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It is hard to believe that this will be our twentieth summer at Bel-Air, our house in the sunflowers. The details of that first glimpse on a hot and hazy day are still vivid. We had been searching intermittently for three years and were leaving for England at the end of the week. As we followed the sun-burned, barelegged farmer on his small motorcycle up through the maize, head high on either side of the bumpy track, we had no idea what we would find. M. Bertrand, his chin still greasy from eating confit de canard, was reluctantly interrupting his midday meal to show us the house he had for sale. Our thirteen-year-old son Matthew leaned out of the camper window as we approached what appeared to be a complete ruin. Turning to look back at us, the farmer shook his head, his mobylette wobbled and we breathed again. We turned right, passing a dried-up pond, a barn wall and turning again, stopped in front of an old stone house with a long sloping roof and a well under the wide porch. The broken shutters were closed. We looked at it in a silence broken only by the sound of crickets. It seemed to be asleep. It was not a ruin but, had it been left empty another twelve years, would have certainly become one. The tiles were haphazard, sliding down the roof. Inside there was a stream of green lichen across the wall of the main room, and all the wooden floors were eaten away. But there was also something else; a spirit of place. This house had once been loved and cared for, and it has been our project, our joy and our delight, ever since that day.


In these twenty years we have come to realise how very fortunate we were to find both this particular house and the friendship of M. and Madame Bertrand, who, very quickly, became Raymond and Claudette. Together we have watched our children grow up. Their son and daughter and our two sons, who are now beginning their own families. We have also looked back and learned a little of the people who lived at Bel-Air before us. Anaïs Costes came as a young bride in 1889 and lived here until she died in 1961. Her only son Aloïs was crippled with polio as a boy. He never married. When she died he could not manage without her and died five years later. Her husband Justin, as the eldest of the three brothers born at Bel-Air, inherited the property. Justin died of a heart attack when he was only fifty-two, leaving Anaïs and her handicapped son to look after everything.


Those who remember her always say, ‘Ah oui, Anaïs…elle était vaillante.’ Two photographs of her hang on my wall. One when she was in her twenties with her young son at her side holding a hoop, and another taken much later at a family wedding. She was then sixty-two. Her face is lined but her smile is almost mischievous. She wears a brooch to pin her collar and a plain head band. Her son looks very smart in a stiff collar, his hair neatly arranged. I have faded photographs of her husband and brother-in-law, taken during their periods of compulsory military service when they were young. They are handsome and carefree in their uniforms. Now we are hanging our own dynasty on the opposite side of the wall, photographs of our children and grandchildren, who will be the next guardians of Bel-Air.




 





This is the short holiday, the flying visit. Not that we fly any more – Eurostar has changed all that. After London to Paris, the TGV takes us to Agen – pronounced Agenne by the people who live there – and if we travel on a Friday, there is a good connection to Monsempron Libos. We are told that it is a station that SNCF would dearly love to close but, so far, petitions to retain its services have succeeded. The station house is painted a deep yellow ochre, its white edging and shuttered upper windows giving it a residential look. Shaded by a Mediterranean cypress, doves sit cooing from the painted corbels. Sometimes we take the night train direct from Paris which arrives here just after six in the morning. If it happens to be a Thursday, the first traders will be unrolling their umbrellas to set up the weekly market, the largest in the region, when the whole town is closed to traffic.


We are in Lot-et-Garonne, six hundred miles south of Calais, and it shows. Most of the people who come in from miles around both to buy and sell are short and dark, with wide faces and ready smiles. The local accent is strong, with rolled r’s, and the last syllables pronounced emphatically. If it is summer the stalls will be piled high with melons and nectarines, strawberries and peaches, artichokes, the finest French beans and twenty kinds of olives. There will be the squeal of piglets and the smells of paella cooking in a giant pan, quails roasting on a spit, goat cheese and strings of garlic.


Whatever time we arrive we know our friends will meet us. We hug each other and stand back to look. Perhaps a little thinner or, more likely, fatter; always, alas, a little older.


This time it is Claudette who has come to collect us. We hurry home along the familiar roads.


‘I see they’ve had a new roof at Mathilde’s old house.’


‘Yes, just before Christmas.’


‘Ah, M. Lombard is still planting sunflowers in his top field then. Good.’


‘Would you like a drink before you go up?’


As we climb out of the car, Claudette’s elderly parents, Granny and Grandpa, stick in hand, come very slowly across the courtyard from different directions, like two old snails. Grandpa has used a stick for many years but it is the first time for Grandma. Her back is noticeably more crooked but her face is plump and rosy and her smile as sweet as ever.


