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'Un clou chasse l'autre'
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Talisman plots his escape













Prologue












First catch your llama












The llama regarded me with a certain degree of unwarranted suspicion from the corner of the corral into which I had managed to cajole him. The placid, mirror-like orbs of his big chestnut eyes, framed by long, curling and sensuous lashes, were unblinking. But I knew that this particular petite camelide was plotting his escape route already. Talisman's downy felt nose twitched as he sniffed the fresh morning air. His pouting upper lip parted down the centre to reveal a pair of long, yellowish incisors that protruded from his lower jaw, and the bony gum of his upper jaw. His long, banana-shaped ears were cocked forwards as he listened intently to my inane cooing 'bon lama, bon lama'. But the animal's body language told me that he was poised to spring off at a moment's notice. My attempts to capture the beast had so far been thwarted by his nimbleness and he had wrong-footed me several times. Undeterred, I crept forward, arms outstretched, a head collar in my right hand attached to a lead rope, the other end of which I grasped in my left hand.




  'You 'ave to show 'im who ees boss, Richard,' I recalled the wise advice of my llama mentor, Bernard Morestin, who had coached me in the fine art of capturing a llama in an open field. The Frenchman had made it look so easy. The reality was another kettle of fish. 'Remember, you are the leader of the 'erd.' Bernard had intoned his mantra. 'Once you get the lead rope around 'is neck, the llama 'e will become submissive and you can slip the halter on 'im, pas de problème.'




  My wife Al stood behind me, arms outstretched, ready to deflect my adversary, should he daintily nip to one side again and evade me. I had to admit that Al certainly looked the part. Clad in jeans with deep turn-ups, cuban-heeled cowboy boots, checked shirt, neckerchief and Stetson, she was every bit the wrangler. By contrast, my knee-length khaki shorts, white T-shirt bearing the faded logo of the Hastings Half-Marathon, circa 1995, flip-flops and backto-front baseball cap were perhaps less practical attire for rounding up livestock. However, the fleeting thought crossed my mind as to why my wife had of late taken to dressing as a cowpoke. 




  Snapped from my idle reverie to the stark reality of catching a llama, I wondered what the animal's gripe could be, anyway. Why was he so mistrusting? Thousands of years of selective breeding by enterprising Incas had produced the 'domesticated' species of llama, after all, and to me the word domesticated was synonymous with 'tame'. So why was this mutinous mammal so keen to remain at large? All I wanted to do was slip the halter on, tie him to the fence and try my hand at grooming his lustrous fibre. Llama fleece can be woven into wonderfully soft items of clothing, or used to stuff pillows, and I harboured romantic notions of gathering sufficient fibre to spin into sumptuous skeins of lanolinfree wool and knitting fetching south American-style hats, mittens and scarves: just the job when the winter winds of France's Limousin region bite the skin.




  Jazz, our young boxer pup, was crouched on the other side of the corral fence, backside and docked tail pointing skywards. Jowls splayed out on the grass, he peered through the chicken wire beneath the lower rail with restrained interest. He knew better than to enter the corral.




  'Llamas detest les chiens,' Swami Bernard had forewarned. 'If they catch 'im, they will 'ave 'is guts for the gaiter!' Young llamas such as these would be just starting to grow their fighting teeth, the sharp fangs which were used for the rather unsavoury act of castrating rival males. In Jazz's youthful exuberance he had initially attempted to cavort with the two gentle-looking creatures, but he had been singularly dissuaded from this foolhardy action on being chased at breakneck speed around the paddock, with a pair of rampant llamas snapping at his youthfully exposed genitals. A few well-landed back kicks had finally convinced the playful pup that keeping his distance was perhaps his wisest move.




  Somewhere behind me across the lane that fronted our property, a door creaked open. I glanced around to see the rotund figure of Madame Véronique Desveaux, our nextdoor neighbour, emerge in her doorway. The elderly lady, grey hair cut short and shaved at the nape of the neck like a man's, as usual wore her rather grubby blue and white checked housecoat. Thick, varicose vein-compressing stockings hung wrinkled around her calves. Her face was bathed in beads of perspiration due to the fact that, even during the hottest weather, she was apt to swelter in her kitchen, windows firmly closed, with the wood-burning cuisinière smouldering at her back. Véronique began to cough loudly in her timehonoured way of announcing her presence. She removed her big, horn-rimmed spectacles and polished the perennially smeary lenses, then popped them back on her nose. Folding her arms over her matronly bosom, she propped herself up on the gnarled tree branch she used as a walking stick and prepared to watch the circus animals perform. 




  'Bon courage, Monsieur Richard!' she croaked.




  'Great,' I thought. 'All I need is an audience!'




