a time apart, there can be a certain shyness in their coming together again; a period of readjustment
         is frequently required. A first overwhelming rush of passion, of satisfaction – ah, such forgotten completeness, integration,
         the slaking of the thirst of desire, and then what? One step back, and at that moment comes the realisation that the love
         you have held so dear is not entirely the reality. Or, rather, the reality does not quite match up to the image you have cherished
         and carried so tenderly in your heart and head.
      

      
      And so it was with Appassionata and me. Not so with my husband, Michel, because we had whenever possible stayed in daily contact,
         nattering on the telephone, sending hugs via emails, brief visits to one another, stolen kisses not specified on the itinerary.
         Our love had evolved along with the journey as far as I was aware, but our farm had travelled with me only in my heart; in
         my imaginings and memory, a cracked snapshot as a reminder stuffed into a back pocket. Equally, the farm, its lands and vegetation, had not stood still awaiting my return. France had not stood still. If I had changed,
         so too had my home and the world in which it flourished. My place, my position on the farm, required renegotiating, reestablishing
         in the light of new awarenesses, new discoveries made throughout my travels.
      

      
      The first shock of my homecoming had been the news about the loss of Bassett, our beloved little hunting dog, who, during
         my peregrinations, had been lethally poisoned by slug pellets, a poison almost certainly intended for the invasive and destructive
         families of wild boar which haunt our tiny arborous commune. The pellets had been laid out, cunningly wrapped and hidden within
         food, as a trap on a neighbour’s estate, but, tragically, they were discovered and consumed by our efficient little poacher.
      

      
      The second shock, which came that afternoon when I lifted the phone and punched out the digits that fletched me to the mountains,
         was the fate of ‘our’ bees, the fourteen hives of Apis mellifera, the European honeybee, that had been wintering in our grounds for a number of years.
      

      
      The hives had not belonged to us but to the couple I was now trying to contact. They were living in the Alpes-Maritimes heights,
         at chestnut-tree level, where during wintertime they were frequently snowed in and the temperatures plummeted to levels that
         were too cold for their honeybees.
      

      
      The phone began to ring. Michel and I had left several messages over the past two weeks inviting them to the shindig, but
         none had been replied to.
      

      
      Honeybees do not die off or hibernate in winter. They reduce their activities and they cluster, clinging tightly together
         on the combs. The outer bees form a protective insulation ensuring consistent temperatures within. The supreme concern of
         any honeybee colony is the health and comfort of its queen and, most importantly, the rearing of the brood. As the supplies of pollen and honey diminish and outside temperatures drop, the bees huddle together more tightly,
         embracing their royal lady, keeping her and the young warm, maintaining the hive at thirty-five degrees Celsius. The bees
         rely on honey and pollen stores, collected throughout the summer months, for their survival. The colder the outdoor temperatures,
         the more honey they require.
      

      
      ‘Allo?’

      
      ‘Marie-Gabrielle? Bonjour, c’est Carol.’
      

      
      It was sound logic for a keeper to select a winter placement for his hives that was not too cold. The less honey consumed
         by the bees, the more remained for the hive-owner and customers. It made sense, then, for our apiarist living at an altitude
         of 1600 metres above sea level, to choose Appassionata for his ‘little girls’. Installing honeybees on our farm had long been
         an ambition of ours, but, due to our peripatetic lifestyles, taking on such a responsibility ourselves would have been reckless.
         Sharing the hives of François and his wife, Marie-Gabrielle, had struck us all as the ideal solution.
      

      
      ‘Mais, Carol, bonjour, ma chérie, comment tu vas?’

      
      ‘Very well, thank you, settling back into French life. I was wondering if you had received our messages?’

      
      It had toppled over into June by the time I had ascended Italy, passing through its northern cities, overnighting in Florence,
         until I reached Milan where I met up with Michel and whence we returned home together. Then, my first sighting of Appassionata
         in many months. The beehives, as we ascended our winding asphalt drive, were absent from their habitual niche in among the
         citrus trees, but that was as I had expected. Our apiarists descended from their hand-built chalet every year in early spring,
         March or the beginning of April, and loaded the hives on to a trailer to transport the ‘little girls’ to summer pastures,
         an apian transhumance. Transhumance, the moving of livestock, is a very ancient agricultural tradition. Usually, their first port of call after a winter with us would be a shaded retreat within the lower regions of the southern Alps, a
         couple of hours’ ascent into the hinterland. Frequently, this couple chose to settle ‘our’ hives in the Mercantour National
         Park where the honeybees could gorge themselves on the intensely coloured wild rhododendron flowers. Wild rhododendron honey
         was their speciality, and from the plant’s point of view it thrived better when it was pollinated externally by bumble or
         honeybees.
      

      
      I had silently noted the empty lemon terraces, but thought nothing of it. ‘They are off summer pasturing’ was my conclusion.
         I was still smarting at the news of our hunting hound, Bassett. His death had been a tragic accident, but I was angry just
         the same. It was one more life lost due to the misuse – overuse – of pesticides and I wanted to lay it squarely at the feet
         of the chemical multi-nationals. Michel had communicated no updates to me about the bees. The news about our dog was, he judged,
         sufficient to reduce my homecoming to a bittersweetness.
      

      
      ‘Yes, we received the messages, thank you.’

      
      Beekeepers, in my experience, are not always the easiest of folk to contact. Ours had an answering machine and an email address,
         but they seemed to check them very irregularly.
      

      
      ‘I hope you will be joining us,’ I said, after outlining the occasion once more.

      
      ‘How we would love to see you, to come to your party, but my tender heart is really quite ill’ was Marie-Gabrielle’s unexpected
         response. ‘I doubt we will be able to be there. It’s a long drive down and too tiring for him. Everything exhausts him these
         days.’
      