‘Ça va, Mami?’


She shrugs. ‘Tout doucement’…slowly.


Grandpa shakes our hands peering up uncertainly, then suddenly smiles and nods.


‘Eh! Oh!’ shouts Claudette across the courtyard. From the nearest orchard, through the gate by the first barn where the chickens scurry out of his way, Raymond comes to greet us. He kisses me warmly and beams.


‘Ça va?’


‘Oh, pas trop.’


‘Why? What’s the matter?’


‘It’s my shoulder. I can’t remember what I was doing. I turned my arm and…clac!’ He stops himself just in time from repeating the movement, so eager is he to explain. He’s had an X-ray but it showed nothing. It’s a ligament. He’s had physiotherapy, acupuncture – nothing helps.


‘Rest?’ I suggest. He laughs.


We troop up into the familiar kitchen. Cats are tipped off chairs and we sit. On the shelf there is a large, gaudy trophy which Raymond displays with pride. Once again they have won the prize at the special ‘soirée de dégustations, de convivialité et d’humeur’, which is given each autumn by the local Cave Coopérative. It was apparently a great evening. There were two hundred participants Raymond tells us, his eyes shining. Each producteur competes to encourage the greatest sale of wine from the Cave, and Raymond’s success is due in no small measure to all our friends and family who put every purchase down on his total. In addition to the cup he is also rewarded with his own weight in wine. We shall not go thirsty this holiday.


‘A la vôtre!’


‘A la tienne Étienne!’


‘No problems up at the house?’


Raymond shakes his head. ‘And your 2CV is working. I started it this morning.’


Claudette drives us up the track, past the farm in which their daughter Véronique now lives with her husband and three-year-old child, and we see Bel-Air for the first time for eight months. There are swathes of wild marguerites interspersed with love-in-a-mist just waiting to bloom. The wisteria is past its best but the boule-de-neige is heavy with round white blossom. The valerian which I planted two years ago, has at last taken off and the mallow bushes are as abundant as heavily pregnant girls. Will they flower before we have to leave?


The porch is a blaze of colour. Claudette has planted all the pots along the wall with petunias, marigolds, busy lizzies and small dianthus.


‘Oh, how lovely!’


Pleased that I have noticed, she briskly dead-heads a geranium.


‘Alors…à ce soir…vers huit heures.’ And she’s gone.


There are eggs and walnuts and wine on the working surface. There are more flowers in a jug on the table, lilac, arum lilies, roses and white irises, and four very tired looking apples in a bowl. But they are all ‘fabrication maison’.


We make the bed, unpack and then tour the garden to see what else has survived. We look at the weeds and the long grass which Raymond has roughly cut. There is so much to do – but we have two weeks. The air is sweet and clean, blowing gently from the south-west. We can see down across le grand champ, as Raymond always calls it. It is newly sewn with maize and the thin green lines give it an odd perspective. They are never completely straight but curve gently and in the corners there are strips of cross-hatching where the great machine made a few extra turns.


In the meadow at the far edge of the field a herd of pale cows – les Blondes d’Aquitaine – move slowly, and beyond the pasture is a band of woodland with a central gap through which we can see the farm. There are four buildings side by side, all built at different times. The earliest part is marked on the map of 1765. The church spire from which the angelus rings three times a day rises above the trees. Seven in the morning, midday, and seven in the evening – the only hours a farmer really needs to know.


Beyond the village the ground rises again. The skyline is scalloped with the rolling banks on the far side of the river Lot. It is a gentle landscape. A car passes silently on the road below. Unless it is a very heavy lorry it does not disturb the peace. The only sounds are the drone of a distant tractor and the call of hens. From the front of the house we look up past a meadow where more cows will soon be brought to graze after the hay is cut. Beyond that is the new vineyard and then another wood which stretches up to the highest point for miles around, where the château d’eau – the water tower – nestles into the hillside. There was mains water already here when we bought the house but no tap. Anaïs and her son were too poor, or too frugal, to pay for water. They preferred to rely on the well under the porch and the pond at the end of the track.


To the west there is more gently rolling hillside and a wood which curves. Who cut that shape I wonder? One thinks of this landscape as timeless but I now know that the ruin at the end of the track was once a large house. Aloïs, so I’m told, used to do odd jobs for the family who lived there. They are always referred to as ‘les Carles’. For some reason they decided to move. They demolished much of their property and, putting the stones on carts, moved down into the village and built two small houses. There are always changes. Even the track which now goes past the back of our house, once passed the front door, and recently we were surprised to learn that there was once a church, Saint Nicholas, now completely vanished, just across the next field. These seemingly solid buildings with their metre thick walls were cemented with earth and, once the roof goes, the rain eventually washes them away.


