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Only in France
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The Provençal town of Apt, capital of the Luberon National Park, rests in a cradle of pine-filled hills. It’s a pretty, but not arresting place, and a photograph of the centre would rarely make it into anyone’s holiday album, always being passed over like a plain girl at a ball in favour of the more gaudy delights of Roussillon, Bonnieux and Gordes. A handful of cafés are scattered where the main street finally breaks the banks of surrounding shops, and here people sip on short black coffees and watch the bustling crowd. Apt is nearly always busy. Hazard lights wink like chains of Christmas illuminations, particularly around the main square – the home of the sous-préfecture of the Vaucluse. This mighty instrument of government pulls in thousands of people a year in pursuit of the multitude of licences so intrinsic to life in France. Today my wife, Tanya, and I have joined the magnetised throng.


We are waiting in a seminar room in one of the many administrative buildings. About twenty plastic seats are arranged round a large U-shaped table, but demand for the course we are attending is such that several people have to stand. In front of us there’s a whiteboard covered with confusing acronyms. They stretch from the ceiling to the floor in five eye-blurring columns. There’s also an overhead projector displaying an intimidating



flow chart. The air in the room is hot, wet and soporific. The two-hour programme hasn’t even begun and I’ve already had several disturbing flashbacks to the dead hours I spent imbibing banal facts at school.


There’s a single window, with the blind pulled half down. Outside, it is still sheeting with rain. The muffled progress of a marker pen across the whiteboard and the incessant thump of raindrops on thin glass are the only sounds. Looking across at Tanya, I see that water is dripping from her blonde hair on to the virgin sheets of her notepad. Our clothes are soaked through as a result of the miserable half-hour we’ve spent traipsing the streets trying to find the right location, stumbling into doctors’ surgeries and insurance offices before alighting on the nondescript building that is the Salle d’Anpe. Tanya has a perplexed look on her face as she etches slowly in capitals on her paper. The lead smudges as she completes the phrase ‘THIS BETTER BE WORTH IT’ and underlines it three times. Bored, I swing on my chair, just catching myself as the legs begin a backwards cartwheel.


Finally the organiser of the course finishes writing on the board. He’s a young man in his mid- to late thirties, perhaps a couple of years older than us. His hair has been shaved to a gossamer layer, which emphasises his angular nose and long, thin face. After laying a battered briefcase on the table – made of the type of aged leather favoured by Oxbridge academics – he smiles warmly and introduces himself in French as Gautier. ‘I hope today’s course can be as interactive as possible. I really want to encourage people to speak about their projects.’


The word ‘interactive’ induces immediate fear. Despite nearly a year in France, my French is still somewhat limited and humiliation beckons. In the past my mistakes have included mixing up mobile phones and drinking water – ‘portable’ and ‘potable’ – and mispronouncing ‘orage’ and ‘orange’: I thought I was making small talk about a storm; the shopkeeper thought I was trying to



buy some oranges. Some days I felt I could speak the language reasonably, but on others my confidence deserted me. Today I knew my limit and addressing a room full of people in French was definitely beyond me, so I looked across at my wife.


Tanya’s mother had been brought up in Montreal and spoke fluent French. From an early age she’d talked to her children in the language, and although Tanya sometimes forgot vocabulary, she spoke nearly faultlessly. Unfortunately Tanya is also a mimic, a tease and endlessly mischievous.


At that moment these were qualities I could have lived without.


‘I’m not saying a word,’ she whispered.


I kicked her under the table and gave an imploring look.


She grinned and mouthed, ‘It will be good for you.’


Gautier removed a wooden conductor’s baton from his briefcase and pointed it with a flourish at the girl two to my left. ‘Now, if everybody can explain why they are here.’


The chosen girl must have been barely twenty and her skin flushed red with nerves as she began to talk. The more she spoke, the more confused I became. The presentation touched on issues like sourcing a cheap supply of essential oil, the age profile of the potential clientele and the availability of a loan to purchase a €5,000 table. After she finished, I wrote a message to Tanya – ‘A masseuse??’


Before I could read Tanya’s reply, Gautier waved his baton with the flair of a maestro and randomly selected the next person, another girl. This time the subject was aromatherapy. Using herbs and nut extracts from the Luberon, the girl had built up a range of products that she used to cure people’s allergies. A half-hour session with her cost about €30, but she promised to be able to treat maladies ranging from hay fever to insomnia.


I looked down at my notepad, where Tanya had written, ‘Are you sure this course is for market traders?’


I’d thought that at the end of the morning we would be free



to work in any market from Cannes to Calais, but with every passing second I was becoming more doubtful – why would the morning need to be interactive? Were we going to role-play selling a kilo of vegetables or dealing with customer complaints? And what about the aromatherapist and the masseuse? Either this session would witness the birth of a new breed of spa markets or it was time to collect our notepads and leave.