  Just then another llama's head appeared at the opening to the stable, where the second of my pair of newly-acquired llamas had been rolling in the bedding, judging by the many strands of straw that clung to his dark brown fleece. The beast looked a mess. If ever a llama needed grooming to remove the tangle of brambles that clung to its coat, this was a prime candidate. But my attentions were on what I regarded as easier pickings. The loutish Thursday, runt of the litter, who had arrived at the farm as Talisman's companion, trotted daintily into the corral, his head bobbing backwards and forwards with each stride. The cantankerous animal had decided that if attention was being doled out, he would certainly have some. The crunchy sheep pellets that filled the pockets of my shorts, no doubt discerned by his finely-tuned nostrils, could have been a contributing factor. Llamas are greedy for these tasty treats, which – Bernard had advised me – are best kept as training incentives. However, Talisman, who seemed graced with higher intelligence, had steadfastly refused to accept any.




  'Sod off, Thursday,' I muttered out of the corner of my mouth. But the scruffy beast strode purposefully towards his companion, ears flattened back against his head. I edged closer and, while Talisman's attention was momentarily distracted by Thursday's approach, reached forward and slipped the halter around the base of his long neck, then grasped it in my other hand. Success! I had caught my first llama. And, true to Bernard's words, the beast had immediately become placid and submissive. He emitted a low, throaty hmmm and his big ears flattened back against his head. I was flushed with pride and turned briefly and nodded to my admiring onlookers.




  'Bravo, Monsieur Richard!' called Véronique from the doorway.




  'Well done, Rich!' encouraged Al. I shrugged gallicly. It was, after all, a mere bagatelle!




  Carefully, I encircled Talisman's neck with my arm, close to the base of his skull and raised the halter, then slipped the noseband over his long snout. I was in the process of buckling up the crown of the halter behind the llama's ears when the beastly Thursday stretched out his sinewy neck and launched a great gobbet of spit and partially chewed cud squarely into the face of his companion. Not unnaturally, my captive took exception to this insult and promptly spat back. 




  'The llama, 'e never spit at a person,' wise old Bernard had once told me. But, as I discovered, the hapless human could easily be hit in the crossfire. In the next few moments there followed a rapid-fire spit-fest in which I became the unintentional victim. I felt like a medieval miscreant pelted with rotten eggs and over-ripe vegetables by the populace, while pinioned in the stocks. Llamas tend to spit at each other when trying to establish a pecking order within the herd or, as females, to fend off unwanted male attention. Two llamas did not constitute much of a herd, it's true, but in Thursday's case, he wanted to discourage any sign of perceived favouritism from his human keeper, while at the same shunning capture himself. My initial attempts at capturing a llama had begun earlier that morning with this smaller animal, but he had evaded me with ease, stomping his feet madly like a child in a tantrum then bucking off across the corral. I rather wished he'd buck off right now.




  While Talisman – a sturdy two-year-old – was stockier and at five feet to the withers, a foot taller than the scrawny, eighteen-month-old Thursday, he had a somewhat laid-back demeanour. This character trait did him no favours in a herd mentality. It made him a prime target for the bullying tactics of his stable-mate. As spumes of saliva exploded around me, I could sense that poor, downtrodden Talisman was clearly no match for the violently gobbing Thursday. He soon felt that enough was quite enough. Momentarily considering the options of 'fight or flight', the animal chose the latter and immediately began bounding across the corral, while I clung onto his neck for dear life. Despite being tossed around like a rag doll, I was not going to give up my catch that easily. I suddenly found myself flung onto the animal's bony back like a cowboy in a rodeo. My flip-flops flipped off. One does not ride a llama: they are not built to carry a mount. Now I knew why.




  'Yee-haa!' I heard Al call out, rather inappropriately, I felt. 'Ride him cowboy!' Talisman performed an outrageous buck, which dislodged me from my perch. Still clinging on to his halter, I slithered to the underside of his long neck, my bare feet dragging along the ground between his front legs. My legs became entangled in the lead rope, but still I maintained my grip on his neck. 




  The excitement proved too much for a rowdy boxer and Jazz slithered under the gate and began to chase after the llama, barking loudly. Now Thursday joined in the fun, tearing around the corral and launching well-aimed back-kicks at the dog. The corral became like a greyhound racetrack as both llamas hared around the perimeter in hot pursuit of the floppy-eared canine. Jazz realised the error of his involvement in the mélée and shot under the gate again. He now tore back and forth along the fence line, barking madly and goading the llamas. Both llamas started to screech loudly in competition. It was a blood-curdling sound reminiscent of the extra-terrestrial predator Alien, which sprang from the warped mind of surrealist HR Giger and the stomach of poor John Hurt in the film of the same name. 