The smaller creatures here are adept at renewing their shelters. The miner bees, who live in ever greater numbers on my south-facing terrace, patiently re-excavate their neat cylindrical holes when a sweep of the broom upsets them. The tunnel spiders patch and weave when their intricate webs are broken and the ants rush in concerted effort to rebury their eggs in the disturbed anthill. There is the time and quiet here in which to wind down and observe this other world. As I rested briefly from weeding, an ant dragging a dead grub three times its own size caught my eye. As it passed beneath my chair I turned to watch it. Such a cumbersome burden was not easy to manipulate. On and on it went, over small stones, up grass stems and down again, the grub tipping perilously from one side to the other. Occasionally the ant abandoned it altogether and turned a small rapid circle as if to get its bearings – then off it went again, dragging the long, fast dying corpse. I moved my chair some three metres ahead. The ant soon passed me and I moved again. Its energy and speed at close quarters was amazing. It arrived at a hole in the stone wall. Home at last? No. On it went another three metres, to disappear in the undergrowth at the end of the terrace. I decided to try to find the nest. The first pile of earth was an old molehill, also the second. I had to walk to the very edge of our land before I found it. I set down my chair and waited. Would the ant get eaten by some other predator as it penetrated the great green forest of cow parsley – or, almost worse, would its booty be stolen? I watched other ants scurrying back and forth – some bringing home a small fly but nothing as spectacular as my ant’s giant burden. Just as I began to think I had lost it altogether out it came – the juggernaut trailing its great load. On and on across the rough grass littered now with scraps of pampas leaf, it reached the edge of the nest. This last stretch was the hardest; there were no easy, ground floor entrances. I watched as it hauled its trophy up the steep incline to the very top. I blinked and it had gone. Such are the distractions from gardening – and from writing.


When we first bought Bel-Air there was so much work to be done on the house that writing about it was the last thing on my mind. Even later, when I had had an article published, I never contemplated a book. It is now eight years since I wrote the first book and so many things have changed as they must do in all lives. We are still working on the house, still making plans for both inside and out. We are very conscious that we have had the great fortune, both to be able to share our summers with good friends and neighbours and, on that hot and hazy day, to have found Bel-Air.
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It was on the 14th of July 1989, the two hundredth anniversary of the storming of the Bastille, that I signed the contract for A House in the Sunflowers, my first book about our house in south-west France, but the manuscript might well never have been finished if I had not developed acute sciatica in the spring of that year. I had had the odd problem with my back for several years. I suspect that lifting heavy stones to make our first terrace at Bel-Air was the original cause, but a visit to the physiotherapist, a painkiller or two and a few days rest had always done the trick. Not this time. Unable to walk more than half a dozen steps I tried various remedies but, as May turned into June, the improvement was imperceptible. How I longed to go to France, but what could I do if I got there? And there was always the chance that the next treatment might find a cure. If I couldn’t make my usual spring visit, at least I could write about it. If it never got into print it would be a family record. Immobile in my study in Clapham I wished myself across the Channel and the great plains of northern France, across the Loire and the Dordogne to the peace of our other home overlooking the valley of the river Lot. By the end of June the manuscript was finished and sent off to my agent.


A few days later Clive Allison of Allison and Busby rang me to say how much he had enjoyed reading it and that he would like to publish it the following spring. Surprised and delighted, I felt that at least something had been achieved through all those hours of sitting still and signing the contract on the 14th of July seemed a good omen. But I was to learn much about what was to me, this new world of publishing. Within weeks, Clive Allison had been replaced by Peter Day who fortunately, seemed equally enthusiastic. He wanted some photographs of Bel-Air, as many as possible. Exactly the spur I needed; sciatica or not, I determined to go. As we made our preparations I realised how many steps there were between wardrobe and suitcase. Last-minute shopping was out of the question as was our usual summer three-day sightseeing journey down through France.


‘We’ll put the car on the train as far as Brive,’ said my ever solicitous husband. ‘Then we’ll be there well before the 29th of July.’