Unfortunately it was too late. Gautier’s baton was already dancing in the air. It wavered like a divining stick between Tanya and myself, offering us both the opportunity to speak. ‘I see you are English. Are you setting up a gîte?’ he asked.


Just breathe, I advised myself in my head as I began to speak.


But within seconds I’d made my biggest mistake, and it wasn’t grammatical – naïvely I started at the beginning of our complex story, leaving me a full ten minutes of difficult dialogue before I could hope to stop. After twenty seconds most of the other people on the course were ignoring me and taking down the information on the whiteboard. At the minute mark there were only two people still listening: Tanya and Gautier. After two minutes Tanya was doodling and Gautier was aimlessly twirling his baton.


My aim at the outset had been to summarise just how Tanya and I came to be in the room. Two years ago we’d been un-distinguishable from any other professional couple in London. I worked as a lawyer at a large London firm, and Tanya in marketing in the entertainment industry. From the beginning of my legal career the long hours and dreary documents drained me of enthusiasm and I couldn’t escape the feeling that my life was somehow pre-packaged. Provided I worked super-humanly hard and sacrificed most of my personal life, material wealth would accrue. I could of course have changed jobs within the City, but that was like being forced to select from a limited range of ready meals, knowing that whatever choice I made it would be bland and unexciting.


Fortunately Tanya had a solution – from an early age she’d been fascinated by the south of France. The strong smells of lavender, wild herbs and sticky pines, the luscious blue of the sky and the fragile clarity of the light. Since our relationship began, we’d holidayed amid the olive trees and the vines, soaking up the song of the cicadas and drinking rosé. To us, there had always been something magical about a glass of pale-pink wine in the sunshine. It was synonymous with long, lazy afternoons filled with idle conversation, tables sagging with cold meats and cheeses, tarts and fresh fruit, where only the curtain of darkness separated one meal from another. And so two years ago we’d taken a sabbatical from our careers and had hared around France trying to win a bet and find the palest rosé in the land, but when autumn had arrived, we’d returned to London and the dissatisfaction had crept back into our lives.


Gradually an idea evolved – we wanted to set up a bar that offered a wine list composed exclusively of rosés. It would be called La Vie en Rosé, and it would be the first bar of its type in France. Work would become a pleasure. The challenges of sourcing different wines and then creating an atmosphere where people could enjoy them began to dominate my thinking. Without realising it, I was falling deeper and deeper into the world of wine. Every new bottle I tasted was a journey – picturing the heat-baked soil or the squall of rain before the harvest, which manifested itself in that touch of extra acidity as I sipped. Life in the wine industry offered new discoveries each day, and where better to enjoy them than the home of rosé – Provence. Against the advice of our friends, we gave up our jobs, finally quit our secure life in London and headed to France to try to make this dream a reality.


We spent the summer holding small rosé festivals on the terraces of various bars in Provence and the Côte d’Azur, serving Sancerre to the jet set as they idled on sun loungers or persuading the locals to relinquish their pastis and replace it with



rosé. While our contemporaries sweated their way to work in London, we meandered through shady cobbled streets, wheeling trolleys of new stock to the latest bar. Rather than look out of the window at another glass-clad office block, we marvelled at the sympathetic curves of the archways in Uzès, or the blue canvas of the sea framed by the multicoloured parasols of the Cannes beach clubs.


When we weren’t working, we were busy looking for our own bar, hunting in the pine-clad hills of the Var and the Luberon, always dreaming of discovering a run-down property we could convert into our future. But as purchase after purchase fell through, our thoughts turned to returning home. The cost of running a bar proved to be much higher than we’d anticipated. Alcohol licences retailed at about €20,000, and legislation prohibited any new bar from being established within 50 metres of an existing one. Unfortunately the prices for existing bar businesses were invariably hugely inflated.


Finally we discovered a place that seemed perfect – a derelict bar high in the hills on the edge of the Luberon National Park. There was a crumbling terrace with panoramic views over the surrounding valleys and an old house in which we could live. The price was surprisingly cheap. Retrospectively it was obviously too good to be true, but it was only after we had put down a deposit that we discovered plans to build a sewage farm at the bottom of the land. We pulled out of the purchase.


Just as we were on the verge of giving up and returning home, we realised our idea could work on a much simpler level – in the markets. There was a market in one village or another every day of the week, and in the summer they were busier than a pre-Christmas high street. There were no requirements for an alcohol licence, and the price for a 2-metre pitch was €2. We would never make a fortune, but it seemed perfectly possible to create a reasonable life for ourselves touring the village markets and making a name as wine merchants who specialised in rosé.



And what locations to work in – under the shade of century-old plane trees, or in the lee of medieval châteaux, always looking up at the unique blue of the region’s skies.


