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CHAPTER ONE





Our past twenty-four summers have been spent at Bel-Air, our second home in south-west France, with a brief, gardening visit in early spring. ‘Well, that’s a first!’ I remember a bright young woman completing a survey at Gatwick saying, when we gave ‘To cut the grass’ as our reason for flying that April. This year however, a year in which we had expected to celebrate our quarter of a century in this lovely corner of France, brought unforeseen challenges.


In January my husband Mike was diagnosed with colon cancer. Fortunately, an operation was swiftly organised but our usual spring visit was, of course, impossible. The grass did not get cut. Would we even see our garden that summer? It seemed unlikely. In the frightening realities of a crowded hospital even our London home became, for me, just a place in which to sleep between long, anxious hours by his bedside. Our other home in France seemed a far-away fantasy. Bel-Air stayed shuttered and silent.


At long last, the news was better. A summer visit became a possibility. We both longed to go. For me the waiting was especially hard as I spent two days in June recording my first book, A House in the Sunflowers, for Isis Talking Books, and the memories of all our early adventures were re-awakened. By July, Mike’s next hospital appointment was not for six months. We finally booked our tickets and kind friends opened and cleaned the house for our late arrival in mid-July. And there in the sunshine, the quiet and the sweet, clean air, we began the road to recovery.


Driving all the way not being an option, we put the car on the train to Brive, by far the easiest way to do the journey – providing you do not get lost in Calais between the tunnel exit and the motor-rail terminal. After having done just that, I realised on checking the map with the written instructions that they did not agree. Nul point le navigateur, stick to the map next time. After an inevitable, tedious wait for the cars to be loaded we found our minute but comfortable cabin and while other travellers unpacked champagne and prepared to celebrate, we thankfully settled ourselves on the firm beds and slept for eight hours. Ingenious manoeuvres were necessary to wash and dress, but there was good coffee and fresh bread waiting in the station buffet before the sheer exhilaration of heading south.


It is a heavenly drive through the valley of the Dordogne in the very early morning. At Beynac we stopped for a drink. Not yet nine o’clock, the first day-trippers were just arriving. In the nearby hotel, guests lingered contentedly over petit déjeuner. Like a cohort of black-clad space warriors, intrepid elderly cyclists in trendy helmets descended, red-faced, from the steep road to the chateau. They huddled briefly to check their maps before speeding away. The Dordogne, ageless and indolent, willows reflected in her dark water, advertised boat trips to see ‘Les Quatre châteaux’ and I enjoyed my first jus d’abricot, a drink inexplicably absent in bars in England.


We were reluctant to leave without at least going to see the magnificent chateau of Beynac a little closer, but it turned out to be even further up the steep road than we thought. When we turned the last curve and reached the top, the ancient bourg was silent and the castle towered above it, enormous and imposing. How powerful those medieval lords must have felt surveying their terrain from such a viewpoint. We postponed a real visit for another year and slowly wound our way home through the Dordogne and into Lot-et-Garonne.


We always call first at the large farmhouse on the edge of the village, where les Bertrands, Raymond and Claudette, our farmer friends live. We bought our house from them originally, they farm all the land around us and, over the years, have become like family. Claudette was picking strawberries. She stood up, waved and came to greet us with the bowl, almost full, under her arm. Raymond appeared from the barn and he and Mike wept as they embraced. We had made it after all.


As we drank outside in their flowered courtyard I noticed my large hydrangea, which normally stands in its pot by my porch, now here, sheltered by an overhanging shrub and covered in blooms. It had never looked so beautiful.


‘It was easier to bring it down, en pension with the others than go up to Bel-Air to water it,’ explained Claudette. My geraniums, my elephant’s ear and my great hibiscus, which my cousin David bought me as a small plant years ago, always descend to the shelter of farm when we leave at the end of September. Claudette has a specially constructed shelter where she overwinters her wonderful collection of plants. Chilean begonias, tibouchina, plumbago, bougainvillaea, and a huge lemon tree, all wait there for the last frosts to pass. It is prudent to wait. Not for nothing are Saint Mammert, Saint Pancrace and Saint Servais, all unfamiliar to me, called les Saints de glace, the ice saints. Their feast days fall in late May, and frosts as late as this are not unknown and can be disastrous in this region of plum orchards. These days safely past, and the sun grown stronger, all Claudette’s tender shrubs are moved out into the courtyard to join the clematis, the oleanders and whatever new plants she has chosen for that season.