This was the day I had been desperate not to miss. Philippe – Raymond and Claudette’s son, who had been a brown, skinny thirteen year old when we first met him – was to be married to the most beautiful girl in the next village. I lay on my bunk on the journey from Boulogne to Brive, in the Dordogne, regretting all the places we were whizzing through while Mike, more sensibly, enjoyed the passing kilometres that he didn’t have to drive. As dawn broke we joined the sleepy-eyed who stumbled from the train and I had to breakfast from a convenient luggage trolley as the splendid new dining room was too far down the platform for me to reach.


What a joy to drive out into the French countryside as the sun appeared. It seemed so long since we had last come. I feasted my eyes as the steeper roofs of the Périgord flattened out into those of the south, and brilliant fields of sunflowers told me that we were nearing home. But the irrigation lakes were low, the grass verges like pale straw, and I wondered about my garden.


At last we climbed the dusty track to Bel-Air. The parched fields shimmered on either side and Raymond’s plum trees seemed to crackle in the heat. The garden was, as I had feared, like a desert. Everything was desperate for water, even the plants on the porch which Claudette usually tended. The shutters had been opened for our arrival and there were flowers and wine on the table but, as I hobbled from room to room, it became clear that Claudette’s usual brisk sweep through had not happened. Of course – the wedding! She would have been trying to get everything done on the farm to leave the following week clear. I was lucky to have the house opened up at all.


‘C’est le mariage!’ She smiled apologetically as she welcomed us down to supper as she always does on our first evening. I climbed carefully from the car and moved slowly across the courtyard. Raymond’s jaw dropped.


‘Mais…what’s the matter with you?’ he demanded.


‘La sciatique,’ I replied.


He threw up his hands. ‘Oh malheur!’ he cried, and I reckoned that just about said it.


Grandma and Grandpa, both over eighty, came to greet us as if almost surprised at their survival of another winter and it was wonderful to sit down together once more and ladle out Claudette’s vegetable soup. Slices of her pâté de porc were followed by a savoury rice pudding, made with milk, but containing sliced courgettes and scraps of ham and with a topping of breadcrumbs and cheese. Next came a dish of roast chicken with sautéed potatoes and a green salad. We were still catching up with all the local news as we ate a great dish of strawberries, then handed round the coffee while Claudette fetched the obligatory jar of prunes à l’eau de vie.


Raymond looked at me with concern. ‘Have you been to a doctor?’ he asked.


‘Too many,’ I sighed, recalling the useless cortisone injections, the massage, the acupuncture, and all the manipulations.


‘You should try la guérisseuse,’ he urged.


‘La guérisseuse?’


‘Oui, Madame Orlando.’


‘What does she do?’


‘She just touches you. Elle a le don.’ The gift. Madame Orlando, it seemed, was a faith healer.


‘She’s very good,’ encouraged Raymond.


Grandpa nodded. ‘C’est vrai,’ he shouted.


‘Ça depend,’ said Grandma. ‘She didn’t do much for my back…’


‘Oh,’ Grandpa shrugged. ‘At your age…’


‘She’s not as good as old Léon,’ insisted Grandma.


Another healer? Les guérisseurs it seemed, were commonplace.


Claudette spooned the prunes into our still warm coffee cups. ‘Yes, it was old Léon that cured Marianne…You know…Roland’s daughter.’


I was surprised. Roland, Claudette’s second cousin, is a teacher of gymnastics and not, I would have thought, someone to trust his daughter to a faith healer.


‘What was the matter with Marianne?’ I asked.


‘Elle avait un zona,’ said Claudette.


‘It took him over half an hour,’ said Raymond. ‘But all she had afterwards was a small round mark on her chest and no pain at all.’


A search in the dictionary told us that Marianne had been cured of shingles, but as it appeared that old Léon had since died, he wasn’t going to be much help to me.


‘Mind you, he was a strange old man. He treated you in his dirty garage,’ said Claudette, wrinkling her nose. ‘And he never wore anything on his feet but his old slippers.’


Madame Orlando, it seemed, was more à la mode.


‘Une belle femme,’ said Raymond enthusiastically. ‘And she can’t do you any harm.’ This seemed to be the trump card of the faith healer. ‘She works from seven in the morning to seven at night – and’ he added, his eyes gleaming, ‘il faut être en forme pour le mariage!’