Despite our disappointments, it was too exciting a prospect to give up and so two days ago, on a sunny late-September morning, we’d driven a car full of wine into Apt with the intention of selling it in the town’s market. We’d been told by the traders that all we needed to do to secure a pitch was to turn up at 7 a.m. and speak to the police municipale.


We’d made our way through the market, past the other vendors, who were already snapping apart table legs and laying out boards on which to display their wares. Vans were parked across the street with their boots raised so that we could make out all sorts of neatly stacked goods inside – wicker tubs of olives, brightly coloured Provençal linen precisely folded into neat creases, boxes full of saucissons and rows of pesto jars. Each successive vehicle held a new palate of colours and assortment of aromas. To our left, a narrow street bent away towards the church. Amid the shadows cast by the encroaching buildings, traders had laid out ornate rugs and assorted furniture carved from dark woods. Spice sticks had been lit and lanterns, with the carved casings of the Orient, hung over the cobbles.


Nearer the centre of town, the road widened into a large square in front of the sous-préfecture – an imposing building bedecked with French flags. Two grand balustraded staircases led up to oak doors with heavy wrought-iron handles. We passed the mobile boucheries and fromageries, which were arranged in a semicircle at the base of the stairs, and spotted the small cubbyhole office of the police municipale. Having knocked on the door, we entered.


Minutes later we’d been disabused of the notion that market trading in France would be easy. The police had asked for our trading licence, our social security numbers and proof of insurance. I’d rather lamely handed over my passport in the hope



that the rules might be different for foreigners, but instead of a place in the market we’d been handed an enrolment form for this course.


‘And so,’ I concluded, ‘I think the gendarme must have given us the wrong form.’


‘No,’ said Gautier, ‘you’re in the right place, though the course is not just for market traders; it’s to help people set up new businesses. But selling wine is tough. How will it work?’


The question was sympathetic, but Gautier might as well have been a medieval torturer tightening a thumbscrew. I had to speak again. Glancing sideways at Tanya, I saw she was grinning at my ordeal as I began my explanation.


Traditionally pink wine had been seen as a poor cousin to red and white wines. Vignerons had kept their rosé in a forgotten vat at the back of the cave, periodically chucking in some sulphur to prolong its life. As a result rosé had become synonymous with head- and stomach aches. Hardy hunters swigged it in bars early in the morning, but no one was foolish enough to drink it with food, except of course the tourists.


In the last five years, however, the reputation of rosé had changed dramatically. Vignerons noted that those vineyards which produced good pink wine sold out quickly. In a stagnant wine market, making an excellent rosé could help ensure the survival of the family business. And as the quality of rosé improved, so demand increased. We’d discovered that it was not unusual for sommeliers at Michelin-starred restaurants to recommend rosé to accompany meals. Pink wine had suddenly become trendy – superstars like Kate Moss were pictured swigging it on the beach, and teenagers sipped it from straws in nightclubs.


Then there was our visit to the newest and hippest of Saint-Tropez’s beach clubs – Nikki Beach. Surrounded by dazzling white umbrellas and staff straight from a film set, we observed bottle after bottle being drained. The demand for rosé was such that the bar didn’t even sell red or white wine. By the end of



the afternoon the bottles were so large that the waitresses had to bend on one knee and hoist the rosé on to their elfin shoulders to pour.


‘If we can just get the formula right, then rosé will sell,’ I finished.


‘Bon,’ said Gautier, still unconvinced, and pointed dramatically with his baton at the next person. Perhaps his way of relieving boredom was conducting an imaginary symphony in his head.


For the next hour we sat and listened as everybody in the room outlined their plans. Gautier then explained the tax implications of setting up a business in France, which was very expensive – before we even sold a bottle of wine, the government would expect us to pay over €2,000 in social security contributions – and the list of grants we could apply for, if, that is, we were under twenty-five, or had been born within the environs of the Luberon National Park, or were selling produce we’d made ourselves, or had a carbon-neutral business. Everybody in the room managed to fit themselves into one category or other except us.


This was followed by a discussion about our social responsibilities as small-business owners. Most of the vocabulary was beyond me and for the last ten minutes of the session I followed the path of raindrops down the window, amusing myself by guessing whether they would turn right or left. A yawn from Tanya triggered the same response from me. The air grew stickier and my head repeatedly dropped, only to jerk back up like a yo-yo. Finally it happened – I fell asleep, lurching forwards and scattering paper everywhere as my head hit the table. Two minutes later the other attendees filed out and I woke myself up with an enormous snore.


Leaving me in an embarrassed daze, Tanya gathered up the various papers and forms we’d been given and approached Gautier. Despite the intensive two-hour interactive course, we were still no clearer about how to get our market-trading licence.


‘You’re supposed to apply in Avignon, but you can get the right papers through the basement window opposite the Caisse d’Epargne.’


‘So we didn’t need to come on this course?’ asked Tanya.


‘No.’