‘I’ve already taken up some of the small pots and put you in a few petunias,’ she said. ‘The key is in the door. It all looks very spick and span. She’s certainly worked hard, Susan. Même pas une toile d’araignée!’ she giggled. ‘There’s not even a cobweb.’ The spiders round here are the fastest workers I know.


When, so long ago, we first set eyes on Bel-Air, our quaint little house, it had been empty for many years. The rough, stone walls were almost invisible behind tall, straggling, box trees and long neglected vines and creepers. Inside the air was thick with dust, one wall stained with a trail of green lichen and the well worn, old furniture shrouded in cobwebs so thick that one was sure that Sleeping Beauty herself must be nearby. A bat skimmed out from under rotting floor-boards, and looking up through the broken tiles one could see the sky. It certainly bore no resemblance to the kind of properties one now sees on those endless TV programmes where hopefuls search for their dream home in the sun. No designer kitchen here, no luxurious bathroom, no lavatory or even running water; just a well with a broken pump – and yet we were so sure that it had been waiting just for us.




 





Now, the morning sunlight glinted on the long slope of the repaired roof. The pots of petunias that Claudette had planted flashed their bold colours from the low walls we had built in front of the porch. Even the brass door-knocker that I had bought in a junk market had been polished, a rare event. The windows gleamed. Inside it was just as Claudette had said, and, as usual, she had put flowers on the long table and a bottle of wine. But it was so extra especially clean. We marvelled as we went from room to room. We knew how much hard work had gone into this transformation by Susan, encouraged by her mother, our old friend Ursula. Ursula, grandmother of thirteen and great grandmother of twenty-three at the last count, had arrived to see us many years ago on her horse because she’d read the first book about Bel-Air. Susan can turn her hand to anything and has her mother’s style and energy. She had left our house sparkling.


But even if the spiders had not had time to draw breath, other creatures had already invaded. As I switched on the light in the pristine bathroom I saw two baby mice asleep in the bath, curled round each other. Woken by the light they made frantic but useless attempts to climb out. Tiny round bodies, large ears and long snouts, it was unthinkable to kill them, especially in the bath. With difficulty we scooped them with the back brush into a carrier bag and transported them a long way away down the track, urging them not to return. Where they came from and how they got into the bath remains a mystery. They certainly were not there when Susan left barely an hour before we arrived.


If you live in a house as ancient as ours with small gaps between old window-frames and under old doors you get accustomed to visitors from the rolling countryside which surrounds us. We take for granted the praying mantis on the draining board, the sight of the pale underbelly of a tree frog, its fingers splayed on the window-pane, the lizard basking on the sill, the toad in the dustpan. Mice are a nuisance, but usually leave when we turn up. Other creatures sometimes pose more of a problem.


One year we arrived to inspect our newly tiled porch. We had in fact waited a long time for it to be completed. The previous year we had chosen the terracotta tiles. They matched the interior, but were specially fired to withstand frost. Daniel, the tiler, the son-in-law of the ex-Mayor, was young and enthusiastic.


‘I will just continue the line from inside the door,’ he said. ‘It will be impeccable.’ The boxes of tiles stood ready. He dumped a load of sand in front of the porch, stuck his shovel in the top and whizzed off again to get the cement. When he did not re-appear that day or even the day after, we shrugged, disappointed but imagining that, like many busy workmen, he was doing two jobs at the same time. It was Raymond who told us that on his way back to us Daniel had collided with an out of control Mercedes and his injuries were so severe that he would probably never work again. Worrying about our porch seemed inappropriate, the pile of sand and the shovel at its jaunty angle a painful reminder.


The following spring we contacted the tiler from Villereal, about ten kilometres away. M. Carnejac had, in fact, done the floor in our main living room many years before and, much later, our bathroom. He quite understood why this time we had engaged the tiler from our own commune.


‘C’est normal,’ he said when he came up to see us. Yes, he would have it ready by the summer. Pas de problème.


The old porch had once been cemented and cut with grooves, presumably to resemble large tiles, but it still looked just like cement and the dust and rubbish, which collected in the grooves, was maddeningly difficult to clean.


Now, our newly tiled porch was as splendid as we had hoped and only needed sloshing down with a bucket of water. But we had, it seemed, a mystery visitor. Each morning we would notice a small puddle on the outside edge of the porch. What could it be? Jean-Michel, Raymond’s son-in-law, up to look at the cows, gave us his opinion. ‘Oh, ce n’est qu’une chatte sauvage,’ he said. ‘She is marking her territory.’