As it was only a week and a half before the great day I rang for un rendez-vous the following morning. If Madame Orlando worked a twelve-hour day, she could surely fit me in somewhere. Although I could not walk, driving was, fortunately, not a problem, and I must admit I was curious. I went the next afternoon. Her house was impressive. A picture window looked over a well-watered lawn sloping down to a hedge of conifers. There was a car park sufficient for half a dozen cars and a notice on the door said SALLE D’ATTENTE ENTREZ. I obeyed. It was a very hot day, but the lowered blinds made the room cool and shadowy. After about ten minutes, during which time I could hear faint murmurings from a neighbouring room, a door opened. A woman came out carrying a child of about four, clearly paralysed, her head lolling backward. The woman was followed by Madame Orlando herself who stroked the child’s cheek, saw them off into the blazing sunshine, then turned to me.


‘Entrez, entrez,’ she said.


‘Une belle femme’ indeed. Almost six feet tall, she wore a brilliant blue shift and her red hair was drawn back from her face in a heavy bun. ‘Quelle chaleur!’ she murmured, steaming gently. With her pale skin, as if untouched by the sun, she was like a large and voluptuous magnolia. She led me into her treatment room and sat behind a desk on which were many books, some I noted, on homeopathy. She wasted no time on the taking down of lengthy particulars. She listened as I explained my problem.


‘Pull up your shirt,’ she said calmly, rubbing her hands together and coming to sit beside me on a stool. For a few seconds she massaged the base of my spine very hard with her thumbs then simply laid one soft, hot hand against my back and, on learning that I was from London, asked if I knew La Didi?


I was puzzled. ‘La Didi?’


‘La jolie femme du Prince Charles!’ she enthused in her deep, breathy voice.


On learning that I wasn’t exactly an intimate of ‘Lady Di’ she lost interest in me completely until the fifteen minutes were up and I paid my forty francs in cash.


‘Same time next week,’ she said, ushering me out past several more incoming patients. It was just as painful to limp to the car but I could still feel the heat from her hand several hours later. Perhaps she might do me good. I was ready to try anything and clearly la guérisseuse was very much a part of the local scene. It took me the rest of the week to unpack and sort the house out. It was infuriating to be so inactive. I usually spend the first few days in a positive whirlwind. And as for the garden! Mercifully it rained gently all one night and the following morning I did manage a little weeding, sitting down – a new experience. Not the best, but the only possible, position.


On the farm everyone was preparing for the coming wedding. At the last Sunday lunch with only six days to go everyone sat drinking their aperitifs and waiting for Corinne, the beautiful bride to be.


‘Always late!’ muttered Grandpa, looking longingly at the soup tureen.


Mike and I hadn’t seen her for nearly a year. At that time, although the official fiancée and a frequent visitor, she was always a little hesitant. The fact that she and Philippe had been sharing a flat in Bordeaux was not exactly approved of. There was a sigh of relief as the car turned into the courtyard and a very different Corinne smiled at us all. With a new and glamorous hairstyle she glowed with confidence and excitement. In an elegant red dress she made her entrance with unusual flair, sure of her lines and everyone there! Chattering non-stop she bestowed perfumed kisses all round and, led by an eager Grandpa, we moved to the table and the meal began.


After the soup we ate home cured ham with the first melons of the season and then Claudette served a couscous which was a new venture for her that year.


‘Mm, c’est bon, le couscous!’ said Corinne, her huge dark eyes sparkling, and we passed round a small jug of sauce made with harissa to make it even hotter for those who wished.


‘C’est le seul plat,’ announced Claudette firmly. Raymond looked up in dismay.


‘Aujourd’hui c’est le petit menu. On a trop à faire!’ she gave him a look. He made sure he took another helping. After the salad Grandma brought in a plate piled high with beignets, the small local doughnut, to be eaten with yet more strawberries. For once it was not recipes, but the details of the wedding that were discussed.


Philippe seemed quietly content and Corinne chatted enough for them both. The latest presents, including the carriage clock which we had brought from London, were opened and approved. She and Véronique, her future sister-in-law, pored over the table plan for the reception. Now, would it be suitable for that aunt to sit next to that cousin? Claudette wasn’t sure. Perhaps not. Grandma remembered some past difficulty. Names were rubbed out and others added. Now for the procession. How exactly should she hold her father’s arm?


Giggling, they rehearsed, while Grandma and Claudette tried to clear the table. Would the special make-up, which she would have done professionally on the day, hold up to being kissed by – her eyes widened at the thought – at least four hundred and fifty guests? The problems and the excitement were endless.


But even with an imminent wedding, work on the farm had to continue. In spite of a night’s rain the ground below the first few inches was rock hard. Water for irrigation was pumped up from a lake dug close to the farm, but every few days Raymond had to change the pipes in the field of maize as they only watered a section at a time. They were long and heavy and it was not really a job for one man. As the maize was already almost head high it was hot and dusty work but vital if the crop was to yield. In dry seasons in the past it had sometimes had to be cut for silage, the cobs not having developed.