We both glanced across at the whiteboard full of information about the taxation of small businesses and the confusing acronyms detailing the various subsidies to which we weren’t entitled.


‘At least you had a nice sleep,’ consoled Tanya, as we walked away.


Outside, the rain had stopped, but streams still ran through the gutters. Passing cars kicked waves of water on to the pavement, and pedestrians glanced anxiously skywards, waiting for the next deluge. Splashing our way back to the sous-préfecture, we stopped as advised opposite the Caisse d’Epargne. We’d just been discussing how surreal our lives had become – from city slickers to seminars about the medicinal properties of Luberon pine-nut oil – unaware that things were about to become even more perverse.


In front of us was a queue of people, and at its head, despite the weather and the slippery streets, a man was lying flat on the pavement. He was dressed in army fatigues, and on the ground next to him was a long canvas bag that appeared to house a shotgun. The man was fumbling in his pockets for something. In London I would have presumed we were witnessing a botched hold-up, but the locals walking past showed not the slightest bit of interest. Apparently this type of behaviour had become quite normal.


Joining the queue, we learnt that two weeks ago the majority of the administrative functions of the sous-préfecture in Apt had been transferred to Avignon. This meant that everybody who, for example, needed a hunting or a driving licence theoretically had to travel an hour to Avignon. The government had, however, underestimated the determination of the Provençaux,



particularly since it was September and the hunting season had just begun. All around us the Luberon hills echoed to the report of gunfire, and as well as offering cigarettes, tabacs now also sold munitions de chasse. There were wild boar in the hills waiting to be killed, and somebody had noticed that while the relevant office in Apt might have closed, the staff could be reached in another way.


The system worked like this: a metal railing divided the street from the administrative building, and only the topmost part of a large basement window could be reached through the fence. To speak to the civil servants, either one had to squat or lie on the pavement. Given the average length of a consultation, lying was proving to be the more popular. Old or young, the procedure was the same – you stood against the wall, queued in the shadow of the building and then lay flat on the ground and poked the necessary papers through the railings.


After twenty minutes it was our turn. Following my performance in the seminar, I decided to let Tanya take the lead. With her head resting in her hand, and her elbow planted in a crack in the pavement, Tanya began talking through the grille. The civil servant dealing with us was a woman with short-cropped black hair, a knitted jumper and a calf-length skirt. The woman’s eyes were concealed behind thick-framed glasses. She might have looked terribly officious were it not for the fact that she was standing on a table, one leg planted precariously either side of a computer keyboard, as she struggled to hand pieces of paper through the window.


Another mitigating factor was her complete disorganisation. Just as she was passing a leaflet upwards, she changed her mind, jumped back down from her desk and crossed to a filing cabinet laden with piles of paper. Each stack was held down with the help of a piece of fruit used as a paperweight. Whether this was part of an innovative staff health campaign or just an expedient way of using one’s lunch remains unclear to me.


In any event the woman lifted an apple and an orange out of the way and retrieved various pieces of paper. Then halfway back to the window, she changed her mind, replaced one form underneath the orange (I could have sworn this initially came from the apple pile) and instead lifted up a pear. Back wobbling on her table, she patiently explained the documents we would need to produce to get our market licence: our marriage certificate (dated within the last three months), a copy of the lease for our house, a copy of an electricity bill under three months old, a copy of an electricity bill over six months old, our passports and a letter from our landlord approving our proposed activity.


We had of course heard stories of the French penchant for unnecessary bureaucracy but it was still hard to understand the purpose of each particular bit of paper. There were also some requirements that we would be unable to meet. We’d only just moved into our house and hadn’t yet received our first electricity bill, so would we really have to wait until we had a bill that was six months old? And what of the requirement to produce our marriage certificate, dated within the last three months? Our certificate was six years old.


Now wasn’t the time to get into a discussion. Tanya was shivering on the ground, and more dark clouds were rushing over the hills. We thanked the woman and resolved to return to our house and see what documents we could produce.


To sensible people, the previous three hours would have served as a warning – starting a legal relationship with the French state wasn’t to be undertaken lightly. But sensible people didn’t give up their jobs in London, make presentations in barely intelligible French about their fledgling rosé business and then lie on the pavement in a puddle, surrounded by dog merde while trying to obtain a market licence. Sensible people woke up every morning, got on the Tube and went to work in a well-paid job.


At least we knew where we stood. Regardless of bureaucracy, we wanted to become market traders as quickly as possible.
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Les Pignons
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Our home village of Lourmarin is not a place you just happen upon. Protected by the broad sweep of the river Durance to the south, it shelters on the Mediterranean side of the Luberon. During our travels through France Tanya and I had passed close on a number of occasions. We’d visited vineyards in the immediate environs, we’d observed the pastiche of mismatched houses unified into a picturesque whole by the towers of the two churches and the salt-shaker-shaped belfry, but we’d never had time to stop and explore. The road network, it seemed, conspired to sweep away the hurried or uninquisitive – the main regional cities of Marseille and Aix are reached by crossing the Durance in Cadenet, 5 kilometres away, and because Apt is accessible from Lourmarin only by taking a sinuous track through the hills, most motorists enter the northern Luberon via Cavaillon to the west or Manosque to the east.