  Thanks to some deft footwork, llamas are skilled in the art of vertical take off. This dainty 'sproinging' action, which Bernard preferred to poetically describe as a 'leap dance', was utterly charming to behold on a warm summer evening as the creatures frolicked in their field. But to me – locked in an ill-advised embrace around Talisman's neck – it was more like the gut-in-the-mouth sensation of a bungee-jump. Suddenly, my tenuous grip was lost and I found myself dumped unceremoniously within the midden that was the llamas' communal toilet. Llama dung is, under normal circumstances, composed of small, firm, round pellets that exude a not unpleasant aroma. But, although my friend the Frenchman had boasted about the animals' versatility and love of travel, and his claim of cramming a fully-grown llama into a Renault Five without difficulty, I sensed that the animals had not travelled well in the tiny, rattling tin trailer during the hour-long drive from his farm south of Limoges. Since their arrival on the occasion of my fiftieth birthday party the previous week, the llamas had been stricken with a severe bout of traveller's tummy. I clambered to my feet, dripping with foul-smelling green filth. The slime was oozing between my bare toes most unpleasantly. My shirt and shorts were so spattered with shite that they resembled jungle camouflage fatigues. Jazz, who had developed a gourmet taste for llama dung, crept into the corral again and promptly rolled in the dreadful excrement, no doubt copying my actions as his father figure.




  The llamas, having ceased sproinging, simply gazed at me for a few moments with rather superior expressions on their long faces, then, quite unperturbed lowered their long necks and recommenced munching the juicy green grass. The cudchewers had won the first round.




  Véronique, who had shambled over to the fence for a closer look at the action, murmured a consoling 'Ooh, la la la la…' Watching in safety from the perimeter of the communal dung heap, Al could hardly suppress her mirth at my misfortune. 




  Clearly, raising llamas was not going to be a doddle.
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Milliaire, St. Léger Magnazeix













Chapter One












Cops and robbers












How I became a budding llama farmer in the rural backwater deep within the agricultural heartland of central France's Limousin region is probably due to an impulsive urge that has ruled, or should I say dogged my existence. It is true to say that Al and I had been wholly unprepared for our relocation from England to the tiny hamlet of Le Mas Mauvis in the Haute-Vienne département. With the same dash of romanticism that had been responsible for us purchasing the run-down, thirteen-acre farm some five years previously, we had carefully weighed our options and decided to go with what would be regarded in most camps as the least practical one. Although Al shared some of my madder aspirations, we had chosen to purchase a property in France for many of the same reasons that thousands of like-minded Britons swarm into this huge, beautiful and welcoming country each year. We wanted to grab a large, juicy portion of what we perceived to be a better quality of life than we could achieve in our homeland. Despite some furious backpedalling I was incontrovertibly approaching my half-century on earth and was intent on cranking down several gears and concentrating on la vie rather than merely l'existence. 




  Research had revealed to us that France offered a plethora of properties at affordable prices. The country, then, became our route to a new and fascinating life. The pair of us, finding ourselves in the middle of France on what was intended to be a purely investigative, fact-finding mission, had been immediately smitten by the dubious charms of a ramshackle collection of farm buildings, a pair of tumbledown, uninhabitable cottages and thirteen acres of exhausted pasture and choked woodland. Centrepiece of the complex, the massive grange, a stone-built barn with a vast, church-like interior and a vaulted oak ceiling six metres high, was to be an open-plan living space streaming with light and fresh air, commanding magnificent views over open countryside. If we could envisage the pitfalls of such a spontaneous purchase, we chose to ignore them. The farm, we reasoned, would become our oasis. Surrounding our oasis were fields of maize, sunflowers and blé noir, source of the Sarrasin flour from which savoury galettes and cakes are made. In green pastures roamed flocks of sheep or herds of tan limousine cattle, and the countryside was dotted with quaint hamlets, placid lakes, historical remnants from prehistory, charming neighbours and exciting new horizons.




  At that time the number of British television programmes charting the adventures and misadventures of Britons choosing to move abroad had begun to reach saturation point. These programmes and the many niche magazines that espoused the joys of French life had begun to tout Limousin as the next major destination in France for those wishing to buy a holiday or a retirement home. Budget airlines made it simple, quick and cheap for thousands to flock to the country in search of bargain properties. Limousin was lucky enough to be served by an international airport at Limoges, its adminstrative capital. This modest single runway offered daily flights from London, Southampton, the East Midlands and Liverpool, in addition to other major European cities and connections to Paris. Airports at Poitiers and La Rochelle on the western coast – both in the neighbouring Poitou-Charentes region – made Limousin even more accessible. Even Bergerac airport in Aquitaine was only a few hours' drive from Limousin's southern border. 




  The Limousin region is made up of three départements, the Creuse in the north-east, the Haute-Vienne in the north-west and the Corrèze in the south. It borders the northern Centre region, the eastern Auvergne, the western Poitou-Charentes and Aquitaine, with the Midi-Pyrenées in the south. It is largely an unspoilt haven, a land of lush, low-lying pastures and table lands on which cattle and sheep contentedly graze. One of the most spectacular is the Plateau de Millevaches in the Corrèze. Not as one might imagine from its name, home to one thousand cows – the name is a derivation of 'melo', meaning a high place, and 'vacua', empty – the plateau is a vast, undulating upland with stunning views. Set at an altitude of nine hundred metres on the northern edge of the Massif Centrale mountains, the landscape is sparsely populated. Houses, where they exist, are austere, stone buildings. This is a land of beech and chestnut woodland and étangs, ponds fringed with reeds. 