While Mike helped Raymond in the broiling sun, I sat in the shade with Claudette and Grandma tying up sugared almonds in circles of white net with satin ribbons.


‘How many do we have to do?’ I enquired as the pile grew larger.


‘About a hundred and fifty,’ answered Grandma placidly. ‘One for each guest au repas. And I suppose we’d better do a few extra,’ she added.


The wedding breakfast was not to take place, I learned, until after nine o’clock in the evening.


‘Et le mariage?’


‘Two o’clock at the Marie. Two-thirty at the church,’ said Claudette.


‘And what happens in between?’


They looked at me in astonishment. ‘Why – le vin d’honneur of course. A reception for everyone from the two villages.’


‘Everyone?’


‘Well – I don’t suppose everyone will come but there will certainly be over five hundred people.’


With typical French practicality, the two families had already decided to share the cost of what was clearly to be a grand affair. The reception was to be held chez Corinne. Her parents were also farmers but, unlike Raymond and Claudette, they specialised in the growing of crops for seed, mostly leeks and carrots. Her mother also kept bees and sold honey.


‘They have plenty of land and such a beautiful garden,’ said Claudette wistfully. ‘Wait till you see. But of course,’ she added, ‘they have no animals. That makes all the difference.’


‘Ah, les bêtes,’ sighed Grandma. ‘Mais…qu’est que vous voulez?’ She shrugged her thin shoulders and counted out another eight sugared almonds.


Le repas, I was pleased to learn, was to be held at the Restaurant Palissy. The food would certainly be good and we would be looked after by my favourite waiter, the ebullient Monsieur Allo. He had apparently retired from his other job as the local postman, but was as lively as ever.


‘And the menu?’ I asked.


Claudette laughed ‘Oh…il ne faut pas le dire! C’est un secret.’ But she couldn’t resist telling me that one of the courses would be un rôti de filet de boeuf which, on the following morning, she would go to choose from her favourite butcher.


‘I know the chef at le Palissy will cook it to perfection,’ she said. ‘But I must make sure of the quality. You can’t leave anything to chance pour un mariage.’ Le vin d’honneur for the large reception after the ceremony was not in fact to be wine, but a choice between tropical fruit juice and unlimited rum punch. This would be made by Philippe and Corinne’s brothers the night before. To eat, there would be the usual nuts and nibbles, quiches and pizzas, and Raymond’s niece was providing dozens of hard boiled quails’ eggs.


As we finished the last bag of almonds and layered them away in a large carton, Mike and Raymond arrived from the field in the old van. Covered in dust and sweat, they washed briefly under the outside tap, downed a couple of cold beers and disappeared again, the van doors now bulging with a load of chairs and tables. These were to go to Corinne’s farm and all the owner’s names were written underneath.


The weather grew even hotter. The morning before the wedding there was an urgent telephone call. The father of the bride, who was to have delivered the cases of an ’82 Bordeaux, Chateau la Croix to the restaurant that afternoon, had instead to go to hospital for an X-ray. Mending a fence, the farmer’s everlasting task, he had apparently been tugging at some barbed wire with heavy pincers, when the wire had snapped and he had hit his nose.


‘Quelle catastrophe!’ said Raymond. ‘His nose may well be broken. I shall have to take the wine. It’s to go with le filet.’ His face lit up for a moment with anticipation, then resumed its worried look. ‘And there are the trees to go as well, Michel,’ he said. ‘Do you think we could get them in your car as it’s longer and we can open up the back?’


We turned into the long drive which led to Corinne’s farm. The garden was as beautiful as Claudette had described it. There were lawns shaded by trees and colourful borders interspersed with dozens of small bushes of lavender and rosemary. But that morning it was a scene of chaos. At least twenty people were running in all directions. Young men were unloading long wooden table tops from a lorry, others were sorting out a mountain of greenery piled outside the house and the father of the bride emerged at that very moment clutching a bloody handkerchief to his nose. His wife, an older, plumper version of her dark-eyed daughter, threw up her hands as she saw us.


‘Mon Dieu!’ she cried, climbing into the car. ‘What a time to choose. I have a million things to do.’ Then, as if realising that at least a little sympathy was required, she patted his hand and started the engine. ‘And imagine,’ she shouted as they drove off to the clinic at speed, ‘What is he going to look like tomorrow?’


