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  ‘I often stopped before that wild garden. It was in the most silent fold of the hills . . . All around the wild hair of the undergrowth was waving and there was the

  strong odour of the hostile earth, which had a life of its own, and was independent, like a beast with cruel teeth.’




  JEAN GIONO




  ‘Don’t let us make imaginary evils, when you know we have so many real ones to encounter.’




  OLIVER GOLDSMITH
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  Prologue




  Some scents sparkle and then quickly disappear, like the effervescence of citrus zest or a bright note of mint. Some are strange siren songs of rarer origin that call from

  violets hidden in woodland, or irises after spring rain. Some scents release a rush of half-forgotten memories. And then there are the scents that seem to express truths about people and places

  that you have never forgotten: the scents that make time stand still.




  That is what Lavande de Nuit, Marthe’s perfume, is to me. Beyond the aroma’s first charge of heliotrope, as the almond and hawthorn notes rise, it carries sights and sounds, tastes

  and feelings that unfurl one from the other: the lavender fields, sugar-dusted biscuits, wild flowers in meadows, the wind’s plainsong in the trees, the cloisters of silver-flickering olives,

  the garden still warm at midnight, and the sweet, musky smell of secrets.




  That perfume is the essence of my life. When I smell it, I am ten years old again, lying in the grass at Les Genévriers, on one of those days of early summer when the first fat southerly

  winds warm the ground and the air begins to soften with promise. I am twenty, as I toss my long hair and walk on air towards my lover. I am thirty, forty, fifty. Sixty, and frightened . . .




  How can I be frightened by a scent?
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  Chapter One




  The rocks glow red above the sea, embers of the day’s heat below our balcony at the Hôtel Marie.




  Down here, on the southern rim of the country, out of the mistral’s slipstream, the evening drops as viscous liquid: slow and heavy and silent. When we first arrived, the stifling

  sultriness made sleep impossible; night closed in like the lid of a tomb.




  Now, in the few hours I do sleep, I dream of all we have left behind: the hamlet on the hill and the whispering trees. Then, with a start, I’m awake again, remembering.




  Until it happens to you, you don’t know how it will feel to stay with a man who has done a terrible thing. Not to know whether the worst has happened or is yet to come; wanting so badly to

  trust him now.




  

    We cannot leave France, so, for want of anywhere better to go, we are still here. When we first settled in, it was the height of summer. In shimmering light, sleek white

    yachts etched diamond-patterned wakes on the inky blue playground, and oiled bodies roasted on honey gold sand. Jazz festivals wailed and syncopated along the coastline. For us, days passed

    numberless and unnamed.


  




  As the seasonal sybarites have drifted away to the next event, to a more fashionable spot for September, or back to the daily work that made these sunny weeks possible, we have stayed on. At

  this once-proud belle époque villa built on a rocky outcrop around the headland from the bay of Cassis, we have found a short-term compromise. Mme Jozan has stopped asking whether we

  intend to stay a week longer in her faded pension. The fact is, we are. No doubt she will tell us, in her pragmatic way, when our presence is no longer acceptable.




  We eat dinner at a café on the beach. How much longer it will be open is anyone’s guess. For the past few nights, we’ve been the only customers.




  We hardly speak as we drink some wine and pick at olives. Dialogue is largely superfluous beyond courteous replies to the waiter.




  Dom does try. ‘Did you walk today?’




  ‘I always walk.’




  ‘Where did you go?’




  ‘Up into the hills.’




  I walk in the mornings, though sometimes I don’t return until mid-afternoon.




  

    We go to bed early, and then on to places in our dreams: places that are not as they really are. This morning, in the shallows of semi-consciousness, I was in a domed

    greenhouse, a ghost of itself: glass clouded with age; other panes shattered, glinting and ready to fall; ironwork twisted and corrupt with rust. No such edifice exists at Les Genévriers,

    but that was where I was.


  




  In my dream, glass creaked audibly above my head as I stood mending bent iron shelves, frustration mounting as I failed repeatedly to straighten the corroded metal. Through broken glass, the

  pleated hills were there, always in the background, just as in life.




  By day, I try not to think of the house and the garden and the hillside we have left behind, which ensures, of course, that my brain must deal with the thoughts in underhand ways. Trying is not

  necessarily succeeding, either. Some days I can think of nothing else but what we have lost. It might as well be in a different country, not a few hours’ drive to the north of where we are

  now.




  

    Les Genévriers. The name of the property is misleading, for there is only one low-spreading juniper, hardly noble enough to warrant such recognition. There is probably

    a story behind that, too. There are so many stories about the place.


  




  Up in the village, a wooded ten-minute climb up the hill, the inhabitants all have tales about Les Genévriers: in the post office, the bar, the café, the community hall. The

  susurration in the trees on its land was their childhood music, a magical rustling that seemed to cool the hottest afternoon. The cellar had once been renowned for its vin de noix, a sweet

  walnut liqueur. Then it was shut up for years, slumbering like a fairy castle on the hillside, and prey to forbidden explorations while legal arguments raged over ownership in a notaries’

  office in Avignon. Local buyers shied away, while foreign bidders came, saw, and went.




  It is more than a house; it is a three-storey farmhouse with a small attached barn in an enclosed courtyard, a line of workers’ cottages, a small stone guesthouse standing alone across the

  path, and various small outbuildings: it is officially designated as un hameau, a hamlet.




  ‘It has a very special atmosphere,’ the agent said that morning in May when we saw it for the first time.




  Rosemary hedges were pin-bright with pungent flowers. Beyond, a promenade of cypresses, prelude to a field of lavender. And, rising at the end of every view, the dominant theme: the creased blue

  hills of the Grand Luberon.