We had often had wild cats in the barn, and many spitting little offspring. This marking of territory was new. I was not convinced. Mike, who is not a cat lover, constructed a fragile device with sticks and a battered old tin on top. ‘That will give her a fright,’ he muttered.


When the sticks were still in place the next morning but splattered with liquid we were both perplexed.


The following day I was reading in a chair facing the porch when I suddenly heard the sound of splashing. Down from the roof came a stream, falling in exactly the same spot. Now I knew the reason for the occasional scrabbling we had thought we might have imagined in the rafters. It was not mice, or even a rat. It was the dreaded fouine, the stone marten. They have been known to chew through all the electric wiring and roof insulation in the houses of friends and they are devilishly difficult to trap. And she had the cheek to have chosen to site her latrine right over our new porch!


As usual it was to Raymond that we turned for advice. He unearthed a cage, which he sometimes used to set to catch coypu, the scourge of nearby ponds and lakes. It was both large and heavy, not a problem when one slides it along a bank through the tunnels of grass which the coypu, known locally as le ragondin, makes; much more difficult, however, to hoist it up a ladder to the attic. Raymond wore gloves as he carefully unwrapped an egg for bait from his handkerchief.


‘She has a formidable nose,’ he whispered, ‘but she can’t resist an egg.’


He set the egg in the centre of the trap, carefully avoiding moving the base, which pivots, sending both ends crashing down to trap the animal without wounding it.


‘What will you do with it if we catch it?’ I asked.


‘Il faut la tuer,’ he answered. I must kill it.


Two nights later, just as the sun slid down, I saw la fouine silhouetted against the darkening sky, racing along the whole length of the ridge of the roof. She didn’t take the egg but she took the hint and moved house. So far she has not returned.


After the removal of the mice and the inspection of our unusually impeccable house, we backed the car up to the porch and began, slowly, to unload, first the contents of the cold box into the fridge. As our journey had been unusually rapid, we had brought a large piece of smoked gammon, which Raymond and Claudette had first tasted and pronounced delicious when they had once come to stay with us in London. We normally take three or even four days driving down through France, exploring as we go, and any gifts we bring them must inevitably be well-preserved. This would be a treat. It is so difficult to begin to repay the delicious surprises that Claudette has over the years prepared for us; the écrevisses flambéed in Armagnac, her own guinea fowl cooked with tiny champignons, the rich civet de lièvre, and all her improvised miracles, savoury rice pudding with courgettes, chicory wrapped in crêpes in béchamel, not forgetting the famous tourtière, the gigantic baba au rhum…She is a splendid cook.


At last the car was cleared, we moved it out of sight round the corner and, our final task, we made the bed. Sitting outside again, we spent a long time just gazing at the view. There was nothing to do now until eight o’clock when, as always on our first evening, we would go down to the farm to eat and catch up on the news. We drifted about in the garden, wading through the long grass, bright with wild flowers. What was that we’d planted over there? We couldn’t even remember. We had had so many other things to worry about. It seemed an age since we had last come. How long would it take us to get all this wilderness into some shape? Had we even the energy? What did it matter? We were here.


We would, after all, spend this special summer in our beloved house. We had much to be thankful for.






















CHAPTER TWO





The gammon wouldn’t keep forever and on Sunday it was Raymond’s birthday. As I didn’t feel quite up to preparing the whole meal I did what everyone does locally and ordered a very large tarte aux fruits. I knew it would look splendid and taste delicious.


‘Quelques prunes et poires?’ queried the pale faced boulanger, his eyebrows powdered with flour. ‘Quelques framboises aussi, peut-être?’


‘Perfect. Anything but strawberries,’ I said. I knew that Claudette had an abundance this year.


I also dispensed with making soup as the last few days had been extremely hot, and decided to construct a large dish of hors-d’oeuvre from macédoine of vegetables and tinned crab in a lemon mayonnaise, surrounded by hard-boiled eggs, avocado, and sweet, field tomatoes. I par-boiled the gammon the night before and stripped off the skin.


Next morning, after collecting the tart, imagining myself well ahead of schedule, I lingered at a local gardening market. A mistake! And, in any case, buying plants for my wilderness of a garden was not so much foolishness as complete delusion. I looked at my watch and fled to buy a tin of diced vegetables on my way home to augment the fresh ones already prepared.