      
      I knew that, for over a year, she had been under a great deal of stress, since she had begun nursing her ailing mother who
         lived somewhere in the Var, closer to us and the coast than to their remote, high-altitude quarters. So at first I understood her to be telling me that her heart had weakened under the strain.
      

      
      ‘How is your mother?’ I enquired tentatively.

      
      ‘Oh, she plods along. She’s as hardy as I am,’ laughed Marie-Gabrielle.

      
      It was only as the conversation developed that it dawned upon me that she was talking about François. When they were in our
         company, it had always tickled me to hear her call him, ‘mon cœur’, or ‘mon tendre cœur’, ‘my heart’ or ‘my tender heart’. What she was now relating to me was that her beloved François was unwell. It seemed that
         he had suffered a breakdown. He was experiencing an acute form of grief over the loss of his ‘girls’.
      

      
      I tried hard to remember, shuffling through past conversations, to recall whether he had any daughters. Yes, I thought he
         had, from a first unsuccessful marriage to an African lady, but I was not certain of these facts. It simply did not occur
         to me that Marie-Gabrielle was speaking about the bees. It was only when she said, ‘all his life he had dreamed of keeping
         hives. The loss has hit him deeply. Well, it has hit us both, of course, because we have forfeited everything; all our savings,
         all our investments. We have nothing but our pensions now. Even once we have managed to sell our apiary equipment, the hives,
         extractor and so forth, we will be obliged to convert that space and rent it out as a gîte.’
      

      
      François and Marie-Gabrielle had been the proud owners of more than one hundred hives. The fourteen that wintered with us,
         housing 280,000 bees that shared our grounds, pollinating our flowers as well as those of our neighbours and environs, were
         but a small percentage of their stock.
      

      
      ‘We have three hives left and they are here with us and that is it. I have put my foot down and told him, no more. We cannot
         go through this again. It is both emotionally and financially bankrupting. But for François, life without all those bees, “his little girls”, is a lonely and inconsolable experience. Even I had not understood how profoundly such a collapse
         would hit him.’
      

      
      ‘What has happened?’ I asked, dreading the answers for I feared I might know the worst already.

      
      In the interstice of time before she offered her explanation, a memory swept back. It had been a sunny early March afternoon
         a few years earlier when I had been alone at the farm and our apiarists had paid a visit, to see me, of course, but more importantly
         to confirm that their bee stock was wintering well, that the swarms had plenty to eat and were in fine fettle. After a cup
         of tea together on the upper terrace in the milky, early season sunshine, I strolled down with them to the lower citrus grove
         to assist with the uncapping of the hives. Marie-Gabrielle lit the aromatic smoke gun, the enfumoir, used to calm the colonies because, if they are agitated, they can sting or become aggressive, and we carefully unhooked
         the lid and lifted it off the first home. All was well within. Here was a very healthy and active swarm and there still remained
         honey for them to feed themselves on. No concerns there. The neighbouring hive presented us with a similar scenario, but then
         we came to the third. François was alerted even before I had removed the metal roof. His keen apiarist’s instincts sensed
         that all was too still, too silent. We gathered as one and waited. Slowly, gingerly, I unhooked and revealed. Standing together
         we were, a trio of silenced onlookers. His gut feeling had been spot-on. Here was a different tale, a bleaker scenario. This
         entire colony of Apis mellifera, the Latin name meaning honey-carrying bees, lay still and lifeless. Sixty thousand lost lives.
      

      
      ‘Such a carpet of death,’ murmured Marie-Gabrielle, stroking her husband gently on the shoulder.

      
      My colleagues spoke barely another word, but moved on in a businesslike fashion to visit the remaining families. Three out of the fourteen hives were gone, every bee dead. I was devastated. I felt that in some way we had been responsible, that
         some element or presence on our land had undone them, but François shook his head.
      

      
      ‘Make us some more tea, Carol, please, and I will explain.’

      
      That afternoon, as spring was beginning to unfold upon the world, I learned and witnessed the first details, just a sketch
         of the facts that, collected together, were today beginning to read like a gruesome science-fiction story.
      

      
      ‘There is a mite. He is known as Varroa and he feeds off honeybee larvae and pupae and the damage he causes can decimate colonies.
         He has been on the scene as far as we know since the early 1960s but a healthy colony can usually withstand his intrusion,
         can fight back. It will be damaged but it is resistant and, more frequently than not, it will rally.’
      

      
      ‘Is that what has killed off these hives?’ I begged, hoping that it was and that we had not in some way destroyed or poisoned
         the ‘girls’.
      

      
      François shook his head. I saw then how upset he was though he was struggling hard to contain his emotions. A glossy black
         bee, quite large, that I had mistakenly taken for a small hornet, alighted on one of the flowering racemes on our magnificent
         wisteria climbing heavenwards alongside the front verandah. In fact, it was a Blue Carpenter bee. François leapt to his feet
         to point it out to me and tell me a little about it. ‘It’s a solitary species. They are vital pollinators for certain flowers
         such as that Passiflora edulis you have growing over there, Carol, but these little girls can also be robbers,’ he was explaining excitedly. ‘These Blue
         Carpenters are capable of slitting open the sides of flowers and stealing the pollen from within, as though emptying a safe
         box. It really is a neat trick! You must try and observe it. They make their homes in dead logs and dried-out, perished tree
         trunks. Watch out for them in your wood store, but don’t be alarmed. They are not aggressive, they seldom sting.’
      

      
      I was not aware of ever having spotted one before. ‘Are they rare?’ I asked.
      

      
      ‘There has been a decline in their populations, too.’ François ran his hands through his thinning hair and sat down again,
         sinking into himself.
      