  ‘There are springs on the land.’




  That made sense. Three great plane trees grew close to the gate of the main house, testament to unseen water; they would not have grown so tall, so strong, without it.




  Dom caught my hand.




  We were both imagining the same scenes, in which our dream life together would evolve on the gravel paths leading under shady oak, pine, and fig trees, between topiary and low stone walls

  marking the shady spots with views down the wide valley, or up to the hilltop village crowned with its medieval castle. Tables and chairs where we would read or sip a cold drink, or offer each

  other fragments of our former lives while sinking into a state of complete contentment.




  ‘What do you think?’ asked the agent.




  Dom eyed me complicitly.




  ‘I’m not sure,’ he lied.




  


     

  




  Chapter Two




  Bénédicte drifts through the rooms of the lower floors, into the dust of venerable scents: flecks of the lavender held in the corners of drawers; flakes of

  pinewood armoire; the soot of long-dead fires; and, from the present, the deep mossy aroma from cloud formations of damp above the rose-tiled floor; the sharp white smells of late-spring flowers

  outside.




  These visitors are new. She is sure she has never seen them before, though she closes her eyes and tries to think calmly, to count her breaths, slowing her intake of air, scouring her memory to

  make sure. When she opens her eyes, they are still there.




  The strangeness is that they stare straight into her face, just as they look around her so intently, into the corners of the rooms, up to the cracked ceilings, the fissures in the walls, yet

  they don’t acknowledge her presence. All is silent, but for the tapping of the catalpa tree in the courtyard and the creak of a newly opened shutter that lets in a shifting band of

  brightness.




  I will sit a while longer, Bénédicte thinks. Watch to see what they do next.




  Breathe. Breathe deeply.




  


     

  




  Chapter Three




  The property drew us in immediately. Not love at first sight, exactly, not as explosive as that: more a deep, promising undertow, as if it had been waiting for us, and we for

  it. It was familiar, in that it was the same sensation as when Dom and I first met: recklessness muted by instant empathy, surrounded by beauty.




  Meeting Dom was the most incredible thing that had ever happened to me. A classic whirlwind romance. Deciding so quickly to throw my lot in with his was the most daring, rash, life-enhancing

  choice I had ever made. My friends and family wondered if I had lost my head, and of course I had. Head, heart, mind and body. I wanted him and, miraculously, he wanted me.




  

    Dom and I met in a maze.


  




  It was on the shores of Lake Geneva. I’d seen a photograph of the château at Yvoire while flipping through a magazine in a coffee shop that Saturday morning. If the accompanying

  description was beguiling, the name of the maze in the garden was irresistible. It was called the Labyrinth of the Five Senses.




  According to the waitress, it was only twenty minutes out of town, across the border in France. But it wasn’t hard to take a taxi, or even a bus. I was doing nothing else that whole

  weekend, staying in one of Geneva’s soulless city centre hotels, sleep broken by the roar of traffic, bored already by the thought of more dull meetings on Monday morning.




  So I went.




  It was a picturesque little place. Golden spires thrust up from narrow alleys, catching the winter sun. The château, curiously small and homely, seemed to rise from the lake itself.




  I wandered quite happily on my own, unconcerned by the maze but ever more certain with every sense that I had taken a wrong turn somewhere in life. My so-called career was in a dull phase, and,

  as such, a reflection of my own limitations; it was one of the reasons I accepted the job that had brought me briefly to Switzerland. As for any social life, it seemed as if high tide had receded,

  leaving only wrinkles and minor wreckage to show for the fun.




  Then everything changed.




  There, in a living cloister of hornbeam, the air richly perfumed by a line of daphne, there was Dom.




  ‘I seem to be lost,’ he said.




  He spoke in French, but leaving no doubt that he was British. The atrocious accent gave it away, of course, but it was a very British thing to say, under the circumstances.




  ‘What about you?’ he asked, and we both laughed, because the eponymous labyrinth was nothing more complicated than a few low hedges that linked the gardens.




  His face was tanned, and there were strands of gold and red in his bear-brown hair. A good smile, his eyes hidden behind sunglasses. Tall, but not towering. I had noticed him earlier. He was on

  his own, too, set apart somehow from the other visitors in more than the sense of not being half of a couple or part of a family. Partly it was the intense self-assurance in the way he walked,

  loose and confident like an athlete. I saw him take in a particularly pretty view of plants and stone set against the water but somehow remain detached. He stood still, absorbed it, and moved off.

  While other tourists attacked with cameras, greedily capturing the scene, imprinting themselves on its beauty, he simply looked and went on.




  We started talking, inconsequential nonsense about mazes, then, imperceptibly at first, moving in the same direction until we were walking the same path together. Through the Garden of Sound,

  where he talked, unexpectedly, about Debussy; through the Garden of Scent, where the cold air was spring-sharp with narcissi; on through the Gardens of Colour and Touch, where we discussed

  synaesthesia, and settled on Fridays being orange and shiny-smooth. In the Garden of Taste, we stopped.




  ‘It’s supposed to be full of edible plants,’ he said, reading from a leaflet.




  We looked around. It was February, not a good month for garden crops.




  ‘You could try that ornamental cabbage,’ I said.




  ‘Tempting – but no, thank you.’




  So we kept walking, out of the château gardens to a dark, warm café where we drank coffee and ate cake. We had more coffee. And still we talked. It was so easy. It became a

  conversation that continued and sustained and bound us as hours became days became months.




  That day at the lake, I could have taken a different turn on those labyrinthine paths and we would never have met. I might have taken a taxi instead of a bus, arrived an hour earlier and missed

  him. I might not have agreed to attend those extra meetings on Monday and spent the weekend alone in Geneva.