FERMATURE EXCEPTIONELLE said the notice on the village shop. Exceptionelle it most certainly was and very inconvenient. It meant a trip into Monflanquin, our nearest town, on a Sunday morning early in the season when tous les vacanciers would be stocking up. It was just as I feared. The supermarket was packed. There was nothing to be done but wait patiently in the queue and amuse myself, comparing the clothes and the contents of the trolleys of the French, the Dutch, the English and the occasional American. It was almost midday by the time I returned to finish my preparations a toute vitesse.


We would be eight. Sylvie was the first to arrive, having come furthest, from Villeneuve-sur-Lot. We first met when I was searching in the archives there where she then worked. As together, on a rainy morning, we had pored over an ancient map we had discovered that Mike and I had bought the very house where her great-grandfather, Celestin, had been born and had lived until he married. From his daughter, Sylvie’s grandmother, I heard more about her aunt, Anaïs, my predecessor at Bel-Air. I learnt that she came in 1889 as a bride of eighteen, to marry Celestin’s brother, Justin. How they had one son who was handicapped as a result of an illness, probably polio, and that after Justin died in 1918, mother and son lived at Bel-Air until Anaïs died aged 92. I learnt how hard she worked and how she loved her garden. The roses, the iris, and the lilies which sadly always flower just before we arrive, were all planted by her, long ago. Small wonder that, when I first saw Bel-Air, even in its derelict state, I felt a sense of those seventy-four years of caring.


Fortunately, all my other guests were late. The strict rules about midi-et-demi for lunch have been gradually eroded by the next generation. When the old people were alive they were always on time. Véronique, Raymond’s daughter, and her husband Jean-Michel strolled up from their house on the other side of the orchard, their daughter Océane, now eight, still drying her bright pink nails. She is not much younger than her mother was when we first came. A plump shy ten-year-old, who helped us sweep out the cobwebs and gave me dictation to improve my French, Véronique is now extremely svelte and the deputy mayor.


Raymond came to apologise for Claudette who had still not returned from her second ‘vide-grenier’ of the morning. The local version of a car boot sale, Claudette can’t resist them. They are so popular now that there is one somewhere almost every weekend. Of course the real bargains are to be found when a whole village turns out its attics for the very first time. Then you must be up really early to beat the dealers. With their sharp and expert eyes they soon scoop up great grandmother’s old soup plates, copper preserving pans or her heavy, folded, linen nightdresses. You might find the proverbial dozen, damask, dinner napkins, long forgotten, with hand-embroidered initials, or pillow-cases trimmed with handmade lace. There are photograph albums, old lamps and tarnished silver. Claudette is still searching for an old bread slicer but she usually finds something to amuse her. After an aperitif Raymond went back to the farm to fetch her and this time, with many a blast on the klaxon, they drove up in the newly refurbished 1929 Citroen. It now looks very different from the time we first saw it over twenty years ago.




 





Matthew, my younger son, and Raymond’s Philippe were much the same age and in those early days while Mike and I worked on the house they spent a great deal of time roaming about together. Phillipe’s English was better than Matthew’s French but they both benefited. One day Philippe took his new English friend to see his Grandpa’s car. Matthew came home in great excitement.


‘It’s brilliant!’ he said. ‘It’s really old. You should see it. It’s huge. And you know what? It’s even got DUNLOP written in English on the spare wheel.’


Raymond owned a barn close by the church, which he never seemed to use. We had presumed that it was simply inconvenient, being a distance from the house. We had no idea that inside the rough stone walls was a museum. When the following day Raymond and Grandpa pushed open the massive doors we saw that the vast space was crammed with ox carts and traps and antique farm implements. We stood in amazement while the boys scrambled to the back where we could just glimpse the Citroen up on blocks and protected by old blankets and sacks.


‘Can we uncover her now, Papi?’ begged Philippe.


The old man nodded and we stood round admiringly as she was revealed in all her stately glory. Grandpa brushed the high, dusty mudguard with his small gnarled hand and told us that she had been there ever since the war. They had successfully hidden her from the Germans who were then commandeering every vehicle. He patted her bonnet and smiled. He seemed perfectly happy to leave her there for another forty years but everyone else was eager to bring her out and, a few days later, with most of the village as spectators, she was ceremoniously towed from the barn and trundled off to be repaired. Claudette’s cousin, the mechanic in a nearby village, was delighted when he eventually made her roadworthy and drove her back in triumph to the farm.