      
      ‘We have friends, fellow beekeepers who have already lost all their hives and been driven out of business altogether, but,
         until now, these unfortunates have tended to be living in the Var. Others over in the south-west towards the Pyrenees have
         also experienced traumatic results.’
      

      
      ‘But why have they lost their hives?’

      
      ‘There is an insecticide used on sunflowers, Gaucho is its name, that many believe is the culprit, but we are having difficulties
         proving it. And we do not have the financial resources to pit ourselves against the giant chemical companies, with their armies
         of lawyers.
      

      
      ‘A healthy honeybee has an innate sense of direction and will always find her way back to her own hive. However, this product
         damages the bee’s nervous system. She becomes stunned and is unable to locate her home. Turning in circles, disarranged, dislocated,
         confused, she eventually dies of exhaustion, never returning to the hive. In my opinion, this behaviour pattern has most certainly
         been caused by an external poison.’
      

      
      Still on the telephone now, several years later, a tad wiser perhaps after my travels and a little more knowledgeable on the
         subject, known as CCD or Colony Collapse Disorder, I listened as Marie-Gabrielle confirmed that they had lost all their hives,
         save the three they were now keeping in their chalet garden. A total loss of ninety-eight previously healthy hives. And they
         were fairly certain, although they had not proved it, that the bees had been destroyed by legally approved chemical products
         used by agriculturalists on crops.
      

      
      ‘I have already explained all this to Michel and he understands our situation. François is incapable of discussing it at present. He is too depressed. But I have refused to allow us to borrow any more money to buy new bees. They will simply be
         killed off. So, we will not be bringing hives to winter with you any more, Carol, though I hope you will want to stay in touch
         with us. We have thoroughly enjoyed our little arrangement.’
      

      
      ‘But, of course,’ I blurted, ‘we count you as friends and if you possibly can I would love it if you could make it next weekend
         for the festivities. Otherwise, we’ll find a day to drive up into the mountains and visit you both. Is there anything being
         done about this crisis?’
      

      
      ‘As recently as last June, an emergency motion in the European Parliament called for certain pesticides, the neonicotinoids,
         to be banned in Europe until they better understand the role they play in the deaths or disappearance of honeybees. We are
         all hoping something will come of that.’
      

      
      Bee fossils discovered in amber have been dated to forty-five million years old. Feral bees have flown this planet, foraging
         for their food and pollinating plants, since long before man was even a whispered thought. We know they were producing honey
         during the Cretaceous period (approximately one hundred million years ago) when, it is believed, flowering plants first appeared.
         The art of apiculture was practised in Egypt and Greece before man knew how to write, before, as far as we know, we had alphabets.
         In the long, slow journey of evolution, the role that Apis mellifera has played through its ability to pollinate has changed the physical structure of plant life. Bees are one of the earliest,
         if not the earliest, of earth’s pollinators and, without them, the earth and all who inhabit it will be in grave trouble.
      

      
      When I replaced the receiver and came to my senses, I remembered that the men, Michel and Quashia, had two weeks previously
         sprayed the olive trees with insecticide. The second showering of the season was due to take place the week after the party. I knew that the product they were using, though recommended to olive farmers by the Chambre d’Agriculture,
         was toxic. Its precise effect on bees I did not know. But as a responsible farmer, I should have taken the trouble to find
         out.
      

      
      In the past, for one or two of our olive-growing summers, we had, at my fervent behest, relinquished the use of chemicals
         and had left the olives to develop naturally, without intervention, allowing Nature to take its course. Unfortunately, the
         results had been disastrous and we had lost the crops entirely. The fact of the matter was that no efficient, organic alternative
         had been found to counter the damage to the drupes caused by Bactrocera (Dacus) oleae, the olive fly. Dousing the trees with pesticides remained the only effective and proven method available to us.
      

      
      Olive groves, especially those situated within hot, humid coastal regions such as ours, are particularly susceptible to the
         olive fly. It lays its eggs within the olive and the growing larva feeds off the fruit’s pulp until it eventually destroys
         it.
      

      
      The insecticide that had purportedly been causing the mass destruction of honeybees was not the same product as that used
         on olive crops, but the fact of the matter was that we were still engaged in the business of chemical use, covering our trees’
         canopies with a poison aimed not at bees, but flies, but a poison nonetheless. Our four or five sprays a year were, whether
         to a minor or greater degree, contributing to the problems that the planet was facing. I, who had logged my own maps of the
         olive’s heritage and had looked full into the face of the future and seen the warning signs, was a contributor to this destruction.
         How could I audaciously put pen to paper if I was ignoring my own hand in the game?
      

      
      It was Tuesday. The arrival of guests was imminent and we seemed far from prepared. On top of which, the pool was beginning
         to turn a little green; the water was crystal clear but the corners, the walls were tainted … It was topping thirty-five degrees in the noonday sun. Michel had cleaned it twice
         over the weekend, but the algae simply returned. Jacques, our handsome swimming-pool magician, a man I had counted as friend,
         had slipped off the radar screen. ‘Not been by for weeks,’ according to Quashia. Four, even five, emails, had raised no response
         and his phone was permanently switched to its answering machine. We had invited him to the party but even to that he had not
         replied. I sent one last message: We need you!
      

      
      Silence. Jacques had disappeared into thin air.

      
      I was now occupied with armfuls of plants because we had decided to adorn the house with flowers growing on the land. Quite
         out of the blue, as I was hurrying through the upstairs hallway, in a frenzied frame of mind – beyond the open doors, a never-ending
         succession of delivery vans up and down the drive – dragging swags of eucalyptus branches clustered with tiny pink and dusty-green
         buds that I had salvaged from an overzealous and illicit pruning by Quashia, I was halted by the ringing telephone. I picked
         up the receiver, hoping it might be Jacques, and jammed it under my chin while still moving on through the cool open-plan
         rooms, tiny blossoms falling about my feet.
      