As a result we’d dreamed of setting up our rosé business in any number of villages – Gordes and Goult, which are close neighbours to Apt, the for ever chi-chi Saint-Rémy and the sleepily Mediterranean La Cadière d’Azur – but Lourmarin had never been mentioned. Then three weeks ago, at the beginning of September, after our final attempt to buy a bar had fallen through and we’d almost given up hope of finding somewhere



to live in France, the phone had rung. Within minutes of seeing the suggested property we’d suffered what the French refer to as a coup de coeur, or blow to the heart.


Our house, or more accurately apartment, is 2 kilometres outside Lourmarin. It’s approached by a bumpy road, to the left of which is a grove of immaculately groomed olive trees. To the right, there is a field full of lush vines, with a conical-shaped stone building known as a borrie in one corner. Traditionally a peasant would construct a borrie to store his tools or shelter from the mistral, safe in the knowledge that in the absence of wind or work he could always use it to hide from his wife.


There’s a natural ramp in the road that takes a chunk out of the undercarriage of the car every time we pass. The track then bends round the back of a sprawling farmhouse, which appears to be on the verge of crumbling away. The front of the building is dominated by a large arch, through which you can walk into a shady courtyard. There’s a pond full of fish, a pump to a well that was sunk by the Romans and a shady porch for long lunches. This south-facing part of the property is where our landlords, Madame and Monsieur Bernardi, live.


Whenever we pass they stop work and wave. They are usually involved in tending the olive trees – spraying them with pesticide, weeding between the roots or picking off diseased olives. Monsieur is about fifty years old. He hides the remains of his grey hair under a weathered baseball cap, which he frequently removes to wipe his brow. He is as thin and wiry as his wife is round and homely. They wear simple clothes – her a flowery dress, him a rough shirt and patched trousers – and like the French peasants of popular imagination, they drive an old Renault van. We first met them at the estate agent’s office to sign the lease. This apparently simple procedure turned into a time-consuming exercise to convince the Bernardis to trust two foreigners. There were a lot of disgruntled head-shaking and hurried conversations. Tanya commented afterwards that it was



as if we wanted to adopt their child, rather than pay them rent. Luckily the estate agent had strategically started at 11 a.m. and after an hour stomachs were rumbling, watches were consulted and a decision had to be made.


Typically we will leave the landlords sweating over a particularly recalcitrant weed and continue round behind the mas, or farmhouse, halting opposite a long, narrow outbuilding. The windows of this outhouse are opaque and cracked, and the wooden lintels are sagging and rotten. Inside, there are rows and rows of old metal stalls where the farmer used to keep his pigs, and where on first viewing – such was our distrust of local estate agents and pessimism about our budget – Tanya and I assumed we might be living. Instead, the old pig house, the cochonnière, forms part of our view as we look out from our apartment. For three weeks now we’ve lived in four newly renovated rooms at the back of the farmhouse. There’s a double-height living area, a bathroom, a couple of bedrooms, plenty of large windows opening on to the surrounding countryside, and most importantly a cave to store the wine.


Looking north, the old cochonnière is in the foreground, surrounded by the puffy branches of olive trees. At sundown its terracotta-tiled roof, which is bowed in the middle like the hull of a boat, glows a balmy orange. Behind the cochonnière is a row of cypresses, and seen from the house, their angular tips only just reach higher than the green slopes behind. The gentle curve of these interlocking pine-filled hills is occasionally broken by a seam of bare rock, and at the summit the odd lone tree stands silhouetted against the sky. As night falls, their sentinel shapes are the last things we see before darkness consumes the hills.


So far we’ve had few visitors to the house. On our first night as we sat outside, struggling to identify the various star constellations that hung vividly above us, a family of black cats crept on to the terrace, pressing their bodies stealthily to the ground and starting at every movement. We agreed to be friendly but never



to feed them, yet within days I’d weakened, leaving out a little milk, and now three healthy somnolent cats are permanently curled outside. Their peaceful existence is disrupted only by the arrival of the two stray dogs we have christened Scruffy and Gentle. Scruffy is a black spaniel puppy who is always covered in dirt and loves nothing better than to jump excitedly and muddily all over us. Gentle is an Alsatian-Labrador cross who wears a look of permanent exasperation at the antics of his young companion.