Not surprisingly her progress could be erratic. Over the years, mostly on Sunday afternoons, Mike and Raymond, accompanied by anyone intrepid enough to withstand the noise, the draught, and the occasional breakdown, have made sporadic trips to surrounding villages. Recently, however, Raymond decided that it was time to have the Citroën completely refurbished. Now the dark green bodywork gleams, the nickel sparkles, and she has beautiful new leather upholstery which is much more comfortable. Indicators are the only addition. Just as, all those years ago, the car conferred status and glamour on Granny and Grandpa—he was the only young man anywhere in the region with a car she once told me, smiling—now it does the same for Raymond. He has a new identity as a proud member of the Club des Anciennes Voitures de Villeneuve. They plan many trips, prudently always complete with a mechanic and spares.




 





The meal was a success. The gammon appreciated, although I almost ruined it at the last moment by putting it under the grill to caramelise the sugar on the crisscrossed fat, studded with mustard and cloves. I am still not used to cooking with electricity and can’t believe how long it takes to heat the oven. The grill, however, is quicker. The gammon was rescued just in time. As we were drinking our coffee Philippe and Corinne, his wife, arrived with eleven-year-old Clement. They were looking very fetching in twenties costume and straw boaters and had come to borrow the old Citroën to complete the effect and to visit friends. Clement presented his grandpa with a rose for his birthday and the young family drove off sitting up high and waving regally from the very smart, old car. Raymond had to leave, too, as the wheat was ready and the moissonneuse due that afternoon. He is part of a farmers’ cooperative who must wait their turn for the combine. Naturally everyone needs it at the same time and there are many anxious moments and frantic phonecalls when the crop is ripe and rain is threatened.


All our guests gone, we dozed in the shade wondering when M. Escoffier would arrive to open the pool. We had already been here three days, three very hot days, and the sight of the heavy, mudstained, blue winter cover still securely in place was extremely frustrating. Once upon a time we would have just got on with it ourselves but those days are, sadly, over. We knew, of course that M. Escoffier, like the combine, was simply overloaded with work.


We had first met him the previous summer. He had a stand at the local fête. We had only just arrived and for some reason had been quite unable to contact our ebullient M. Bourrière who always dealt with our pool, or his manic son.


It was most unusual. We had written to fix a rendezvous, as we always did, before leaving England. They had given us excellent service for many years, ever since the day when they arrived with the digger and the first great clods of earth were gouged out of our meadow. It took us so many years to decide to have a pool, both for aesthetic and financial reasons, but we have never regretted it.


Until now, it was always a confident, red-faced, M. Bourrière in his cowboy boots who would arrive promptly to solve any problems. He replaced our calcified filter when, one summer, the chalk level in the water was too high, and he changed the location of our pump. The original underground plastic pump housing, with its large heavy lid, had two disadvantages. It was not frost-proof and therefore the pump had to be removed for the winter and replaced in the spring, and in the summer, the shelter and dark humidity proved irresistible to snakes.


For many years at Bel-Air we never saw a snake. I was actually quite miffed when others told of the size of the one they had seen in their garden. They are not vipers, just harmless grass snakes, called here couleuvres, but they can be two meters long and have thick bodies. Mike does not care for them but I wanted to see one at close quarters. Our mayor, now retired, told me a tale of once being summoned in a hurry by the holiday-makers from Colchester who were staying in his gîte next door.


‘La dame a crié, “snick! snick!”’ he told me dramatically. ‘C’était un grand serpent.’


He killed the snake and gave it to his somewhat eccentric English neighbour who said she would like to show it to her children. The following day she invited the mayor, his wife and his tenants to dinner. One of the courses was a delicate slice of something in a good sauce. After they had all eaten and pronounced it delicious she revealed that it was in fact ‘la couleuvre’. The mayor laughed, showing his gold fillings, as he described the horrified reaction of les Anglais de Colchestaire.


‘Mais ce n’était pas mal du tout,’ he said musingly.


Mike became very tired of our resident snake. He carried a large stick to thump on the lid before lifting it to check the filter. Eventually he had had enough. M. Bourrière and his son removed the pump from underground and promised to build us a cabine. It would solve the problem of the snake, they said, and also the over-wintering of the pump. We imagined a sort of small sentry box but arrived back one evening to find a substantial Wendy house complete with window.