  But you can’t think like that. It is what it is. Either walk on, or accept.




  

    He had been skiing with friends but decided to cut his losses a few days early. The winter had been unseasonably warm and sunny, and the snow had yielded early to mud-stained

    slush.


  




  ‘Didn’t you want to stay just for the company, enjoy the rest of your time off together?’ I asked him over that first coffee. Now that he had taken off his sunglasses, I could

  see he was older than I’d thought, a fair bit older than me. A low lamp on the table lit his eyes, so I could see they were grey-green. Lovely eyes, full of intelligence. A bit of mischief,

  too.




  ‘It’s not really time off for me in the same way it is for them.’




  ‘How so?’




  ‘I don’t have a job like theirs. Not one I have to go back to, anyway. Sitting around drinking all day watching the snow melt doesn’t give me quite the same release it does

  them.’




  ‘I see,’ I said, although I didn’t.




  He cut off the obvious question. ‘I’d rather listen to music. What about you – what do you like to do best of all?’




  ‘I love to read.’




  ‘What kind of reading?’




  Sometimes you can tell all you need to know about a person just in the way they ask the question: politely, or with genuine curiosity, denoting a fine understanding of all it might reveal

  – from a rich inner life to a point of compatibility between strangers. It was also a hard question to answer, its simplicity lethal as a narrow blade.




  ‘Anything that makes me think, and dream a while and make connections,’ I said at last, as the incoming rush of a hundred thoughts pooled into coherence. ‘Modern fiction, some

  classics, biographies, travel books, some poetry occasionally. Beautifully written cookbooks . . .’




  I watched his face. ‘Don’t ask me my favourite author,’ I said quickly, not wanting to be disappointed too soon. ‘I can’t bear that question. I can never think how

  to answer it, which gives the impression that I hardly read at all, or that my tastes never change, or I never make new discoveries, when nothing could be further from the truth.’




  He smiled. ‘Understood. So long as you don’t ask me for the title of the best book I’ve read recently.’




  There it was again, the ease between us.




  ‘Never,’ I said. ‘I can hesitate over that one so long because I’m trying to find a match for whoever’s asking, to think of something I’m sure they would

  think was perfect, that it leaves me tongue-tied . . .’




  We both laughed, and I felt a tightness inside me loosen for the first time in a long time.




  

    ‘I’m American,’ I said, when he asked.


  




  ‘You don’t sound it. I couldn’t place your accent, but I wouldn’t have guessed American.’




  ‘I’m kind of a hybrid.’




  ‘Meaning?’




  ‘My dad’s a New Yorker. My mother says she’s from Sussex, but her father was French. They met and then married in Paris. I went to school in France and England, college in the

  US, but I’ve lived in London for years.’




  ‘You live in London now, or here?’




  ‘In London. I’m just working here for a few days.’




  ‘What do you do?’ he asked.




  ‘I’m a translator.’




  He didn’t say, ‘Love of words again,’ or some other trite comment.




  ‘What kind of translating?’




  ‘A very ordinary kind. Commercial stuff mainly – advertising and promotional brochures, contracts.’




  It was hard to resist telling him how bored I was with the vapidity of it all, the false premises of product desirability, the ugliness of urban life, the hot rush of the tube trains, the jostle

  of the intent, white-faced crowds, the dirt, the sirens ripping through the nights. I almost did, then stopped myself, not wanting to sound negative or petulant, both of which I felt too often for

  comfort when I was overwhelmed by the city. I was only a few years out of college but already it felt as if I had taken a wrong turn and trapped myself.




  Did he sense some of that in my tone? ‘And if you weren’t translating?’




  ‘If I didn’t have to work, you mean?’ I asked, reminding him there was still an explanation due.




  ‘If you could do whatever you wanted every day.’




  ‘Apart from reading, obviously. I would love to translate books if I could get a commission. There are some fantastic French writers, like Pierre Magnan and Chloé Delaume, who

  aren’t often translated into English. I’d love to have a try myself, and really do them justice in my own way.’




  ‘Making the books into your own, partly?’




  ‘Well, you can’t do that, because you must always be faithful to someone else – to the details and the spirit of their work. But you’re right in a way; you can be subtly

  inventive and the joy of it would be to achieve that special balance.’




  ‘You’re a faithful kind of person, then?’




  ‘Always. It’s important.’ Then, realizing what he meant and how naive that sounded even though it was true, I laughed and said, ‘Are you, though? I suppose you’re

  married?’




  He shook his head very slowly, looking into my eyes. ‘No.’




  I failed to find an adequate response.




  ‘It will come, what you really want to do,’ he said, breaking the sudden awkwardness. ‘You’re still young.’




  ‘I can dream.’




  ‘Of course it can happen.’




  My face must have betrayed the scepticism I felt.




  ‘Why not?’ he asked. ‘It happened to me.’




  

    Dominic is a writer – of music. After college, he and a friend started a geo-technology business with one computer and a clever idea. Dom thought it might give him some

    kind of income while he worked on his music. He didn’t do much music for the next twenty years but the business did better than anyone could have predicted. And, as they sold just before

    the downturn, he’s considered doubly lucky – or astute, depending on your point of view. I could vaguely remember reading in the business section about his company, although it

    wasn’t so high-profile that I could have put his name to it. In any case, he would far rather people knew his name for a piece of music than as someone who made a pile of money.


  




  At Les Genévriers, he would disappear for hours into his music room. Notes floated out into the courtyard from the new piano he bought in Cavaillon, followed by expressive silences that

  suggested the transference of sound to paper, or computer screen, or the inner process of composing, or sometimes a siesta on the plump cushions of the sofa he installed there.