      
      ‘Madame, I hope you and your husband are keeping well?’

      
      It was our notaire, the notary who had handled the purchase of the house and, later, the land that we had been unable to afford at the outset.
      

      
      ‘Yes, fine, thank you …’

      
      ‘I have phoned to inform you that I will be sending an expert to inspect your house and grounds.’

      
      ‘What on earth for?’

      
      ‘It is the law. We must register any irregularities.’

      
      ‘What sort of irregularities are you referring to, Maître?’ We were all pressed for time and this unexpected intrusion was not what we needed at present.
      

      
      ‘Have you ever had an inspection for termites?’
      

      
      ‘No, but we don’t …’

      
      ‘How about subsidence?’

      
      Again, I responded with a negative, while scrabbling for my tallest vase. Someone was hooting impatiently beyond the window.
         I placed the vase on the draining board and hurried through to my den to take a look, wondering where everyone else had got
         to.
      

      
      ‘And what about asbestos? Yours is an old property. I fear you are living in a habitation where there could well be asbestos
         linings in the roof. I see by your records that it has never been checked.’
      

      
      I was baffled by this uncalled-for concern. ‘But our house is built of stone, built out of the limestone rock upon which it
         stands, and it has a flat roof. There is no asbestos here. I wonder, could we deal with this matter next week? I don’t wish
         to sound rude, but we are—’
      

      
      ‘It can be hidden in the most unexpected corners. I will send someone.’

      
      ‘Excuse me, is this essential?’ I protested impatiently. ‘I mean, it is not as though we are planning to sell the property.’

      
      ‘Please take down the following name and number. Telephone the expert and make an appointment for the coming week.’

      
      I sighed, rooting beneath newspapers for pencil and paper. I would do as I had been bidden, before it slipped my mind, but
         first I had to deal with the squat fellow waving a hand from out of the window of his white Renault van and after I had put
         the eucalyptus boughs in water. Where was everybody?
      

      
      The driver was refusing to get out of the car until I chained up the dogs. ‘They’re quite harmless when we’re here,’ I assured
         him.
      

      
      ‘I don’t give a damn. Three Alsatians! Man, give me a break! Chain them or I’ll be taking this load back with me.’
      

      
      ‘What is it?’

      
      ‘One hundred wooden fold-up chairs.’

      
      ‘Did we order these?’

      
      ‘Someone has.’

      
      ‘Righto.’ I called off the dogs which, at my approach, had begun circling the van more out of curiosity than malevolence.
         They came panting obediently towards me. Until my arrival on the scene, Homer and Cleo, the youngsters, had been lying in
         the shade right by their chains and were puzzled when I returned them to the very same spot.
      

      
      ‘Voilà! Attached.’
      

      
      The little man in shorts and snazzy beach shirt stepped out of his vehicle and was now grinding his cigarette stub on to our
         courtyard tiles.
      

      
      ‘I’ve got papers to be signed,’ he snapped as a lorry came paddling up towards us, belching black smoke. I could hear the
         crack of branches as it made its laborious approach.
      

      
      ‘Mind the trees, the olives, the young figs! Oh, for heaven’s sake!’

      
      An elongated blue cube, rather like a telephone kiosk, was the master of the destruction. What on earth was it? Where was everybody?
      

      
      ‘Lady, do you want these chairs or not? I’ve got another delivery to make before lunch. If so, sign the invoice and I’ll be
         back for them next Monday, all right?’
      

      
      ‘Yes, yes, of course.’ My concentration was still with the kiosk. I signed without reading the paper and bid the chap bonne journée.
      

      
      ‘I’ve got to unload them yet. Where do you want them?’

      
      ‘Erm, anywhere,’ I sighed. He took me at my word and unpacked them smack bang in the centre of the parking area, then, swerving
         by the old lorry, shot off down the drive. The pile of chairs would now hinder the newly arrived’s exit when it was ready to go. In fact, until they had been restacked elsewhere, they would hinder all traffic. I began to shift them
         two by two, stacking them up against the garage wall.
      

      
      A bloke with pencil-thin moustache and round fat face beaded with sweat poked his head from out of the cab.

      
      ‘Oi, lady! Are those Alsatians attached? Cos, if they’re not, I’m out of here. What a sodding entrance. No one mentioned that
         the drop-off would be as difficult as this. It would’ve cost extra. Anyway, I’m ’ere now. So, are they chained?’
      

      
      ‘Yes, they are.’ I was wilting. ‘Could you tell me what you have, please?’

      
      ‘Portaloo, mate. Where do you want it? I’ll install it, like it says in the contract, but it has to be on flat land or it
         leaks. That’s what was signed and quoted for and I’m not carrying it anywhere over those bleedin’ terraces.’
      

      
      ‘No, of course not.’

      
      ‘So, where do you want it?’

      
      It was big and ugly. I did not want it at all and could not imagine why it had been ordered. ‘If I reverse that old VW, could
         we position it in there, hide it behind those hanging fig branches, so that it’s out of sight?’
      

      
      ‘Anywhere you want, sweetheart. Which way do you want the door then?’

      
      I had no idea. I inched our farm van back, avoiding the chairs and the disgruntled dogs, and once the pulley system had landed
         the lavatory on to the tarmac and negotiated it behind the fig with little collateral damage we settled on the direction for
         entering and exiting this undesired latrine. I could not think who would be using it.
      

      
      ‘Sign here, if you will. I’ll be back for it on Monday, as agreed. Any chance of a beer, love? It’s bleedin’ hot. Nice place
         you got here.’
      