But where was M. Bourrière the next summer? It was a mystery. He didn’t even answer the phone. M. Escoffier, standing calmly behind his stand at the fête with samples of plastic pool liners and pictures of other pools, simply smiled and shrugged. He is the complete opposite of M.Bourrière, being dark, slender and very quietly spoken. He must have known that his competitor had gone bankrupt and disappeared, but he said nothing. He was presumably aware that, eventually, we would inevitably be in touch.


About eight-thirty in the evening we saw with relief his white van snaking up the track.


‘Trop de travail,’ he said clambering wearily out. ‘Et comme toujours – tout au même moment.’




 





We watched with pleasure the heavy cover being rolled back and saw that the water was clear above the muddy bottom. Tomorrow we would swim. We left him quietly and methodically going about his work, almost in the dark by now, and went down to the farm at about nine-thirty for, as we thought, dessert and champagne and to give Raymond his birthday present, which we had forgotten to do earlier.


They had only just begun their meal. At the long table under the hangar, where we have eaten so many alfresco meals, sat the whole family with both the grandchildren. There was also the driver of the combine, his hair full of chaff, the amiable patron of the farmers’ cooperative and Ken Farrington, our nearest English neighbour who had let his house and was consequently homeless that night and staying with Raymond and Claudette. We resisted the soup, the home-cured ham and melon, the galantine of chicken; but the roast veal…It smelt so good…


‘Servez-vous, Servez-vous,’ called Claudette.


‘Eh, oh, il faut manger, Michel,’ urged Raymond. ‘You need to build yourself up.’


Well, perhaps. Just a taste. Plates and cutlery appeared like conjuring tricks. We gave in. The moon appeared round the edge of the roof. Much, much later a large cake was carried in, candles were lit, Raymond opened the champagne and we all sang ‘Bon Anniversaire’.






















CHAPTER THREE





And the next day we swam. We thought it might be prudent to wait for the water to warm up but by 11.30 the sky was a blazing blue, and the stones on the terrace burnt our feet. The water was only 20 degrees but, oh, the joy of plunging in for our first swim of the holiday. Actually, a holiday was not the most accurate description of the next few weeks as we wrestled with the garden, falling asleep, exhausted, every time we sat down, ten minutes turning mysteriously into half an hour.


The worst battle was with the pampas grass, which should, of course, be cut back in December. As we are never here in the winter and as it looks too glorious to cut when we leave in early October, it is always a sorry sight by the following spring. It was an even sorrier sight by July. Our long hedge of pampas protects the pool from the east and the forty to fifty silvery plumes are reflected in the blue water when the sun is low. They are beautiful, we always tell ourselves, as with long sleeves, long trousers and strong gloves to protect our wrists, we struggle to twist out the old stalks and cut the hedge back without ruining the newest shoots.


When we began to trundle the debris down to the rubbish heap we found we had another problem. At the end of the previous summer we had been unable to have a really good bonfire. The maize harvest was unusually late and with our bonfire site close to Raymond’s field there was a risk of setting the whole crop alight.


‘We’ll leave it till we come in the spring,’ we had said. But of course fate had intervened and we had not come. And now the great sodden pile was still there and a new crop of maize, already head high, rustled gently in the heat. It looked as though, by the end of the summer, our heap of garden rubbish would be larger than the house.


As a change from gardening we slowly began to carry out all the outdoor furniture, most of it stored in the north-facing bedroom. As it is the one used by my two grandsons it is the least tidy, but as we gradually unearthed piles of chairs and tables we were unable to find two umbrellas and two recliners. We looked in the other rooms. Where on earth had we put them? They were not to be found. Perhaps Raymond and Claudette had borrowed them. It seemed unlikely but we do frequently borrow from each other. Or perhaps Véronique and Jean-Michel had needed them for a party?


After lunch we wandered down through the lower wood, across the stream and up through the meadow, to Raymond’s farm. Those cows still in the barn lowed as they heard us approach, the young hunting dogs barked furiously, racing frantically up and down inside their compound, but there was no one else at the house. They were all away. Raymond and Claudette, as we later learnt, on a motoring spree in the old Citroen and the others at the coast. There was no sign of our chairs and umbrellas. We walked back, skirting along the edge of the field to where Jean-Michel had recently finished building a splendid terrace by their new pool, and it was clear that they had ample furniture around it without ours. We climbed slowly back up again, crossing through the orchard, grateful, this time, for the shade from the plum trees already heavy with fruit. As we reached the top of the rise and glimpsed the roof of our new Wendy house we began to laugh. Of course, that’s where we had put them. We’d simply forgotten. Our preoccupations of the past worrying months had eroded so many memories, or perhaps we were just having a ‘senior moment’ as a friend calls her forgetfulness.