Mike and Raymond loaded the wine into our estate car and Corinne’s brothers slid in two tall juniper trees on the top. These were to decorate the doors of the restaurant. They were so long that we had to drive with the rear door tied open and, squeezed in as I had to be, I was not sorry to be dropped off to try my luck once more with the large, hot hand of la guérisseuse.



















CHAPTER THREE
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The great day dawned. At least it did for Claudette and Véronique, her daughter, who were both at the hairdressers at seven a.m. Knowing that it would be a long day; mercifully not on parade until midday, I didn’t get up until eleven. There were some compensations in being hors de combat. We wondered how the broken nose was faring.


The sky was cloudless. There was not a breath of wind. As Mike put on his suit and knotted his rarely used tie the temperature rose into the high eighties. I was very glad I had brought an antique silk dress as by mid-afternoon anything synthetic would have been unbearable.


At the farm there was great excitement. Mike’s unusually formal appearance was greeted with shouts of approval. Raymond looked as though he had been professionally cleaned and polished, and Claudette emerged triumphantly down the steps wearing a smart little black straw boater and an extravagantly draped dress the exact shade of one of her apricots. Everyone glowed with anticipation. More and more people arrived. The courtyard filled with enthusiastic friends and relations and at one thirty we all moved off to Corinne’s farm some three miles away.


On arrival we had to slow to a crawl at the beginning of the long drive as the surface of the road had been decorated with intricate patterns of cut leaves and flowers. What time had they got up to do this we wondered? The courtyard and garden were transformed with tables and chairs arranged under the trees. In the centre a dance-floor had been constructed, arched over with branches of evergreen, wild asparagus fern and dozens of paper roses. We were all directed to a special area behind the great barn, where Corinne’s brothers and cousins decorated each car with wild flowers and streamers. Button holes were fixed and everyone was then rehearsed in their positions for the grand procession to the Mairie for the civil ceremony, and afterwards to the church for the blessing.


Corinne’s father, his nose happily not broken welcomed everyone. Exquisitely dressed children jumped up and down with excitement as Philippe and Corinne came out onto the garlanded balcony to cheers and whistles. Philippe in a dark suit and wing collar with a pale grey bow tie looked handsome and a little dazed. Corinne was radiant as she walked down the steps in her fairy-tale wedding dress with billowing skirt, a simple spray of flowers in her hair, a worthy leading lady of this whole joyous production. The decorated car aerials glinted in the sunlight. We prepared to move off when suddenly Corinne’s mother rushed along the lines of cars.


‘Il ne faut pas klaxonner!’ she shouted. ‘A cause des vaches du voisin!’


It is the custom in France for wedding parties to signal their joyful purpose by sounding their horns almost continuously on their way to and from a wedding. As everything else on this hot afternoon was being done with such enthusiasm Corinne’s mother had rightly anticipated a continuous cacophony on leaving. But the message did not get passed along the entire line of cars and the last few, perhaps trying to make up for the unaccustomed silence in front, klaxoned loudly as we left and the neighbour’s cows gave us a galloping send-off.


As the civil ceremony in the Mayor’s office necessitated standing I was excused. I sat on a wall in the shade and talked to Madame Esther who is well over eighty, on crutches and also not too good at standing. She is the niece of Anaïs, my predecessor at Bel-Air, and I am always glad of a chance to talk to her.


‘Ah, les mariages,’ she sighed. ‘Ah oui. They bring back so many memories.’


And then in her usual fashion she lapsed into a patois so rapid that I was completely lost. But in any case I felt that she was really talking to herself.


The legal part of the wedding over we now processed as rehearsed across the square to the church. More juniper trees graced the porch. On the steps, underneath a garland of paper roses stood the curé to welcome us. Round and kindly, and, at over seventy, officially retired, he has been kept on to serve a community which would otherwise have no priest; as is the case in so many parts of rural France. He beamed at the beautiful young couple and led us all inside into the cool interior until it seemed the church would burst its walls.


It was a strange but moving service, not a traditional nuptial mass. It was a marriage in itself, a mix of the sacred and the secular. A poem L’amour fragile comme un enfant, was followed by a fine reading of The Song of Songs, which somehow in French sounded especially passionate. As the flash bulbs popped and the video cameras whirled the genial little priest seemed quite content to add the religious content from time to time. When it was all over we poured out of the church into a heat which took our breath away, and Corinne began the kissing for which the make-up had been so specially constructed. But she was so radiant that it was, in any case, unnecessary.