      
      I scribbled where his podgy finger was pointing. ‘I’ll just get the beer, wait a sec.’

      
      Within the cool darkness of the garage, still reeking of wine as well as diesel and oil seeping from the various gardening machines housed there, I found another half a dozen fragments
         of ceiling plaster splattered on the ground. Stepping over them, I reached for the beer, took it to the driver who was now
         over in the shade talking to Cleopatra, the most approachable of the dogs.
      

      
      ‘I love dogs,’ he grinned. ‘Cheers, good health!’

      
      When I returned inside the house, the telephone was ringing. I was tempted to let it go to answering machine but was still
         holding out hope of news from Jacques.
      

      
      ‘Allo?’

      
      A woman at the other end: the expert recommended by our notary. The call I was supposed to make had slipped my mind. She was
         suggesting a visit in two days’ time, warning me that the inspection would take the best part of a day and that she would
         require photocopies of all land plans and contracts as well as several other documents, all of which had been filed somewhere,
         but I was not entirely sure where.
      

      
      ‘I wonder, might we, please, leave this till next week. We’re having a par—’

      
      ‘I’m fully booked next week. I have spoken to Maître —— who informed me that the matter is urgent. You should have telephoned me. Never mind. I have set Thursday aside for you
         and I will be there by ten. Please have the paperwork ready. Bonne journée, Madame.’
      

      
      That evening, the first of the pre-party guests arrived, an actor friend of mine from London whom I had not seen for almost
         two decades. He could not be with us for the big event on Saturday so he had arranged with Michel to spend a few days with
         us in advance. He was willing to lend a hand, but we would also have to understand that he was giving a poetry recital on
         the following Sunday and would need to learn his lines and rehearse them.
      

      
      I had also just learned from Michel that neither of his daughters, twin girls, Vanessa and Clarisse, would be with us. Both
         were mothers now and their commitments lay with their offspring. Travelling with a troop of toddlers was expensive, logistically
         complicated and, in any case, our modest farmhouse offered limited facilities for these burgeoning families. I was rather
         disappointed. It had been some time since I had seen them. The delightful news was that Clarisse was pregnant with her second
         child. A first-week-of-December accouchement was expected. ‘So, by Christmas,’ I winked at Michel, ‘you’ll be five times a grandfather. Where does the time go?’
      

      
      ‘Perhaps we can organise a gathering at Christmas. All of us together,’ he said. ‘I’d like that.’

      
      ‘Shall we plan for it here, a big family Christmas?’

      
      ‘We’d be bursting at the seams. At least this weekend all those who are not in hotels can sleep in tents. Hardly possible
         in wintertime,’ he laughed.
      

      
      Michel saw his girls so rarely, due to overloaded schedules on everyone’s part, and I knew he had also been looking forward
         to sharing this party with them. It was not for the first time that I regretted our farmhouse counted only three functioning
         bedrooms – years earlier Michel had removed most of the interior walls on the upper level – plus a fourth that had long since
         been requisitioned by me for use as a den, a working space. When needs must, a mattress was laid out on its floor and it metamorphosed
         back into temporary sleeping quarters, but this was not an arrangement conducive to the presence of small children. The fact
         was that our house was inadequate for the size of the fold we now represented. It was impractical, I was fully aware of that,
         and it had been far too long since the girls – we still referred to them as les filles in spite of the fact that both were mothers now – had come to stay with us.
      

      
      We sat in the sweetly scented shade beneath the flowering Magnolia grandiflora, Bridget (who had ordered the Portaloo), along with Michel and our friends from Berlin, Hans and Sabine. They had spent the
         better part of the day traipsing about in the brittle heat of Cannes choosing and ordering the ‘birthday’ cake. It was to
         be a surprise and they displayed much jollity and secrecy about it. I was uncorking rosé. Roger who had been showering and
         had slipped into linen shorts and shirt and panama, the Englishman abroad, joined us.
      

      
      Those tranquil moments of aperitif were the last we enjoyed for days. While the men prepared the barbecue – we had three installed
         now as Michel had insisted that he was going to organise all the catering – ‘we are not going to call in a firm and pay those
         exorbitant prices’ – we girls picked herbs, uncorked bottles and laid the table. I could not imagine how Michel thought he
         would handle such a culinary undertaking. We had estimated that between late Friday afternoon through to the following Monday
         morning, as the party numbers waxed and waned, we would be requiring, for the three evening meals alone (to say nothing of
         the lunches, brunches, breakfasts, snacks, aperitifs), two hundred and thirty-eight covers. It was so far-fetched that I had
         stopped worrying about it all (except for the moments when I hadn’t). Beneath the soup-plate sized, white waxy magnolia flowers
         now in full blossom, each of us was allocated our tasks for the following three days.
      

      
      I was collecting my mother, a hearty eighty-four years old now, from the airport. Many were flying in and hiring cars. We
         had guests coming from as far afield as Los Angeles though Michel warned that there were bound to be last-minute cancellations.
         Bridget was lending us a mattress or two while her partner, Luigi, who was a local boules champion, was going to be organising Saturday and Sunday afternoon tournaments on one of the terraces.
      

      
      I was despatched to some ghastly hypermarket to buy five new dustbins, two dozen rolls of biodegradable dustbin bags, one hundred knives, forks, plates, what felt like a hundred-weight of candles, half a ton of pistachio nuts … the list was
         endless.
      

      
      ‘What have we forgotten?’

      
      Replacements for the smashed wine bottles and replenishment of the booze already being consumed daily.

      
      ‘Have we forgotten anything else? Anybody, any ideas?’

      
      The men were slinging sails higher up the land between a quartet of Italian cypresses. ‘We need more rope. Rigging rope and
         metal hooks.’
      