  The region is criss-crossed with many rivers that are well stocked with fish, making it a lure for rodsmen, particularly from fishing-crazy England. Carp fishing, watersports and boat trips are catered for on the numerous man-made lakes that are spread around the region. Grandest of these is Lac de Vassivière, constructed in the 1950s and covering an area of more than one thousand hectares. One of the largest lakes in Europe, it is also a site for art buffs, since its island features a centre for contemporary art, designed by the Italian architect Aldo Rossi. 




  The Limousin is also a land beloved of walkers and nature lovers, while cyclists adore its frequently poker-straight and largely traffic-free network of roads. Mountain-bikers thrill to its many challenging off-road trails. Within the region, the terrain of the Haute-Vienne is predominantly quite flat, although in places gently rolling and dotted with many beautiful lakes and thousands of trees, mainly majestic oaks. But to my mind there was little infrastructure in place to support a burgeoning tourism industry. The département had not generally been regarded as the destination for masses of holidaymakers simply because it was predominantly agricultural land. Restaurants and bars might well offer regional, well-cooked and often inexpensive dishes but their interiors were frequently plain and drab or, where some effort has been made to add a touch of character, appeared unattractively kitsch. All this was fine for Al and me, for we looked forward to the prospect of becoming hermits together, content with each other's company in our own home. We relished the thought of entertaining our friends with homecooked meals rather than painting the town red.




  It is the choice of many Britons who déménagent to France to create for themselves a buffer of ex-pat enclaves, in which thoroughly British foods such as Heinz baked beans, Chicken Tikka Masala and Marmite are imported and consumed with relish, where British satellite television is viewed, and where English is the predominantly spoken tongue. This was not my choice. The thought of creating a 'little Britain' in France was abhorrent to me. As a lover of some of these typically English delicacies, nevertheless, I could well appreciate how many folk might suffer the deprivation of such produce. But on balance I knew that I could survive without it. Provided, of course, that I had an ample supply of strong, flavoursome Yorkshire Tea (for I found the teas commonly available in France to be weak and insipid). A case of double standards, perhaps, but there were just some luxuries that even I was not prepared to forgo!




  In broader terms, for Al and me the move to France also gave us an opportunity to immerse ourselves in the richness of a foreign culture and the complexities and subtleties of its florid language. The French generally love foreigners to make a stab at their notoriously difficult language but it is sad that many Britons do not make any attempt whatsoever to learn even a modicum of the lingo. Many seem to be of the opinion that simply shouting in English will make the poor French girl on the supermarket till understand; others speak slowly and deliberately as if talking to a child. While Al was reasonably fluent in French, I had only begun to study the language on purchasing the property, having never learned even the basics at school. My single-minded perseverance with tutorial and tape – along with staunch support from my wife – had given me a good grasp of the language and I was soon able to converse with the natives, although falteringly, and discovered that I had a talent for reading and writing French with a good degree of accuracy. 




 


It was hard, nonetheless, to face the prospect of turning our backs on certain ties in the UK. We were concerned that Al's elderly parents, who had recently suffered the premature loss of their eldest daughter, would now lose the proximity of their youngest child. The Doctor and his wife, however, were entirely supportive, virtually insisting that we leave the country. Both of my teenage children had sadly estranged themselves from me since their mother and I had divorced five years previously. I felt that my life was on hold, hoping that they would restore contact. But until that day arrived – if it ever did – there was, frankly, little left for me in England. Both of my parents were deceased, while my elder brother Phill (unofficially anointed with the title the Count) and his wife Stephanie also owned a property in the neighbouring Creuse département. They had every intention of moving permanently to France in the near future. It would be the first time in many years that my sibling and I would live close by, a prospect we both relished.




  The repercussions of a bitter divorce, followed by an unexpected redundancy, had left me hard up and living in rented property with little opportunity to clamber back up the rungs of the UK house-owning ladder: if I worked hard and saved for several years I could, perhaps, buy a poky twoup, two-down house elbow-to-elbow with my neighbours on a cramped estate. The thought horrified me. 




  Al and I knew from bitter experience that despite the summers in Limousin being generally long, languid and at times extremely hot, the winters – although frequently short – were likely to be intensely cold. There was no way, we had solemnly promised each other, that we would ever endure an entire winter there while the uninsulated barn remained so exposed to the elements. This had been one of the main reasons why we had not planned to move definitively to France for another year. But we had not bargained for the intervention of unscrupulous thieves to sway our minds otherwise. We would even have cause to express our deep-felt thanks to those same voleurs for jump-starting our new life in our adopted country. We had arrived for a short spring holiday to discover the chain securing a downstairs shutter forced and the window beyond it smashed. 