As we cut the grass we found other forgotten delights, a white, double althea, planted the previous summer, the fat buds almost ready to open. There were strong new shoots on a hardy hibiscus, which has spectacular pink flowers as large as a tea-plate, and a row of montbretia glinted through the grass. But the gardening debris was piling up and, after a few days, we were simply too weary to move it. There were sprawling heaps all over the place. At just the perfect moment, two strong young men arrived, Mike’s godson, Guy, and his friend, both just down from university. They were very keen to earn some Euros, they said, as they downed a cold beer, and promised to solve all our problems the following week.


On Saturday we took a day off. We went to market at Villeneuve-sur-Lot, an elegant small town, which somehow manages to preserve much of its medieval past while flaunting many stylish boutiques and bars. Outside the old Porte de Paris, one of the original thirteenth-century gateways, the wide boulevard is built where once the moat, for hundreds of years, helped to defend the town. A raised flowerbed now colours its entire length, beneath lagerstroemia trees pink with blossom. There are hanging baskets and tubs on every corner dripping with petunias, bidens, and whatever else is in horticultural vogue that season.


Set back, further down the boulevard, is Villeneuve’s controversial new town hall; the old, fine building near the river having become too small to contain the ever-burgeoning bureaucracy that is the curse of France – and of everywhere else, come to think of it. It is a bold attempt to blend the old and the flamboyantly modern. Opinions vary as to its success. Presumably they could not entirely demolish the sixteenth century convent which, gracefully if shabbily, spanned the far end of a simple, bare square with a few benches for weary shoppers. Here, pétanque was played under the trees and on the second Tuesday in the month the stalls of la Friperie, the flourishing second-hand clothes market, unfurled their ragged line of bright umbrellas all down one side of the square.


Today each classical end-wing of the convent remains but the entire centre of the old building has been demolished and replaced with a startling 21st-century statement of municipal pride. The changes to the rest of the square are easier on the eye. It is laid out as a formal garden where you may sit and marvel at the impeccably weeded and watered lawns and flowerbeds. The planting is stunning. There are beautiful swathes of colour, and many unusual varieties. La Friperie would, of course, completely spoil the image, and has been banished. We must now take our tape measures to the farthest and least elegant end of the boulevard if we wish to browse through the crumpled garments and find a bargain.


Villeneuve really was new in 1263. It is one of a chain of small, fortified towns, or ‘bastides’, created across the south-west of France by Comte Alphonse de Poitiers, brother of King Louis. In the middle of the thirteenth century he came south to inspect his new territories of Quercy and Agenais, which he had acquired by his marriage to Jeanne de Toulouse. He found a region devastated by the wars between the church and the heretics of the time, the Cathars. Their beliefs were named in France l’Hérésie Albigeoise, being most powerful around the town of Albi. The people of the south-west were to pay heavily for their religious defiance. Marauding northern knights, sanctified by a church alarmed by the fervour of this growing heresy, rode south on a crusading opportunity conveniently much nearer home than the Holy Land. They did not discriminate. Anyone who spoke the langue d’Oc, the language of the south, was deemed to be a heretic. The whole region was pillaged and the massacres were ferocious.


No doubt Alphonse, as he travelled in the aftermath of such destruction, soon realised that there would be little revenue to be collected from such an impoverished region. To become prosperous again it needed completely replanning. Near to the Benedictine Abbey of Eysses he saw what could be a fertile valley. ‘Un endroit suffisamment spacieux et convenable,’ as it was then described in the charter which was drawn up. The nearby Château of Pujols on the hill had been completely destroyed, but, he reasoned, if he were to join the two villages which lay below on either side of the Lot and fortify them he might create a place of safety, ease ‘la misère et la souffrance’ of his people and eventually fill his coffers.


The work was begun, but before they got round to the bridge itself Aquitaine had changed hands and it was Edward I of England who, in 1282, commanded that the bridge be started. It took seven years to build and was very beautiful, with five arches and three strong towers. It must have been well built as it lasted almost three hundred and fifty years until an enormous rising of the river carried it away. Today the bridge has only two arches of uneven width and the only sign of the towers is one huge base, which still remains.