      
      I had come up with the idea of creating in the garden (in the loosest sense of the word) a pleasance, which, in recognition
         of my travels, would be known as the Bedouin Bar. The corner we had chosen was discreet, suitably distanced from the main
         house, and looked out over both the Mediterranean and, to the right, the mountains, while the festooned sails sheltered it
         from the harsh sunlight. It was ideal, a perfect spot for nattering, congregating, reading and, of an early evening, sipping
         glasses of chilled wine. Once dressed, it would require a fridge, low table, sofas, garden glasses, cups, cushions, coffee
         machine … phew! Quashia was shoring up the drystone wall to its rear, to provide its seating area with a certain rough-hewn
         definition.
      

      
      Poor Quashia, he was completely bemused by the level of activity.

      
      And the phones never stopped ringing. ‘Darling, we’ve arrived!’

      
      ‘We’re lying by the pool at the hotel. Gorgeous weather. So dreary back home.’

      
      ‘Longing to see you. Anything we can do? No, well, we’ll see you Friday evening then for the kick-off. What’s the dress code?’

      
      ‘Darling, I am so sorry. I can’t be there, after all. I’m night-shooting Friday and …’

      
      And … and …

      
      ‘Hello, we’re lost! We hired a car and took the motorway towards …’
      

      
      Roger was prancing about the land with a script in his hand, declaiming, concerned that his hat might fail as sufficient protection
         against the sun’s damaging UV rays. ‘I don’t want to burn my face, darling,’ he repeated to me on several occasions. ‘I’ve
         got a show on Sunday, don’t you know. Such a pity I can’t stay for the bash. What creams have you got?’
      

      
      Whenever I entered the upstairs area of the house, there I’d find him, rooting about in the bathroom cupboards in search of
         moisturiser. Or at my computer on the internet emailing his agent.
      

      
      New friends, old friends, long-lost colleagues: the grounds began to buzz with them. Ipod programmed to shuffle and portable
         SoundDock gave us non-stop music: reggae, romantic, dance, jazz, cool, eclectic. My mother, who remained hale and hearty but
         was getting deafer and suffered a tremor as a result of the many trials she had endured since the death of my father, was
         ever at the thick of it all, opening bottles for our invited, slathering herself in sun cream (instantly pinched from her
         by Roger), dressed elegantly, shouting to be heard, assuming the whole world was as deaf as she was. By breakfast on Thursday
         morning our in-house numbers had reached ten, so house bursting as well as three tents rigged, and many more to come. Not
         bad going for what was a mere three-bedroom property. Roger was leaving the following morning and his room would be taken
         by my ebullient agent and his wife. I was constantly hauling out sheets, washing towels, counting out bowls, mugs, glasses,
         checking lists, while Michel and Hans returned every three hours from the shops and farmers’ markets weighed down with produce.
         I was delighted to hear that Michel had finally decided against roasting a lamb on a spit up near the Bedouin Bar, which was
         now dressed and was sinking-into-deep-cushions appealing.
      

      
      ‘No spit, please. Too hot, too risky. We’ll have the fire brigade after us.’
      

      
      The forecast was threatening a storm, but the sky loured stubbornly and the rains never came. So busy was I with such inconsequentials,
         any one of which might have put a spanner in the works, that I had completely forgotten it was Thursday morning. A rude awakening
         when I spied a royal blue Noddy car zooming up the drive.
      

      
      Had I overlooked the arrival of someone? Miscalculated? Were not the next assembly of guests due the following morning? The
         vehicle drew to a sharp halt and out stepped Madame l’Expert.
      

      
      La Madame, probably in her late fifties with severely shorn iron-grey hair and narrow glasses, had arrived promptly, unusual
         in this area, at 10 a.m. two days after she had telephoned, acting upon instructions from our notaire, she confirmed. She was wielding a briefcase, handbag and magnifying glass and was wearing a tight skirt and heeled shoes.
         ‘Right, let’s get to work. What have you constructed since you moved in here and what is original?’
      

      
      I pointed out our humble additions, including Quashia’s hangar and our rather splendid greenhouse – ‘all glass and steel, no asbestos there,’ I assured her with a smile.
      

      
      She raised her eyebrows. ‘You have no idea, Madame, where it can be lurking. Asbestos can be found in three thousand products
         in the home and industry. Pipe insulation, heating ducts, for example. In a property of this age, I doubt I will go away empty-handed.’
      

      
      The slanted roof of our hangar was tiled, a Provençal style known as tuile, from the Old French word teuille, or tile, and originating from the Latin tegula. These tiles are fired from earth, terracotta, and are long, curved and sit one on top of the tip of the other. Frequently,
         they are laid on a corrugated bed of fibre-cement sheets, which was the case here. From the parking area she scanned the hillside, and settled her attention on the hangar. Amiante, she hissed under her breath. ‘I will begin with the hangar and the greenhouse.’ She commenced her ascent, up the steps, striding resolutely, an arrow to target as she soared by Roger
         whose arms were outstretched, papers flapping in one hand, reciting sonnets of the Bard, all without a glance in his direction.
         Shoes and skirt no hindrance to her attack on the potential asbestos. The dogs were darting about at her feet but they did
         not trouble her either. She marched to and fro beneath the roof and then shook her head. ‘When did you say this was constructed?’
      

      
      ‘About four years ago, I think.’

      
      ‘That explains why it is not asbestos. The product was taken off the market long before.’

      
      I glanced across at the others hard at work, knowing that they were waiting for me to get to the shops for the requested bits
         and bobs of hardware.
      

      
      ‘I really think you are wasting your time,’ I implored.