  That first summer, like the deepening love and understanding between us, the property kept growing. Armed with a fistful of medieval keys, we discovered new rooms, hidden chambers revealed below

  and beside the rooms we thought we already knew.




  The attached stone barn in the courtyard was the first surprise gift. When we finally managed to unlock it (a feat of strength the real estate agent had not managed), we found it was a large,

  light, and well-proportioned room with a tiled floor, plastered and whitewashed walls, and an enormous fireplace. Dom knew immediately what it was: his music room.




  Underneath this room was a flaking, splinted wooden door accessed from the sloping garden. We broke the obsolete lock, expecting to find a tool store or some such. Inside was a paved antechamber

  to a warren of caverns and Romanesque vaults. In the row of cottages, crudely modernized then abandoned, we found semi-underground chambers by the simple expedient of opening a cupboard door.




  And in these hidden places were the discarded objects we claimed as gifts from the house: a bad painting of a peace lily, a hoe, a vase, a set of ramekins pushed deep inside a kitchen cupboard,

  a pair of rubber boots, an iron birdcage, much rusted and with a broken catch.




  Dom’s laugh rang under the curved ceilings of the half-open cellars of the lower ground floor. Down there we found pillars and arches, and under these ribs of the main house, drifts of

  wine bottles, glass frosted opaque by long use. Up in the kitchen, where the units were ingeniously formed of cast-off wardrobe and cupboard doors, waited the spicy Vacqueyras wines celebrating

  both our territorial expansion and the happy expansion of ourselves.




  Outside, our northern pores sucked in the warm blue sky, the astringent bracers of rosemary and thyme, the dust of ages, and we looked at each other and smiled. A home of our own – and

  what a place!




  


     

  




  Chapter Four




  The visitors are still here.




  Bénédicte waits for them to go, holding herself tightly in her chair, pushing down the terrors that will follow if they do not. Breathing deeply, she makes herself see –

  behind her tightly closed eyes – the precious valley with its long southern screen of mountain.




  Beyond, in the rising hills to the east, the first shivers of the Alps heft the land further into the sky. There the fields are corded purple, forever that long-ago summer when she scythed and

  bent with the other girls, the women, and the elderly, to pick lavender flowers for the perfume factory.




  Higher still the land is stubbled with sheep. They say that each troop of sheep keeps the scents of its particular grazing land deep in its fleeces, so that its provenance can be established by

  what the nose detects in the matted, unwashed wool: thyme and dry rocks, acorn-mashed mud, slopes where the herb savory grows in abundance, the pollen of gentian fields, hollows where leaves rot

  with windblown spikes of lavender.




  Breathing slowly.




  Breathing in scents of the fields and sun-warmed stone.




  Hearing only the sound of a lightly running stream made by the wind in the trees.




  


     

  




  Chapter Five




  The approach to Les Genévriers is wide open.




  The Luberon hills are like a great wide curtain, falling in folds created by steep gorges. Like a stage backdrop behind our land; all paths south through the property seem to end in ridged blue

  hills that deepen with the passing of the day. By early evening, the folds are sharply delineated by black pleats, the crevasses that trap the dark.




  This property is not enclosed. We fling open all the flaking wooden shutters, and all is light and air. The blue is all-encompassing: the sky, the hills, the distant towns that cling to other

  hills along the valley, laid out before us.




  Living there, waking up to it each morning, I felt as if life – my real life, that was, the life I had always been hoping to have – had truly begun. In every way imaginable, I was

  happy, exhilarated even. And, at the core of it, I had found Dom, and he had found me. We were embarked on a new life together.




  Does this sound reckless? All I know is that I never thought this would happen to me, but when it did, I seized my chance.




  After the momentous meeting in Yvoire, he came back to Geneva with me, and we went out to dinner, walked for hours around the black, wind-ruffled lake lit on all sides with advertisements for

  the most expensive watches in the world. Indeed, it was one of those names that had provided the work that brought me to Switzerland.




  He pulled me in towards him. Against the light, he was a black outline with no visible features. We kissed, and I knew at the first, feather-light touch of his mouth that this was special.




  ‘Eve . . .’ he whispered.




  It’s not my real name. It’s what he called me for the first time that long, lamp-lit afternoon in the café by the lake. He likes to claim I was seriously suggesting he take a

  bite of the Château d’Yvoire’s ornamental cabbage in the Garden of Taste. It’s a gentle tease that stuck.




  ‘You’re not married?’ I asked him again.




  ‘I was,’ he said. ‘I’m not married any more.’




  The same thing happened the next night, nothing more, and the day after that I returned to London, my translating job finished. Dom went to stay with friends in Paris before he turned up in

  London a week or so later. We went to the theatre and to the Tate Modern. I tried to play it cool. So did he. But we both knew.




  

    So we went away together, to Italy: a flight to Naples, then a hydrofoil across the bay to the island of Ischia. Four days, it was supposed to be. As a freelance, I was able

    to juggle jobs. Arriving in Ischia’s harbour out of season in a lemon-yellow spring was like stepping into the set of a fifties movie. The jumbles of tall stucco houses perched over the

    water, the buzz of Vespa motor scooters, the shouting, and the sulphurous baths. In a hotel that was once a palazzo, we shared a bed with ridiculous gold silk sheets and stayed for a week. Until

    I met Dom, I never knew what it was like, physically, to find the perfect fit, to be aroused by a glance or a single passing contact. It was a revelation.


  




  So was he, that first night. He had a wonderful body, broad-shouldered with well-defined muscles; a physique that made sense of the athletic stride. I had not yet known a man who looked so

  strong yet was so skilled in gentleness.




  ‘Not an athlete so much as a swimmer,’ he said, in response to my admiring question. ‘Long-distance swimming. When I was much younger, I swam competitively.’