There are two market days in Villeneuve. Every Tuesday and Saturday crowds pass through the medieval gateway to the colonnaded square in the centre. It is packed with stalls which, apart from the olive and nut and spice stall by the fountain, all sell fruits and vegetables, plants and flowers. There are large displays of every variety of salad, freshly cut batavia, curly endive, rocket, lambs lettuce, bunches of watercress a foot across. There are the long professional stalls aglow with perfect peppers, huge tomatoes, fat apricots, nectarines and early peaches from further south and the first scented melons. And there are the small stands, often just two wooden crates one on top of the other, where the local farmers’ wives bring in their surplus produce. Here you can buy, if you are early enough, for they are the first to sell up and go home, their tiny beans, real fleshy tomatoes from the field, small courgettes, sprigs of thyme and basil, bunches of sweet onions and the occasional mixed spray of flowers from the garden. Their faces have become familiar and so it seems have ours.


‘Ah, madame, monsieur, vous êtes revenus au pays?’ – ‘you’ve come back to the country?’ – asks the little woman with the high sing-song voice who grows the best French beans. We admit it, admire her produce and stock up with as much as we can carry. As we leave the market we can’t resist a voluptuous, pink, hanging begonia, for our porch. Almost a metre across, it gets heavier and heavier as we walk back to the car park. We stow our shopping in the car, carefully pulling the blind to shade the begonia, and return to sit and drink at the Café Tortoni and watch the world go by.


A canvas-covered jeep suddenly backs onto the pavement outside the estate agent next door to the café. A group of middle-aged men of various shapes and sizes in white shirts and dark trousers jump out and begin to unload music stands, instrument cases and, last of all, a tall cardboard box. The stands arranged, the instruments unpacked they amuse themselves by diving into the box like a lucky dip, and taking out a selection of straw hats and trying them on. A tiny sax player in shades, black hairline moustache and two-tone shoes, a French version of Sammy Davis Junior, disappears under a very large brim to much laughter.


Where to sit? Shade, under the estate agent’s awning, is at a premium. The drummer, likely to be the most energetic, claims first choice and sets up his kit against the wall in the far corner. More musicians arrive. By 10.50 the two trumpets, one of whom appears to be the leader, are seated and blowing gently, finding their lip. Suddenly there are three trumpets, and two trombones. They are coming from all directions. Another sax player, as large as the other one is small, sits beside him and unpacks his instrument. What time are they due to begin? Eleven o’clock? They seem in no hurry. We order another drink.


As eleven sounds from the clock tower over the great Porte de Paris, a third trombone is greeted by the assembled players, all adjusting their chairs, and blowing little runs and trills. The shady spaces are almost gone and the sun growing stronger. Just as we think they must be complete, the euphonium player makes a spectacular late entrance befitting the size of his gleaming instrument. He is accompanied by his wife who, seeing him settled, takes the car keys and disappears only to return with a tambourine to sit next to the leader. After another exchange of hats and more ribaldry, Sammy Davis seeming a willing butt, the leader at last taps for attention and counts four.


They start with a paso doble. It is such a relief that they’ve actually begun that it takes a moment to realise that they are not very good. But they are loud. The crowds, pouring through the archway into the boulevard, are momentarily startled and slow down to listen. Some put down their shopping, and fold their arms, others walk on with heads turned to look back. There are a few collisions, for many carry great pots of flowers, canna lilies a metre high, morning glories trailed up a wicker pyramid, giant hibiscus in pink and white. They grin at the musicians who play determinedly on and on, hardly a pause between each number, the music unfamiliar but predictable.


The temperature rises, the players mop their brows, tilting back the straw boaters. The wife disappears again and returns with a large bottle of Evian. The euphonium drinks first. There is the briefest of pauses before they flip over their laminated dots clipped to the stands and, after a count of three, off they go again. This time it is a waltz and a pair of middle-aged women at the next table get up to dance. The crowd is beginning to enjoy it. As some drift reluctantly away, mindful of chores to be done, others take their place. The sun blazes down. The strip of shade is diminishing. The thought of our cool, blue pool urges us to return home and, as we leave, the proprietor of the Café Tortoni emerges, to a round of applause, with two extra umbrellas to give those on the outside edge a little extra shade. We go home to swim and eat cucumber salad and a large and succulent-looking quiche, which we’ve bought from the charcuterie.
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