  The thieves had, after forcing entry, free rein to rummage through our belongings undisturbed, opening the trunks in which we stored clothes, linen and personal effects. The hamlet was small and our property located in a quiet nook with only Véronique as our immediate neighbour. As the dear lady unfortunately suffered from poor health and had spent several periods in hospital since our last visit, the thieves could take their time without risk of discovery. They had obviously come with a clear idea of what items to search for, helping themselves to virtually all of our valuable tools – saws, hammers, power tools, chisels, screwdrivers – but leaving behind equipment they considered inferior quality, our stereo system, CD collection and electrical kitchen appliances. Perhaps it was the English plugs still attached to many of these appliances that had dissuaded them. 




  'There's nothing a thief hates more than to have to change a plug before fencing his spoils,' I explained to my wife. Most of these items would no doubt find their way to the frequent vide grenier bric-a-brac sales that were hosted by many of the communes in the region.




  Before departing with their booty, the thieves had cheekily made themselves comfortable by lighting the wood-burning stove, drawing forward a few cosy armchairs and putting their feet up. Disturbingly, the imprints of their bodies in the dustsheets covering the chairs still remained. At first I was concerned that the stove's copper boiler had been fractured due to the fire and a lack of water in the system. I had drained down the plumbing system after our previous visit in preparation for the winter, when we would be back in England. But on closer investigation, we had been lucky in that respect; there appeared to be no damage.




  It was not until I embarked upon the task of refilling the plumbing system and hot water cylinder – when I required certain spanners and other tools – that I was able to ascertain the full extent of the thievery. We immediately telephoned the local gendarmerie and explained our predicament. We were asked to touch nothing until officers arrived to investigate the crime. While awaiting their arrival, Al and I sauntered in despondent mood down the little leafy path that leads to the étang, the spring-fed pond we had lovingly dubbed the UglyBugly five years earlier when we bought the property because of its resemblance to a rough quarry. Broom, brambles and self-seeded saplings had softened the overall effect in the intervening years and we agreed that it was no longer unsightly but a rather tranquil spot. However, there was a noticeable lack of the mounds of large, craggy, granite rocks that had previously surrounded the high banks of the pond. It appeared that not only had our house been robbed but also that someone had trespassed on our land with the sheer audacity to pilfer tonnes of our stone! Tractor and trailer tyre tracks in the sandy earth revealed the means by which the rocks must have been appropriated.


 


The gendarmes had arrived swiftly after our telephone call, their blue van with flashing light drawing several curious residents from their homes to witness this unusual event. Out of the van slid the tall, suave uniformed figure of officer Battisou and his shorter, stouter partner, officer Bezaud. Thorough to a fault, the officers carefully examined the scene of the breakin and even took photographs of the broken chain that once secured the shutter: it was first necessary for us to pose the chain and its padlock in its former position especially for the picture. There was much rubbing of lantern jaw lines as the inspectors inspected the broken window pane and fractured frame, conferring in rapid, indecipherable French before the short, stocky gendarme deduced proudly: 'Monsieur Wheels, we think the thieves entered here and that a pied-de-biche may well have been used to force entry to this window!' No kidding. These guys were hot! The telltale gouges on the wooden frame must have been a clue that a crowbar had been employed by the thieves. 




  Battisou retrieved a large, polished wooden suitcase from the van and opened it to reveal an impressive fingerprinting kit that contained cork-stoppered bottles of various fluids and jars of powders, brushes, rolls of adhesive tape and other diagnostic implements. He seemed overjoyed by the presence of literally hundreds of perfectly formed fingerprints that peppered the surface of the broken pane.




  'Ah, Monsieur Wheels, I see the thieves have been careless here! Normally they would wear gloves and we would get nothing!' he announced. I felt honour bound to set the record straight by revealing that the 'dabs' in question were undoubtedly mine: glazing the window frame had been my last task during our previous visit and I had not yet had the opportunity to clean the glass after pressing the pane into its rebate. I was certain that my putty-smeared fingers were responsible for the prints. Unperturbed, the policeman shrugged in true gallic fashion before continuing with his mission, dusting the prints with powder applied by a longbristled brush, then applying pieces of sticky tape to the whorls, peeling off the impressions and sticking them to a special sheet of paper attached to a clipboard. He then painstakingly labelled the prints in spidery handwriting.




  In my downstairs workshop, the duo took photographs of the empty places where tools had once resided (I found myself wondering whether there were bulging, dusty albums full of such snapshots stored for posterity in the basement of the gendarmerie) and then followed us upstairs, where we showed them the stove and the revealing pile of ashes on the hearth. I indicated the dust-sheeted armchairs with perfectly formed bum-prints (would it be possible to catch a criminal by the distinctive shape of his derrière, I pondered?) and the various trunks which had been ransacked. The efficient Battisou used a huge magnifying glass to examine the candlesticks that had been arranged on top of one of the trunks, which he felt certain the thieves must have touched in order to gain access to the trunk. He inspected a particularly dusty coffee table top that was simply littered with fingerprints. Al and I were too embarrassed about our lack of a housekeeping regime to reveal that the table in question had been that way for some months, if not years. It wasn't easy to keep such a big room clean, we reasoned, particularly due to the constant renovation work. So we tended not to bother. Again, the dabs were probably ours. Nevertheless, Battisou meticulously made impressions of what he regarded as a fine clutch of evidence.