  ‘And you still do it, obviously.’




  ‘Not seriously, any more. I didn’t swim for a long time, but I went back to it a few years ago. Being alone with my thoughts, ploughing up and down my line in the pool, working out,

  body and mind. It helped a lot during a tough time.’




  ‘What kind of tough time?’




  ‘Oh, you know. Life, sometimes.’




  ‘Tell me,’ I said gently, tracing his upper arm with a fingertip.




  ‘I’d rather not talk,’ he said, pulling me over him with a smooth, sinuous movement.




  I did try asking again, much later, but he made it clear I should drop the subject. And so, I let it go. Who hasn’t had a tough time of some description? If I’m honest, at that stage

  in the affair, when I didn’t know how serious we were, any hint of trouble was only important in that it played to my bookish fantasies that somehow I would be the one to rescue him, the

  romantic heroine who would restore what he had lost.




  Reluctantly, we went back to the mainland, but didn’t move from Naples until two days later. In Menton, just across the border with France, we checked into a hotel with full business

  facilities, and I managed to finish one piece of work I had promised, and sent word to other regular clients that I would be on extended leave until further notice.




  We trailed blissfully and aimlessly along the French Riviera for a while, feeling decadent, of another age. Was this how it had been for all those rich artistic people: the Scott Fitzgeralds,

  the Bloomsburys, the Picassos and Somerset Maughams? It was idyllic. We were idyllic. The whole scenario was exciting, and fun, and all-consuming, and stage-managed, of course, but it was also a

  manifestation of a profound understanding between us, which had taken both of us unawares.




  I had never consciously looked for an older man, but know now that I shouldn’t have left it to chance. Dom was fifteen years older than me, and everything I hadn’t realized I’d

  wanted all along: confident and sophisticated but undercut with a vulnerable creative streak I understood all too well. We went back to London together and we stayed together.




  

    ‘I’m thinking of moving,’ he said one Sunday afternoon as we ambled around Hyde Park and the Serpentine Gallery in that semi-exiled way of self-obsessed

    lovers who had spent the whole morning in bed, and lunchtime, too.


  




  ‘Are you?’




  ‘I’ve had my eye on somewhere special. Somewhere I’ve always wanted to live, dig myself in, put down roots.’




  There it was again, that natural empathy we had. The idea of roots struck a chord with me. Deep down, throughout all the years I spent shuttling between divorced and still-warring parents and

  their separate continents, I yearned for somewhere I really knew as home.




  ‘I’ve looked at other places,’ he went on, ‘but this is the one that stays in my mind that everything else has to match up to. But nothing does compare. Like it’s

  cast a spell – I even dream about it!’




  ‘So – it’s what, a house – apartment?’




  ‘It’s an old farming hamlet. In Provence.’




  ‘You want to move to France?’ I asked weakly. A sudden shaft of pain in my chest expressed the dread I didn’t dare articulate. It was an effort to keep my voice even.




  ‘It’s the most beautiful spot. And I know the area well. My family used to rent a villa in the Luberon for summer holidays. We went back year after year while my sister and I were

  growing up. I think my parents would have liked to have bought somewhere there themselves, but couldn’t afford to, or thought it was impractical.’




  I knew by then that his father was a senior civil servant and his mother had stayed at home in the traditional way. His elder sister was a doctor, a general practitioner in Richmond. Dom talked

  vaguely about introducing me to his family, but it hadn’t yet happened.




  ‘Anyway, now there’s no reason I can’t buy a house there . . . as I say, it’s an extraordinarily beautiful place, and well, this is something I’ve always wanted to

  do. I really want to do this.’ He was speaking too quickly. Then he stopped walking, right in front of a Rebecca Warren sculpture titled Perturbation, My Sister, and faced me,

  searching for some answer he needed from my eyes.




  My heart pounded uncomfortably. I stared into the distance, sure he was about to tell me it was over between us, that this was the parting of the ways.




  ‘Come with me – come and see what you think. If you think you could live there.’ His delivery was offhand.




  Less than two weeks later, we were standing in the courtyard of Les Genévriers for the first time.




  

    That was how it began. A whirlwind and a new start: one that had immediate appeal. Perhaps it wasn’t as odd for me as it might have been for someone who had always lived

    within the same boundaries, in the same place, in the same country. Sure, I realized it was a risk, but I felt excited and optimistic rather than uncertain. It seemed like the outward expression

    of our joyous discovery of each other, our unexpected and intimate happiness.


  




  I didn’t ignore the practicalities. I decided not to sell my tiny flat in London but to rent it out furnished, which would cover the mortgage. I stored most of my assorted possessions at

  my mother’s house. In the end, all I brought with me were enough books to fill two bookcases, a laptop, and a suitcase of clothes.




  ‘I’ll still work, contribute my share,’ I said. ‘I like to work.’




  ‘You can do what you want. Why not find that special book to translate?’




  ‘You mean that?’




  ‘You know I do.’




  There’s always translation work around, and I did have every intention of finding out exactly what was available, but somehow I never got started. Dom. The landscape. The life of books and

  music. It was all enough. How lucky were we?




  There are plenty of cynics who would say that it was too good to be true.




  

    What did Dom see in me? I did wonder sometimes. Beyond the physical attraction, was it my lack of experience, the borrowed sophistication, the unblinking adoration in my eyes?

    Or just that I was happy to sit and read for days on end without asking anything more of him?


  




  In the early days of a relationship, we all pretend to be something we are not. It might be as simple as pretending to be more outgoing than we really are, or more tolerant, or feigning cool

  when we feel anything but. There are infinitely subtle grades of pretence. Perhaps I was pretending to be more self-sufficient than I felt, making a conscious effort not to repeat past mistakes of

  neediness and possessiveness, though with my family background it was obvious why I would be.