      
      She spun on her heels and bored a look into me that might have nailed me to the wall. ‘Do you realise that asbestos is a toxic
         material? Not only is it dangerous but it can be carcinogenic, which is why my work is vital. Vital. I will find it, identify it, list it, and file it with the cadastral papers of this site, and there it stays in your house
         records until it has been dealt with. You realise, too, Madame, that, should I detect asbestos here, you will not be legally
         entitled to sell this property until you have replaced it.’
      

      
      This, I learned later, was inaccurate, an exaggeration. One was obliged by law to register and declare asbestos in order that
         a potential purchaser was fully aware of what he was taking on and not going into the act unwittingly, but the house could
         change hands.
      

      
      ‘I accept what you say, Madame. However, I am fairly certain that no asbestos exists here. And, if I may say so, I am also
         rather amazed that the same rigorous attention is not being given to the insecticides sold in shopping centres and supermarkets, products that any part-time gardener can spray
         willy-nilly, where he likes, without redress. Pesticides that are also dangerous to one’s health.’
      

      
      Those black eyes studied me uncertainly. Was I mocking her and her vocation? ‘I know nothing about gardening. It is not my
         expertise and I hate it.’
      

      
      ‘But you are in the business of tracking down toxic materials …’

      
      ‘Not at all! I deal exclusively with amiante, asbestos, but let us get on with it or I will be obliged to return tomorrow and the fee will be double.’
      

      
      We traipsed the land, up and down the hillside, Bruce Springsteen reverberating round the treetops. Every water basin, tap
         and pipe surround was examined and found to be in accordance with the laws. Nothing was amiss. I was beginning to feel rather
         proud, personally responsible for our residence’s exceptionally clean bill of health. By now, we had been at it for several
         hours. The rest of the troop had stopped for refreshments, followed by lunch. I needed a swim and suggested we pause for a
         cold drink, which this lady accepted. I discovered that she was recently widowed, that her husband had been an esteemed local
         architect and that, since his death, because she had done all the inspections on the sites where he had been building or reconstructing,
         business had been less than brisk.
      

      
      Was this the reason the notary, a personal friend of her deceased husband, I also gathered, had telephoned me? Had he been
         drumming up trade for the woman who was down on her luck? But I had softened and felt rather sympathetic towards her. She
         roamed the interior of the house, craning her head, squinting into corners, picking up and examining objects from my travels
         and seemed genuinely interested and taken with our motley collection of furnishings and objets d’art. I talked a little about my journey circumnavigating the Med and my passion for all things olive, while she sipped her lemonade and listened, watching me, scrutinising me as though
         I too might be a harbinger of toxicity.
      

      
      ‘Olives hold no fascination for me,’ was her bald response. But afterwards she smiled and said, ‘You are fine. There is no
         asbestos here. I don’t think I need to look further. Well, I’ll just do a swift recce in the garage and then I’ll be on my
         way.’ She was marking sheets of paper with a tight, frenzied energy, sheet after sheet. Each page contained lists of questions,
         descriptions. In every instance, she ticked the boxes.
      

      
      ‘Positively in keeping with the law,’ cracking a rictus.

      
      We strolled out into the sunshine, making our way down to the parking, alongside the garage. In the distance, Van Morrison’s
         Astral Weeks could be heard.
      

      
      ‘Are you in the habit of hosting such a full house?’ she asked.

      
      I shrugged.

      
      ‘Do you mind it?’

      
      ‘I enjoy it once in a while. We’re preparing for a party.’ I threw a glance towards the others who seemed to be having a very
         jolly day, singing along to a seventies tune I recognised but could not identify. I smelt fresh paint and wondered what was
         being decorated. Elsewhere, someone had a barbecue on the go, herby sausages were being grilled. A cork was popped.
      

      
      ‘Since my husband died, I find time rather a disconsolate, demanding companion. Is the garage open or do you have the key?’

      
      ‘No, it’s unlocked but it’s in an appalling mess, jam-packed with junk and machinery.’ I was embarrassed by its condition.
         ‘And it reeks of damp and er – of wine, due to the leaks in its roof. There are tiles, clods of plaster falling regularly,
         so please watch your step. You’ll have to climb over the debris, I’m afraid, or wait while my gardener and I clear it out.’
      

      
      ‘Not at all, I can step.’ She raised one leg as far as her skirt would allow and pointed her foot like a ballerina. Suddenly, she was a girl again.
      

      
      ‘Let me come in with you and put on the light. At the rear to the left is the heating room. It’s a boiler from the dark ages
         but, until we can afford to change over to solar heating, the dinosaur works and we prefer to leave it as it is. The boiler
         room was tunnelled out of the rock upon which the rear of the house sits so I doubt you’ll find anything toxic in there.’
      

      
      She sniffed about in the crepuscular light. ‘What a shocking condition this garage is in,’ she was bending forward, arching
         like a switchblade, flicking on and off a delicate, pencil-thin hand torch. ‘You should get it seen to before it collapses
         entirely.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, well, we intend to.’

      
      Then rising to her full height, she declared that she was satisfied.

      
      We had passed muster.

      
      ‘Well, that’s a relief,’ I grinned.

      
      ‘Here’s my card. I can recommend you to the architectural firm my late husband founded. They’ll fix that ceiling for you in
         no time.’
      

      
      Out we went again and strolled to her little royal blue car. It reminded me of a jelly bean. Still talking, she was unlocking
         the door, before tossing her case and papers on to the passenger seat and then she swung back round to shake my hand. As she
         did so, something behind me caught her attention. Glancing about, eyes darting this way and that, her face began to convulse.
         It was as though she had set eyes on a monster.
      

      
      ‘Asbestos!’ she cried triumphantly. ‘How could I not have spotted it? Right there, under my nose. What are those two box rooms
         used for, stables?’
      