  When their work in the house had been completed we accompanied the officers along the path to show them where the missing stone had once been, and indicated the tyre tracks in the earth. The pair shook their heads and frowned.




  'This is undoubtedly the work of different voleurs,' announced Battisou finally. 'I think you will find that a neighbour has helped himself to your stone in your absence, Monsieur and Madame Wheels.' Al and I exchanged shocked glances. A neighbour? Surely not! 'We will make some enquiries,' said the officer.




  The gendarmes, having completed their investigation, departed, asking us to prepare for them a comprehensive list of all the items stolen, their make and their value, and to deliver it to the police station the following day. We would also be called upon to fill out an official statement. We were assured that rigorous investigations into the cambriolage, the break-in, would follow. Having compiled our list, we duly reported to the gendarmerie the following day to complete our statement. While waiting for our interview with Battisou, we studied the walls of the station's waiting room, which were hung with wanted posters depicting ruthless-looking, unshaven villains, which included a head-and-shoulders portrait of a particularly nasty-looking character: he was an extremely hirsute individual with mad, staring eyes and a pair of vicious-looking orange teeth. The coypu was thought to be responsible for damage to local riverbanks. I was convinced that I recognised this swarthy individual as being a resident of our own Ugly Bugly, but had to admit that perhaps one coypu looked much like another.




  Battisou appeared and showed us into the rear office, where he seated us next to his computer and ran through the process of filling out a Dépôt de Plainte, or register of complaint against an auteur inconnu, or unknown person. Our copy of the official document assured us that, should any relevant evidence come to light in the course of investigations about our break-in, we would be informed immediately.




  'We shall do our best, Madame, Monsieur,' said the officer, shaking our hands on showing us out of the office. 'Although in all honesty, I think it unlikely we will recover your possessions. As for the stone, I think there is nothing we can do, other than make enquiries. Perhaps, after all, it was a mistake… a neighbour who thought your land was communal?'




  We had considered this possibility. Perhaps the stone theft had been a genuine error. Physical boundaries between rural properties are frequently quite indistinct, or even nonexistent, with divisions nothing more than a ragged treeline or even the rotting stumps of felled trees. Most of the fields and woodland that we owned were fenced with rickety, rotten posts and a few strands of rusty barbed wire, where any fencing still existed. In some places a fence had been swallowed entirely by a wayward line of hawthorn hedge that had not been maintained for a decade or more. The chemin that led past our barn had for generations been used by village women, in an era before the introduction of household appliances, to access the communal pond where they would wash their clothes. The large, flat stones against which they would beat their lavage still remained, although nowadays the pond was so clogged with malodorous silt from many years of fallen leaves that any clothes dunked in the green water would emerge filthier than when they went in. In days when the water was clearer, however, the pond had been the scene of vicious in-fighting between neighbours: formerly respectable wives, mothers and grandmothers removed their aprons and engaged in a frenzied and undignified bout of hair-pulling, should another person have the audacity to commandeer their washing stone. It was tough in the days before the top-loader.




  The rough grassy pathway that led past this historic site of what could be described as rage-à-lavage was now flanked pond-side by a line of self-seeded saplings and on our side by an unruly tangle of brambles; it eventually merged imperceptibly into our land. Only the cadastre, the land registry maintained by the mayor's office – and the photocopied extract attached to the deeds of our property – revealed the precise legal division of the many odd-shaped and often minuscule parcelles that comprised our total acreage. According to Mâitre Marsolet, the lady notary who originally dealt with our purchase of the farm, breach of a person's bornage – the setting of boundaries – is one of the most common and serious causes of bitter dispute between neighbours. 




  In olden days bornes were not only markers used to define boundaries, but also served as important milestones along the thoroughfares that criss-crossed the country. They were generally carved stones and many boasted surprising longevity. A treasured milliaire, or milestone within our own commune had been discovered in St. Léger Magnazeix in 1847, when an ancient cemetery was removed during road building. The blue granite stone was thought to have once supported a cross – a common sight to this day on the sides of roads, marking routes once trudged by pilgrims – but had been broken at each end. All that remained was a cylindrical section about seventy centimetres long and sixty centimetres in diameter, which bore a perplexing, roughly carved inscription: 




 


IMP. CAES


PIO. ESVV


TETRICO. PIO


AVG. CLL




 


Reconstruction by experts revealed that the words on the stone once read 'With the emperor Caesar (Caius) Pius Esuvius Treticus Pius (Felix) Auguste, City of Lémovices, Miles X'. The milestone had been created during the rule of the Roman Emperor Tétricus, between 268 and 273 AD at a period when the road between Argeton and Bordeaux passed to the east of St. Léger. Tétricus had been the governor of Aquitaine between 254 and 267 AD, and was later elected emperor of the region. The fourth line of the inscription is difficult to decipher but experts believe that it could reveal that the stone originally marked another, long-lost road between Limoges, Confolens and Bordeaux.