Our only other visitor has been the postman. Leaving the engine of his bright-yellow car running, he poked his head into each of our rooms and told us that if we wanted to know anything about Provence, he was our man – hornets in the postbox or vipers in the grass, he could deal with any eventuality. Take scorpions, for instance – all we had to do was put a little lavender essence in the water when we mopped the floor and we wouldn’t have a problem. These days we hoot as we pass each other on the road, but there’s been no follow-up visit.


As well as our fleeting acquaintance with the postman, we are starting to be noticed in the village. To begin with, we must have blended in with the legion of red-kneed tourists, but as September progressed, and we continued going to the boulangerie on a daily basis and having a lunchtime drink in the cafés, the residents realised we were a more permanent fixture. The shopkeepers and waiters greet us with a familiar ‘Bonjour. Ça va?’ every morning, and we respond cheerily with the textbook ‘Ça va bien, merci’. At least it’s a start. Doubtless people are still expecting us to disappear come the winter; after all, there are still plenty of reasons to explain our continued presence – perhaps a month-long art or language course – and while there are plenty of retired British people living in the area, there’s nobody our age.


Because the village is going to form such an important part of our life, we have approached cautiously, gently cultivating a



relationship. Viewed from the outside, Lourmarin is an attractive place. To the south, the foreground is filled by a field of vines and cherry trees, and from the far side of this orchard the old stone buildings of the village rise. A trinity of towers presides over the residents – a belfry, the peaked roof of the Protestant temple and the green-tiled spire of the Catholic church. Each guides the eye ever upwards to the immensity of the hills and the rich blue sky. From the west, the view is dominated by the fifteenth-century château, with its stocky buttresses and foundations built into solid rock. And then there’s the vista I like best. As we approach every morning from the east, the spire of the church and the belfry gradually rise above us and the rest of the village emerges, revealing itself building by building, almost coquettishly.


On our first trips to the village we were drawn to the main thoroughfare – the cobbled road that runs through the centre, past the boulangerie and the tabac, before widening and bending at exactly the appropriate point, providing space for three cafés, each with its own distinctive livery – the green of Café l’Ormeau, the blue of Café Gaby and the beige of Café de la Fontaine.


Past the cafés, the road comes to a junction. Continuing straight on takes us out of the village on to a modern place, which used to house the cave cooperative, where the local vignerons brought their grapes to be made into wine. Now the place has been cleared and young plane trees planted, which in twenty years’ time will provide wonderful shade. Rows of smart shops fringe the sides of the square, and a set of steps lead down to an avenue of older plane trees, through the branches of which the dark-green hills and the squat structure of the château are visible.


It was here in our first week that the village put on its party frock. The fête du village celebrated the end of the long summer season. Lights were strung in waves from the branches of the trees, and a dance floor was improvised in the centre of the



road. We’d been subjected to some of the worst music in the world at previous festivals we’d attended, including dreadful French covers of songs such as ‘Another Brick in the Wall’ and ‘Sunday, Bloody Sunday’, all interwoven with bursts of techno. But Lourmarin surprised us. A jazz band played gentle standards and people waltzed under the full moon, with one particularly relaxed reveller smoking his pipe as he guided his wife around the dance floor. Later, fireworks exploded over the rooftops in fountains of light and we toasted our new life with champagne.


With each trip to the village we discovered a new facet. Moving away from the main street, we climbed up narrow cobbled alleys, filled with artists’ studios and hidden restaurants. We frequented the quiet place by the church, where a fountain of water gurgled in the shade and an old lady rested on a wooden chair outside her front door. If we visited at dusk, we would encounter children playing football, using the buildings on either side of the street as goal posts and recklessly shredding flowers from pots as they tried to curl the ball round the keeper. A cacophony of horns at six o’clock became a familiar sound, as people left their cars blocking the street and ducked into the tabac to get their cigarettes before it closed. Hikers with ski poles and serious expressions replaced the louche rosé-quaffing summer tourists, and gradually as autumn took hold the streets became quieter and we decided it was time to start our social life and allay our landlords’ fears, which had been so obvious at the estate agent’s, by inviting them round for a drink.


Monsieur and Madame Bernardi were the people we were going to be living next door to for at least a year. We would probably see them three or four times a day and it was imperative we got on. Rather than offer just a few peanuts and crisps, we opted to prepare some food – goat’s cheese on a circle of puff pastry, sprinkled with pine nuts and splashed with a little olive oil. In fact our nibbles – in particular the choice of pine nuts – had the opposite of the intended impressive effect.


We’d given ourselves the whole morning to organise the drinks, which was lucky because we’d perfected the difficult trick – one which I think is the special preserve of the city-dweller living in the country – of being permanently busy while achieving absolutely nothing. We would try to post letters or go shopping at midday, which, as anybody familiar with France knows, is the start of lunch and therefore not just a stupid thing to do, but also an affront to the country’s cultural mores. We would visit the mairie, the mayor’s office, in the afternoon and discover it was only open in the morning. In short if there was something to do, we would attempt to do it during the only hours when it was impossible. Our memories were so poor that we lived in our own mini version of Groundhog Day, repeatedly visiting the same places until we got lucky.