  A bad marriage and a worse divorce. It didn’t do any of us any good. I still hate any kind of confrontation. As a child, I made myself believe the myths my parents spun; the collusion was

  necessary, especially for my brother and me. I can let myself see it now, but I won’t mock self-delusion. In the pulling together to weave the fantasy, we were achieving the impossible dream:

  we were fastened securely together in the teeth of financial disasters, remorseless moves, separations, and fundamental incompatibility between husband and wife.




  But now, being with Dom was like being shaken awake. Everything was clearer, sharper; my senses were more acute. From the moment we met it was as though I had found the home I had always dreamed

  of having. I wanted to put down roots, deep and lasting ones.




  

    That summer, the house and its surroundings became ours. Or, rather, his house; our life there together, a time reduced in my memory to separate images and impressions:

    mirabelles – the tart orange plums like incandescent bulbs strung in forest-green leaves; a zinc-topped table under a vine canopy; the budding grapes; the basket on the table, a large bowl;

    tomatoes ribbed and plump as harem cushions; thick sheets and lace second-hand from the market, and expensive new bedcovers that look as old as the rest; lemon sun in the morning pouring through

    open windows; our scent in the linen sheets. Stars, the great sweep of the Milky Way making a dome overhead. I have never seen such bright stars, before or since.


  




  After several abortive attempts to penetrate the arcane bureaucracy of France Telecom – including a trip to Cavaillon, where we waited hours in a store only to be told to come back with

  more documentation – we made a conscious decision to live as simply as possible. Not for ever, but for now. With the prospect of major building work, Dom suggested, there was no point in

  spending weeks trying to install telephone and Internet lines only to have to jump through more hoops to replace them later. For a while, apart from a couple of mobile phones that didn’t

  always pick up the unreliable signal, we would absent ourselves from the modern world.




  And so we did, just as we embraced decrepitude, from the house’s small sighs as more plaster cracked and fell, to the dry bodies of dead insects and husks of scorpions. None of it

  mattered. It was a kind of release from the normal worries associated with owning a house. All would be fixed in the end; fixed but not spoiled.




  Besides, the place contained a history. In the wooden lintel of the oldest part, what must originally have been a simple cottage, is carved the date 1624. A lopsided stone arch at the end of the

  main house, which would once have let carts into the courtyard, bears testament to its construction in 1887.




  We filled the main house with relics and prizes from the local brocantes, the second-hand flea markets. However badly rusted, flaking, dented it was, we were charmed by each item.

  Cast-offs, objects near the end of their life, their usefulness already given to other people in other settings, could play out their final years for us, until they crumbled finally into the dust

  that fell steadily from the ceilings and walls.




  Baked red tiles on the ground floor – tomettes – stamped with incident, finger and animal prints, like fossils, told a possible tale of the playful farm dog who would not obey

  and came running across the earthy work while it was still wet. There were stains on some of the tiles in the kitchen that might have been there for generations. I rubbed and scrubbed and sanded,

  but the evidence of bygone carelessness – an eye taken off a great pan on the range, a bowl of boiling hot soup sent flying from the table – remained indelible.




  After a while, I began to relax into it, to accept that the place would never be completely, surgically clean; that was impossible. Live with the dust. Live in the dust; call it a light dusting

  of magic.




  I was talking about this to Fernand, one of the village elders who came down the track one day and introduced himself. He was friendly and helpful, and had soon organized a small team of

  gardeners for us, led by a hard-working but lugubrious individual called Claude.




  Fernand nodded sagely. All these tiles were handmade, he said, some were perhaps a hundred years old. ‘Chaque tuile a son secret . . . cherchez-le!’ he said. Each tile has its

  secret – look for it!




  And that was exactly what it felt like we were doing, looking for delicious secrets. Discoveries: not only about the buildings, but about ourselves. I don’t think I have ever felt closer

  to anyone. It scared me a bit, the depth of the intimacy, as if on one level it couldn’t be sustained. Maybe that tells you all you need to know about the person I used to be before I met

  Dom.




  

    As the great range of hills slumbered in evening shades of rust and indigo, we listened to soupy jazz on the CD player. We’d cook together, drinking rosé and

    talking in companionable murmurs.


  




  Sometimes we’d light the sconce on the wall outside the kitchen. It is a sinister creation: a disembodied arm emerges from a wrought-iron picture frame, extending a candle. It was left by

  a previous occupant; we would almost certainly not have bought such a grotesque artefact; yet we left it hanging there, and often lit it.




  Inside and out, pools of light burned from hurricane lamps, candelabras, chandeliers, tea lights, and the rusty lantern we found in the courtyard and used on the dining table on the terrace.




  During the long, gilded evenings, we touched compulsively as we exchanged our stories, raking over their import gently, as unhurried as the tide stroking a beach of pebbles.




  ‘Happy?’ asked Dom.




  ‘Very happy.’




  The glow lit a green-gold lace of our fingerprints on the neck of the wine bottle. His warm brown hands took mine. His eyes were soft and utterly serious. ‘This is exactly what I’ve

  always wanted,’ he said. ‘I’ve never been as happy as I am with you, here. Thank you for coming, thank you . . . for everything.’




  ‘It’s me who should be telling you that,’ I said, leaning over to kiss him. ‘You’re the one who’s made all this happen. All this . . . it’s just

  enchanted!’




  He put a hand up to my face. ‘I adore you, you know that, don’t you?’




  I smiled even wider. ‘I love you too. More than I can say.’




  ‘It just feels right, doesn’t it?’




  I nodded, suddenly overcome by the magnitude of our good fortune.