  As illustrated by the aged milestone, bornes were made to endure. Nowadays, however, domestic boundary markers are commonly made of concrete, or take the form of metal or plastic pegs; rather like giant wall plugs, they are driven into the ground and incorporate wings that splay out and grip the earth, preventing their easy removal. Wilful removal of a borne, the position of which can only be set by a qualified géomètre, or surveyor, carries a hefty fine in France.




  However, we reasoned, even if one of our neighbours had been innocently oblivious of our boundaries, would they have had the right to help themselves to what might have been regarded as communal stone?




 


Véronique, having returned to the fold from a brief spell in hospital, was truly distressed when we relayed to her the news of the break-in later that morning, sipping strong black coffee in the stifling heat of her kitchen. The three of us sat around her long table, sweating copiously. It was a warm day, but still our neighbour had insisted on lighting her wood-burning cuisinière and sitting closely adjacent to it. Shaking her grey head solemnly, she removed her spectacles and wiped the mist from the lenses onto a handkerchief. 'Oh, how terrible!' she moaned. 'And in our little village, too! The world is a terrible place! How dreadful for you!'


  She was, however, unfazed by the revelation that tonnes of granite had been swiped from our land.




  'Oh that!' she exclaimed. 'But I know who took your stone.'




  'You know who took it?' reaffirmed Al. We leaned forward on our chairs, intrigued by this information.




  'Bien sûr! Do I not sit here all day at my window? Ecoutez, I don't have many callers, as you know, apart from Madame Bussiere that is. So, naturally I see who comes and goes.'




  'Who was it then?' I asked.




  'Four trips they made.'




  'But who was it?'




  'Four full trailer loads of stone.'




  'Yes, but who?'




  'Your stone,' she stressed.




  'Who?'




  'Oh, Monsieur Richard, I couldn't say. I don't want to gossip.'




 


Véronique did not need to reveal the identity of the scurrilous stone thieves, as once the news of our burglary got out the hamlet became rife with speculation, accusations and counter-accusations. Not a lot happened in the little community, so any unusual event was likely to be inflated into a major scandal. 


  The gendarmes returned to the hamlet and systematically interviewed all the residents in the search for vital clues. They paid a special visit to the home of our neighbour, Monsieur Bruno Bussiere, a retired member of the gendarmerie himself: from our vantage point across the communal green, we had noticed Bruno making his own enquiries into the incident, notebook and pencil in hand. No doubt he had important information to impart to his colleagues. The fact that Bruno had been a cook in the police force rather than an investigating officer did not seem to matter.




  Most of our neighbours expressed their sympathy at the break-in and the horrible feeling of defilement we must have felt. But the theft of our stone was somehow considered to be more intriguing. Bruno and his Polish-born wife Jolanta reckoned the culprits were a passing band of romanichelles, travelling folk out to make a quick centime. Others even pointed fingers at their fellow villagers (some of whom had been involved with building works on their property, where a bit of stone would come in quite handy). Other neighbours made light of the matter, saying that we must have been mistaken about the amount of stone we had: no one would bother to steal a load of old rocks; it wasn't worth anything. In truth, the stone might not have been worth much, but the fact was that it was ours and someone had pinched it! Furthermore, I had earmarked some of the huge boulders as decorative features in our future garden, while the smaller rocks would have made excellent garden walling material, or failing that, hardcore as a sub-base for concrete laying.




  While all this gossip-mongering was sweeping like wildfire through the hamlet, Al and I – once we had recovered from the initial shock of the burglary – decided to simply sit back and watch. The probable identity of the stone thieves had been revealed to us by several sources but we had no intention of flinging accusations hither and thither without any concrete proof. They knew that we knew. We knew that they knew that we knew. And that was enough for us.




  What the theft did bring to light, however, was a problem concerned with the fact that the property was a holiday home, and not our principal residence. This worrying fact was revealed to us by Madame Isabelle Rairat, the representative of our insurance company, when she came to survey the scene of the crime.




  'You will no doubt have noticed that most homes have their windows and doors shuttered?' said Madame Rairat. This was true, for it was one of the main reasons that many of the villages in the vicinity appeared devoid of human life. 'But this is not merely because we French are intensely protective of our privacy,' continued Madame Rairat. 'This much is certainly true, madame and monsieur. But the reason is mainly because insurance companies insist that a property left unoccupied for more than sixty days a year is fitted with shutters bearing three-point security of a specific quality. You have no such security…'




  'What does this mean for us, then?' queried Al. We could sense bad news was forthcoming.




  'Madame, monsieur, it could be argued by the cynical that a shuttered house represents an open invitation to a prospective burglar. It generally means that the householder is absent. Mais, tristement, I am sorry but if a property is considered to be one's résidence principale, then shutters are not even a requirement and if you chose to fit them, are not obliged ever to shut them. But if it is your résidence secondaire…'




  'We're not insured, are we?' I said, stating the obvious.