      
      ‘Exactly. The dogs sleep in one and there’s our washing machine and junk for the party …’

      
      She was not listening. Swiftly, out came a tape measure, pocket digital camera and a small serrated knife. From her handbag she withdrew a white mask. This she tugged over her head
         to cover her nose and mouth, suddenly resembling a dentist or surgeon.
      

      
      ‘Do you have a ladder?’ she drawled from behind the mask.

      
      ‘Sorry?’

      
      ‘Ladder!’

      
      ‘Oh, it’s right beside the stable doors. There, see it?’ I responded, ‘but I don’t think that roof is asbestos. Those are
         corrugated sheets …’
      

      
      She pulled on the elastic of her mask and lifted it clear of her features so that she could be understood. ‘And they are made
         from asbestos. Amiante, right here in front of me.’ She was up on the ladder, digging furiously at a small section of the roof’s overhang. Her manner
         had become evangelical, demoniac. ‘I know I’m right. Nonetheless, it will have to be sent away to a laboratory for testing
         and confirmation. Oh, this is bad news. Very bad.’
      

      
      She sounded positively joyful.

      
      ‘Well, how bad? We can remove it. My husband and the gardener, if necessary with my assistance, we can have those sheets off
         there in three-quarters of an hour and we can retile it as we have done the hangar. It’s no problem.’
      

      
      ‘But it is. Don’t you dare to touch it! If you do, you will be committing an offence. And then you will never sell this property.
         I must speak to the notary and inform him.’
      

      
      The triangle of flecks that she had by now carved off the front of the roof were being wrapped in plastic and then sealed
         in a tin and packed once more in an outer wall of plastic. This was then placed in the boot of her Clio.
      

      
      ‘I am afraid you will be hearing from me. I am also sorry to say that this is going to be very much more expensive than I
         had originally anticipated, costed, because there will be extra notes to write up as well as the laboratory fees and their
         report. Good afternoon.’ And with that she revved up the engine and gunned off down the drive, a Valkyrie on a mission.
      

      
      Of the five houses occupying our hill, two skirted its hem, one other stood guard at the entrance to the lane, the fourth
         had been built behind us on the darker, inland-facing slope, while we occupied the south-facing, sea-view side. We barely,
         if ever, encountered the proprietors at the rear. In fact, they could have knocked their house down and we would have been
         none the wiser. The neighbours at the entrance to the lane, we ran across very occasionally. I knew when they were in residence
         because I saw their dustbins. That was about the extent of our intimacy. The property that lay to the west of ours had suffered
         a series of unlikely tragedies. Each of the proprietors, three in reasonably quick succession, had died, having fallen foul
         to a fatal heart attack in their sleep. It struck me as most bizarre. Three in a row, victims of the same fate. What was more,
         they were all Italians. That house now stood empty. The remaining pair of properties were, to a lesser or greater degree,
         a part of our lives here. Both of these had been sold during my absence and we had yet to meet the new occupiers.
      

      
      It is etiquette in France that when someone moves into the street you send a little note, to introduce yourself and invite
         the new arrivals for an aperitif. Due to all my absences and to Michel’s own overcharged programme, we had never fulfilled
         this duty and regretfully the last of the Italians had died before we ever set eyes on him. Michel and I agreed that the weekend
         bash was the perfect moment to redress our oversight and invite the neighbours all along for a drink.
      

      
      I dug out some cards in my den and wrote a little note to each of them. ‘Please enjoy a drink with us during our upcoming
         festivities, any time that suits you over the weekend’ and apologising in advance, forewarning them of the extra activity
         in the lane, cars parked across on the grassy bank next to our cottage, the music. General excuses for all inconveniences.
      

      
      The following day, Friday, I was walking the lane, delivering the envelopes, when the Moroccan lady who occupied the most
         modest of the properties, right alongside our cottage where Quashia resided, drew her car up alongside me and wound down her
         window.
      

      
      ‘Good morning,’ I smiled. ‘We haven’t met yet. I’m the lady from the house on the hill, the olive farm. I have just left a
         note in your box. We’ll be having a party and I wanted to apologise for any—’
      

      
      ‘If you don’t keep your dogs under control, we’ll call the police and have them put down.’

      
      ‘What have they done?’ I stammered.

      
      ‘Breach of the peace,’ she snapped and shot away.

      
      It was now Saturday and the skies had stayed clear. The van that had delivered the folding chairs had returned with nine,
         circular fold-up wooden tables. I signed for them, wished the driver ‘bon weekend’ and glowered at him as he ground another cigarette underfoot on to recently swept tiles. The washing machines were churning,
         the dishwashers whirring. We had been thirty-eight beneath a starlit sky for dinner the previous evening and the latest calculation
         for the big evening was that we would be eighty-seven. As Michel had forecast, there had been several cancellations but there
         had also been an addition or two. Marie-Gabrielle had telephoned to say that she and François would make an appearance at
         some point. How could they miss out on such a welcome home party? Six had appeared from Malta, olive farmers Nat and Julia,
         a firm friendship that had been bonded while I had been on the island during my travels. With them came journalists, friends
         of theirs who had also become friends of mine. They came bearing gifts in abundance: perfume, candles, fish, squid and copious
         amounts of wine plus a bottle, of course, of their olive oil. Nat was proposing to prepare a cuttlefish risotto for eighty! With his characteristic energy, as soon as they had
         arrived and offloaded bags, shawls, pashminas, he had set himself up a chopping board at a table beneath our jacaranda tree
         and set to work. The others were socialising, chattering in their native tongues or in Italian, a little French and lyrical
         English. A young olive farmer drove in from Sicily. He had departed his south-western spot some two weeks earlier and had
         taken his time, moseying north with his wife whom I had never met before. I did not know then, only months and months later,
         that he had been diagnosed with a terminal cancer.
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