  The isolated flowering of lights in the valley beyond. Nights warm as black velvet. I loved those evenings. I had never felt so completely at ease, so close to another person, so happy, so

  lucky, so loved and loving.




  Throughout all those evenings, he never said a word.




  


     

  




  Chapter Six




  That summer there was much talk of La Crise, the world’s financial crisis. It was brought up by everyone who came to the house, from the gardeners to the man who sold us

  the desk at the brocante market in L’Isle-sur-la-Sorgue, to the builders who came to estimate the cost of the renovations we needed, and naturally needed to judge whether we would be

  good for the considerable costs involved.




  When the local newspapers weren’t full of financial worries, layoffs at fruit-packing plants and the crystallized-fruit factories, and falling prices for the farmers, they were reporting a

  series of local girls who had gone missing.




  We heard the talk and saw the headlines, but we managed not to register any of it. We took refuge in our foreign status, bound up in our own little world, where nothing could touch us.




  

    Dom, dressed in worn T-shirts and filthy jeans, seemed in his element ripping into the overgrown parts of the garden. We both soaked up the sun, moving fallen stones, digging

    and pulling. I loved the way that sheer physicality meshed with our more aesthetic pursuits; it seemed a perfect balance. One afternoon, we saved Pomona, goddess of fruits and gardens. She was

    lying in the bottom of the abandoned, mossy swimming pool, legs broken in the green rainwater shallows.


  




  Dom knew who she was, because he had already been introduced to one of her other likenesses at the salvage yard on the Avignon road. He was becoming a regular there, what with his search for a

  mantelpiece for the main living room and his grand designs for the garden.




  Together we managed to haul out what remained of the statue (head and torso and one arm), cleaned her battered body (but not too much), and propped her up against a wall, where she slumped,

  exhausted, a study in survival against the odds.




  ‘Do you think she might preside over us?’ I asked. ‘When she recovers, obviously.’




  He laughed, still out of breath. ‘I’d hope so, after all that.’




  ‘We could find her a nice spot.’




  ‘A plinth!’




  He found her one, too: a plain cube of sandstone. After a visit from a blacksmith, she was fixed in place and installed below the terrace, framed by another of the faux-Roman stone arches. She

  sat well there, holding her tray of petrified fruit and flowers, the coy tilt of her head drawing the eye down the grassy slope.




  I liked the way the roughness of surfaces was a part of the setting, the wide, descending terraces held up by broken stone walls. Nothing was overdone – the reverse, in fact; it all looked

  as if it had been thrown together, weeds and dying plants all part of the whole.




  Inspired by Pomona, Dom was back at the reclamation yard as soon as the bones of the garden were laid out. A Greek boy, pox-ridden with lichen, cast an anguished look back at the house from the

  parterre; what should perhaps have been a parting glance had it not been petrified into a stare. Fragments of old stone pillars and pediments were placed to amuse: a granite pineapple; a hand that

  seemed to beckon as it rested on the low wall leading to the pool, a leaking basin of green water.




  

    For about five days that first August, the hills bruised purple under black clouds. The wind whipped up and temperatures plummeted.


  




  The gardeners were downcast. ‘We never know what to do with ourselves when it rains in the summer,’ said Claude.




  We reminded them that there had been no significant rainfall here for five years, and the water-storing bassins and underground reserves needed replenishment. Everyone had told us that.

  The architect had been particularly keen to explain how the drought had worsened the fracturing of interior walls.




  The men shrugged. It was true, of course, but that didn’t make the loss of sunshine any easier to bear.




  Dom pointed down the valley. ‘That’s full of cloud and mist on autumn mornings. It looks like snowfields.’




  He could have left it there and I would have assumed he was just speaking generally.




  ‘And the garden is full of wild flowers again – the moisture must bring them out,’ he went on.




  ‘How do you know?’




  He barely missed a beat. ‘Rachel and I came up here.’




  It seemed an odd way to phrase it. As if he was using simplicity to cover a great deal more information.




  ‘You brought her here, to this house?’




  There was a pause, as if he had given himself away. As if he hadn’t thought before speaking and wished he had. ‘Sh—she brought me, actually.’




  ‘Why didn’t you say?’




  ‘Does it matter?’




  I knew about Rachel by then, of course I did. She was Dom’s wife – his ex-wife, rather. She was one of the reasons we would definitely not be getting married any time soon, no matter

  how well our relationship worked out, and it was all fine, really. He had no desire to get married again, and I respected that. It was a golden time; what we had was so precious we were happy just

  to be.




  

    Looking back though, there had been clues.


  




  The day we saw Les Genévriers for the first time. I remember asking that day, sensing there was a clear difference emerging between me and his ex-wife: ‘Did Rachel not like

  Provence?’




  And he laughed. ‘What makes you say that?’




  ‘It just seemed—’




  ‘She loved Provence,’ he said. ‘Never wanted to leave.’




  ‘Where does she live now?’ I asked, aware suddenly that I knew very little about her present circumstances and had never thought to wonder.




  But the real estate agent was approaching again, urging us towards another door he had managed to open with the great ball of rusty keys, and the question was lost through another sequence of

  stone-flagged rooms and their echoes.




  And now that we were immersed in each other, in the landscape and the house, Rachel was the one subject we never discussed.




  


     

  




  Chapter Seven




  Bénédicte has never believed in ghosts.




  Yet the house is full of spirits. Wherever she looks, in every corner is the outline, in her mind’s eye, of a person who once occupied it, of an object that once stood there, right back to

  Grandfather Gaston, leaving his hunter’s pouch at the door and threading small birds on skewers to cook over the fire, and Mémé Clémentine in her dusty black skirts, busy

  chopping vegetables or kneading dough at the kitchen table. Maman and Papa, Marthe and Pierre; the Poidevins, the Barberoux, and the Marchesi, the tenant families. Old Marcel, who lived out the

  back by the sheepfold, who worked here man and boy, jack of all trades. Bénédicte’s great friend Arielle Poidevin, who was the same age.