Back once more at the farm the fun, and most importantly, some eating could begin. It was almost four o’clock and the hottest part of the day but no one had had any lunch. Unthinkable! Music from a disco manned by a young relative began and the quails’ eggs and pizzas disappeared with speed and were replenished just as quickly. Corinne and her gallant father, his nose just slightly swollen, took to the garlanded dance-floor. With a handsome new husband, three brothers and umpteen cousins the bride did not lack for partners. Everyone danced with abandon, even her great aunt, lately retired from religious life. Endless photographs were taken, toasts were proposed, drunk, and proposed again and we processed indoors in smaller groups to view the room full of expensive wedding presents. Granny and Grandpa had bought them a washing machine.


At last the sunlight slanted lower in the sky, the guests who had been invited for le vin d’honneur began to leave. The moment came for the one hundred and fifty close friends and family to assemble for the last procession to the so carefully planned wedding meal.


The Restaurant Palissy must have been warned of our imminent arrival by the chorus of ‘klaxons’ echoing through the valley from Gavaudun. Home of the lepers in the Middle Ages, the caves in which these piteous creatures were forced to live, and from where they lowered their baskets for food can still be seen high up in the cliffs overlooking the idyllic scene below. But our party gave them little thought.


On our arrival juniper trees once more stood sentinel as we filed through the small bar to the large room at the back where M. Allo, a gleaming white napkin over his arm, stood to greet us with his wide anxious smile, and the next six hours passed in a haze of music, wild voices and wonderful food. Again it was a meal to write about. We began with melon au porto, followed by salmon braised in champagne. Then the so carefully chosen rôti de boeuf with a sauce Perigueux was carried in. The sauce was a rich Madeira sauce with the addition of truffles and cognac. It was the best beef I have ever tasted and clearly I was not alone. There were raised eyebrows at the first bite then kissing of fingers, groans of delight and the taking of second helpings as the great platters were passed and repassed. M. Allo, who has been especially solicitous to me since his photograph appeared with an article I had published in The Lady, urged me to take a third helping.


‘Mais…on m’a dit que vous êtes malade,’ he said. ‘Il faut bien manger.’


There was dancing in between the courses, which was just as well, for the beef was followed by roast guinea-fowl cooked with prunes and flambéed in Armagnac, together with potatoes sautéed with garlic, stuffed tomatoes, and green beans. I know there was a salad and a cheese board because I kept the menu but I don’t remember eating them. I was watching the dancers. The Lambada was all the rage then and its exotic, pulsating beat was irresistible. Raymond and Claudette spun round the floor as expertly as they always do while Corinne’s mother danced with all the young cousins. There was no polite parental decorum but a joyous, uninhibited celebration of life. How I longed to join them on the crowded floor.


Towards midnight more young people began to arrive to fill the dozen or so empty places.


‘They’ve come for le dessert,’ explained Raymond.


This it seemed was yet another category of guest, invited for the end of the banquet and the dancing. They tucked into enormous helpings of baked alaska washed down with champagne. Corinne came round to everyone with the packets of sugared almonds which I had helped to prepare but there were no speeches. The meal finished with a pyramide de bonheur, or pièce montée. The French equivalent of a wedding cake, it certainly couldn’t be cut up and dispatched in small boxes. It consists of dozens of profiteroles filled with crème pâtissière piled high and glued together with stiff caramel to form a small mountain.


Coffee was served, cousins and friends told jokes and did sketches, and the dancing grew wilder. I did manage to sing as requested but had to sit on a stool, something new for me. It felt very odd. It was a wonderful evening, but by half past three I knew sadly that I had had enough. Granny and Grandpa, also tired but not wanting to be the first to leave begged a lift home. ‘Aren’t you exhausted?’ I asked Corinne as I kissed her.


‘Mais non!’ she said. ‘Only my feet perhaps.’


I slept nearly all the next day. I was excused the two o’clock Sunday lunch ‘en plein air’ chez Corinne, but Mike went and said it was, of course, delicious. Philippe and Corinne had got to bed at five only to be woken at six by a rowdy crowd carrying le tourin. This is a custom which is usually performed after un mariage but which, as we once discovered in our early days at Bel-Air, can happen at any time anyone feels in the mood. Le tourin is a soup fortified with a great deal of garlic which is stealthily brought to the bedside of a sleeping couple by as many people as can cram into the room. It is the signal for yet another party. At last, late on Sunday evening the newly-weds left, not for a honeymoon – that would come two months later – but to prepare for work the following morning. For ‘un mariage à la mode du Sud Ouest de la France’ you need to be, as Raymond said ‘en forme’ indeed!
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