Thankfully my trip to the local supermarket to buy the ingredients for our nibbles coincided with opening hours.


‘Why do you need to buy pine nuts?’ asked the cashier, as if I was trying to source some outlandish ingredient.


I explained; she shrugged, to indicate they didn’t stock them, and said I should try one of the delis in Pertuis, the nearest town. Once there, I was directed to another shop and so on. Eventually, and for no other reason than I had tried everywhere else, I ended up in the butcher’s. He gave a big, slightly patronising smile, which I later realised he must reserve for idiots and tourists, went upstairs to his flat and left me squeamishly inspecting a collection of brains, heads and testicles, which were so drained of blood they’d faded to a bleached white. Around here real men ate sweetbreads, not pine nuts, I reasoned, as I tried to slip away. Before I could leave, the butcher returned with a bag of nuts. It looked like he’d fetched them from his larder, but I gratefully paid, managing to resist the temptation of asking for a side order of testicles to restore my masculinity. As I turned to shut the door, the butcher was ruefully shaking his head.


At precisely midday our landlord and landlady arrived.



Monsieur Bernardi knocked on the door, took off his cap, bowed his head and asked permission to enter. Shaking hands with me, he apologised for the dirt running along the lines of his palms and under his nails. ‘Je suis un paysan,’ he said, shrugging.


Madame followed, her eyes moving swiftly around the interior of the apartment, taking in all the changes we’d made and scanning for damage.


Both Tanya and I were a little nervous. The meeting at the estate agent’s had been a tense affair and we wanted to break down the barriers between us, move on to first-name terms and switch from the formal ‘vous’ to the friendly ‘tu’. I’d filled the fridge with good wine and I now removed a bottle and asked whether they would like a glass. They examined the label.


‘Do you have any pastis?’ asked Monsieur Bernardi.


I shook my head.


‘Any whisky?’ asked Madame.


Again I shook my head. Having spent a summer trying to set up a rosé bar, we should have been prepared. Although the English tend to treat wine as a drink for any occasion, the same isn’t true in France. In polite society good wine is only drunk with meals. Other wines, classed as vin de soif, or wines for thirst, were acceptable as aperitifs, but because of their questionable quality, people often preferred spirits. The bottle of cold Petit Chablis I’d removed from the fridge, although appropriate for an aperitif in England, was the wrong choice in France. It was perfect for accompanying fish and white meat, but not as a pre-lunch drink and so Monsieur returned to the other side of the house to fetch whisky and pastis. At 12.05 p.m. these drinks should – and I say ‘should’ – have carried enough alcoholic punch to smooth the wrinkles in our French and ease any awkwardness from the conversation.


Madame spoke with the clarity of a primary-school teacher. Each syllable was perfectly enunciated and she deliberately chose



simple words, emphasising each point with an appropriate hand gesture. Monsieur Bernardi was, however, practically unintelligible, speaking with the heaviest of Provençal accents, to which our ears were just not attuned. While Tanya and Madame discussed culinary matters – how to make homemade foie gras by splitting the raw liver, adding a little salt and pepper, boiling in a bain-marie and then leaving to set in the fridge – I struggled to interest Monsieur.


Our friendship mission would definitely have fared better had our roles been reversed. Tanya is such a natural conversationalist that I sometimes feel she missed her calling in life and should have been a chat-show host. She instinctively divines people’s favourite subject and her innate curiosity leads her from one topic to the next. On the other hand, I am totally self-conscious – wondering what to say next, half listening to the other conversation across the table or suddenly remembering I’ve forgotten my mother’s birthday and completely losing track.


Within minutes of sitting down Madame was smiling happily as Tanya played the eager sous-chef anxious to grasp every nuance of the recipes being imparted. In the brief pauses in the conversation, the two of them munched happily on the goat’s cheese and pine-nut tarts, and in a moment of true bonding Madame even asked Tanya how she’d made them.


Across the table, things were not progressing as smoothly. During an interminable half-hour I was forced to ask Monsieur to repeat nearly every sentence as I tried to decipher a language that sounded nothing like French. Eventually I gave up and smiled encouragingly as he narrated the history of pastis, while continually glancing at his watch. No doubt Monsieur was wondering what was for lunch and whether his new tenant was as much of an imbecile as he appeared. Through sign language and guesswork I learnt that the Ricard we were drinking was slightly less alcoholic than Pernod 51, which was usually served in bars. Both brands were now manufactured by the same company,



but they had originally started out as competitors. According to Monsieur, if I really wanted to taste a proper pastis, I should try one of the artisan brands or, better still, some local moonshine, which as well as anise was loaded with herbs from the maquis, or scrubland.