  Only Bénédicte remains.




  She takes a deep breath, and then speaks clearly and slowly:




  

    The haunting began . . . one afternoon in late summer.


  




  It was one of those days so intensely alive and aromatic, you could hear as well as smell the fig tree in the courtyard. Wasps hummed in the leaves as the fruit ripened and split; globes of

  warm, dark purple were dropping, ripping open as they landed with sodden gasps.




  I remember it all so vividly. The pulse that pumped out the sweet, heady scent was quickening as I bent down to pick the fallen figs, then pulled them apart to find insects already drunk on

  their scarlet hearts.




  For nearly three weeks, the heat had not abated; dense heat that sends you to sleep between the hours of three and five in the afternoon. But it was coming to an end. I could feel it in the air,

  the sky was subtly changed, closer down to earth, the light was flattening. Soon it would become heavy and begin to press down. Then the first drops of rain would come, splashing the wounded fruit;

  then the first flash of lightning.




  For now, though, the full trees swayed in the remaining sun, taking the wind. The light in the courtyard dipped and dappled across the ground, painting underwater scenes on the patchy grass and

  earth.




  I remember going inside, my senses heightened.




  Breaths of basil and mint and rosemary rose from the pots outside the kitchen door. The wandering cat that came by from time to time brushed by my legs, releasing hot, dry earth and animal

  rankness in musky gusts. The scents made me think of Marthe, of course.




  The shutters in the kitchen were closed, but I do recall that the room seemed strangely light. The upholstery on my mother’s old chair by the black iron stove was starkly defined so that

  the green-and-red pattern seemed to spring renewed from the shiny grey sheen of long use. I sat down in it and half-closed my eyes.




  For a few moments, all was drowsy calm. Then a shadow fell, calling me back to consciousness.




  A small figure had stolen in. It was my brother, Pierre. He was standing, waiting expectantly in front of the hearth, silent, as if his intention was perfectly clear. That was so typical that I

  simply took no notice. You had to play it like that with him, or you would give away more than you had intended, and he would get the better of you, as usual.




  I raised myself reluctantly and went to the larder, taking out the basket of vegetables I had cut to cook that evening. It was never a good idea to give Pierre the impression you had time on

  your hands.




  ‘You can help if you like,’ I said sleepily. ‘About time you did something to help me, for a change.’




  He didn’t reply but followed me over to the worktable and stood by, leaning insolently against the wall, still in silence, eyes large and dark in a muddy face under matted hair, bony bare

  knees badged with their usual bruises and gashes from boys’ adventures in the woods.




  I put tomatoes on the chopping board, unable to shake off the afternoon torpor. The whirr of cicadas outside intensified. A few minutes must have passed before a jolt returned me to reality.




  There was no Pierre. How could there have been?




  I blinked hard and turned around. The wall was blank. The kitchen was darkened by the shutters. In front of me, the tomatoes on the board were rough, red shapes in a mess of seeds. Slowly,

  shakily, I put down the knife. I was alone, as usual. A rumble of thunder raked the air overhead.




  That was the day it began.




  

    It upset me greatly. What was I to make of a vision of Pierre, more than fifty years after he had been that muddy ten-year-old boy? Pierre, after all these years.


  




  There were three siblings in our generation of the family: a family that had lived at Les Genévriers for so many generations that no one knew how many. Marthe was the first, born in 1920;

  Pierre followed three years later; and I was the youngest, arriving on the last day of 1925.




  For hours after Pierre’s visitation, my heart beat too vigorously. I felt light-headed yet my limbs were like lead as I moved slowly through the rooms on my usual round, from the kitchen

  to the little sitting room where I now have my bed, through the hall to the bathroom. I was aware that I was holding my head rigidly, staring straight ahead, not wanting – not daring –

  to look into the periphery of my sight, into the corners of the rooms. When the light flickered, as it always did when the wind shook the leaf shade in the courtyard against the clear, bright sky,

  I jumped and had to clasp my chest and stop, the breath caught in my throat.




  He was there, or so I imagined, in every sudden shadow and burst of sunlight through the glass above the big door into the courtyard. At any moment, the ever-shifting patterns of brightness and

  dark I had always known and loved, which gave this place such life, might bring him back into view, as he once was: Pierre in his child form, the boy with the wild, demonic streak. The capacity he

  had for coming out ahead no matter how unpropitious the circumstances. The glee with which he would torture stag beetles with lighted sticks, or hook ever-larger objects on to their pincer-like

  antlers to see how much they could pull. His pinches that left dark stains on my arm. What if . . .




  No, I could not think it. I am the sensible one. I don’t think that way. My imagination is poor, with none of the inventive associations of his, or Marthe’s. I take after my

  grandmother, Mémé Clémentine: hard-working, frugal, and practical, with no time for silliness.




  


     

  




  Chapter Eight




  By August we were sleeping with all the windows thrown open. That was why, when I became aware of the scent, I assumed it had come from outside.




  It was a voluptuous scent: vanilla with rose and the heart of ripe melons, held up by something sterner, a leather maybe, with a hint of wood smoke. The first time it stole into my

  consciousness, I was half-wakeful in the early hours, in the act of coming around from one dream before settling into another.




  I allowed it to envelop me, this pleasant, slightly heady aroma. It was a lovely sensation, as if my reverie was so sensuous that it had a tangible perfume. Warm and content in the bed with Dom

  sleeping beside me, I was wrapped in this delicious concoction.
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