I mixed another Ricard – five parts water to one part spirit – and, to distract Monsieur from his grumbling stomach, offered around the tarts. He looked suspiciously at the plate and eventually accepted. Trying another solid masculine conversation, I asked whether he hunted. It was another faux pas. He shook his head. ‘It’s a sport for drunks. The hunters are as likely to kill each other as an animal. The boars come looking for water and they pass right by the house, so you must be careful – where there are boar, there are hunters.’


I couldn’t find anything else to say. Subjects flitted into my mind but I lacked the confidence to broach them in a foreign language and so we sat in silence sipping our drinks, looking at the hills. No doubt, like me, Monsieur was wondering how we would survive the coming year. The drinks party that was supposed to have soothed his suspicions was in all probability having the opposite effect.


In contrast to my juddering wreck of a conversation, Tanya was chattering animatedly away about how to make the perfect truffle omelette, prompting Madame to reveal the secrets of her kitchen. Every Christmas the Bernardis would buy a truffle from the local market and then leave it in a glass jar with some eggs throughout the festive period. The truffle was tenderly wrapped in a piece of cloth, which needed to be changed each day, and then to round off a week of oysters and foie gras, Madame would make a plain omelette with the eggs. Even to jaded taste buds, the flavour of the truffle, which was infused into the eggs by its close proximity, was sensational. ‘Il faut essayer. C’est merveilleuse,’ concluded Madame with a smile, as she finished the last of Tanya’s goat’s cheese nibbles.


‘How are you getting on with the locals?’ asked Monsieur, desperately trying to involve everyone.


Tanya explained that so far everyone in the village had been very welcoming. The Bernardis glanced at each other. ‘Those aren’t the real locals; they’re the Parisians who own businesses down here.’ Madame explained that she’d been born in the house we now lived in and then pointed to a house hidden among the pines high in the hills. ‘And that was where my grandmother was born, but we lived in Sisteron for twenty years and to the locals that makes us foreigners and as bad as the Parisians. We’re ignored in the bars, and in the streets they even vandalised the building equipment when the house was being renovated.’ We must have looked confused because Madame continued, ‘Perhaps it’s easier to be English. Then you are a proper foreigner, but you still have to be careful – to people who were born here and who haven’t moved since birth, you are a threat.’


We finished our drinks and Monsieur rose from the table clearly delighted that it was finally lunchtime. Emboldened by the hour we’d spent in each other’s company, and keen to emulate Tanya’s effortless success, I made one final effort at conversation, explaining how hard it had been for me to find pine nuts and asking Madame where to buy them. It seemed a sensible question and one that would appeal to her obvious love of food, but instead of answering, she glanced at her husband and raised both her eyebrows. Turning away from us, she walked off into the field.


Somehow I’d undone all the good work. My mind turned to the cashier in the supermarket and the butcher, who’d both reacted in a similar way. Returning seconds later, Madame showed us a large pine cone. She cracked it against a nearby rock and a handful of golden nuts spilled out. We all laughed. What else was there to do? Laugh and feel inadequate and realise that I was completely the wrong person to be living in the middle of the French countryside.
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La Vie en Rouge
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At the beginning of October we travelled back to Apt to try to get our market licence. Ridiculous as it might seem, an official with a penchant for using fruit as a paperweight and a genetic inability to balance on her table stood between us and our future. We’d gathered together our dossier but still lacked two of the key requisite documents – a six-month-old electricity bill and a marriage certificate dated in the last three months – but there was nothing more we could do to obtain them.


We’d phoned our vicar and asked for a recently dated copy of our marriage certificate, but when we’d confessed – lying to a priest is difficult – to still having the original, he refused. Rather than repeatedly visit the sous-préfecture in Apt and face the dry-cleaning bills resulting from recumbent chats through the pavement-height window, we’d then phoned government call centres all over France, explaining again and again that wedding certificates were issued in a different way in England. In the end we gave up; after all, there was no way of getting round our lack of a suitably dated electricity bill, so what did it matter?


As we waited in the queue outside the sous-préfecture with our incomplete dossier, we discussed our one available but nonsensical legal option – wait for six months for the utility bill and use the intervening time to get divorced and remarried, updating



our marriage certificate in the process. Our other alternatives were illegal: forgery – a neat job with a photocopier and a felt-tip pen – or bribery – a couple of €50 notes slipped between the pages. Such practices had to be common in the face of a bloated bureaucracy, but there was also doubtless a peculiarly French way of bypassing officialdom with favours repaid years or even decades later. Tempted as we were, any clumsy attempts to cheat the system would probably end up with us in court, which left us either with divorce or accepting defeat.



OEBPS/images/chap-02.jpg





OEBPS/images/chap-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/Frontcover.jpg





OEBPS/images/chap-03.jpg





OEBPS/images/pub.gif
WCEN

WEIDENFELD BPNICOLSON