  'Non, monsieur, I am afraid you are not. Not against your stolen goods.'




  Although our barn boasted rustic oak shutters on the front façade, they bore no security locks, while the windows on the rear elevation had no shutters at all. As a holiday home, our property was wholly unprotected by insurance. As our main residence it would be fully covered. Al and I pondered our options and came to the momentous conclusion that we could not afford to leave the grange and its outbuildings so woefully unprotected any longer. Our only realistic option was to bring forward our plans, up sticks and move lock, stock and barrel to France. 




  As the lease on our Kent cottage still had some months to run, we agreed that Al would initially remain in the UK, while I would commute back and forth from France. The arrangement would mean that we would be forced to spend tracts of time apart. However, we had already coped with the prolonged periods of separation during stages of the renovation, and felt that we could survive until Al could join me at Le Mas Mauvis. 




  Al worked in the licensing department of an international company in the hectic music industry. She had been suffering a bout of ill health and when she was finally diagnosed as having a suspected ulcer – to all appearances provoked by an unreasonable overload of work and stressful working conditions – she was instructed by her doctor to take some time off. Her period of recuperation reinforced our wish to rid ourselves of such pointless yet harmful stresses and Al handed in her notice to quit, also citing our eventual relocation overseas. Once this decision had been made, her health began immediately to improve and I could see how happy she was in her unaccustomed role as homemaker. As the child of a 'horsey' family and herself a former professional equestrian, Al had toiled long and hard since her early teens, never really knowing a time when she did not have stables to muck out, horses to exercise, manes to plait, tack to clean and competitions to prepare for. Forsaking the highly competitive show jumping arena for the cut and thrust of the music industry, she had merely swapped one set of stresses for another. It was time to take a breather.




  'Why don't you take a sabbatical,' I suggested spontaneously on one of my return trips to Kent, discovering Al happily weeding our little garden (although to my wife 'weeding' generally meant pulling up the perennial plants by the roots and leaving the weeds behind; this was, I felt, only a teething problem in her horticultural education). The idea of the sabbatical had not been an entirely selfless suggestion on my part, because the previous year Al had valiantly brought home the bacon for a period of six months, during which I took time off from bread-and-butter earning in order to write this tome's predecessor, Bon Courage!, the chronicles of our first years renovating the barn. It was only fair that I should support my wife now and allow her free time to enjoy her forthcoming new life in France.




 


After five years of roughing it in a tent pitched on the wooden upper floor of the huge stone-built grange, we had exported the bulk of our furniture to France in a temperamental horsebox masquerading as a removal van, leaving behind some scant possessions that would make Al's solitary existence more comfortable. With sad thoughts that an era of bold adventure had passed, we had packed the tent away for the final time, reminiscing about the numerous adhesive tape patches in the ground sheet that made good the gnawed holes, and the heady whiff of rodent droppings that clung to the grubby fabric. I was able to languish at night in a real bed, although woken frequently by dusty cobwebs plummeting from the dizzy sixmetre-high, vaulted, oak-beamed ceiling onto my head.


  My ability to relocate relied upon the fact that as a freelance writer and magazine editor I could, with the aid of a computer and an Internet connection, work from virtually anywhere. At that time I was involved with developing new magazines for the international market and the publisher for whom I worked could see no reason why my tentative suggestion of working on the same projects from France would be any different to the existing arrangement, whereby I worked from home in the Kent cottage we rented. Although involved in publishing, I rarely had the need to touch actual pieces of paper: all my work was in electronic form and once I had tweaked and fiddled with the on-screen magazine layouts, would simply zap them off down the telephone line. On the rare occasions I would need to attend meetings in London, I could fly back at my own expense in just a few hours. On alternate months my production schedules demanded that I arrange and supervise four-day photographic sessions in the central London studio owned by the publisher. As a result of the frequently cheap flights offered by the budget airline that ran daily flights to and from London and Limoges or Poitiers airports, I was able to depart from the grange at a reasonable hour in the morning and – leaving my car in the free airport car park (which, at Poitiers, was generally the skirt of the football pitch adjacent to the terminal) – fly to the UK, arriving in the studio at lunchtime. This was indeed fortuitous, since the long, liquid lunches I spent with my photographer friend, Mike Leale, had become legendary.
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Attack of the lizard people













Chapter Two












Fire and rain












W hen I, as the advance party, arrived définitivement in our new home, France was simmering at the start of an unseasonably warm spring that was to come rapidly to a ferocious boil as one of the country's hottest summers since the 1950s. Even in April – a month that normally receives some ninety centimetres of rain – the grass pastures of the Haute-Vienne were already dry and yellowing as a drought took hold. Hosepipe restrictions were immediately put into place, with the Mairie – the mayor's office – in each commune posting advisory leaflets. Regular low-level flights by military aircraft pinpointed properties that boasted abnormally green lawns and illicit swimming pools, and suspected flouters of the water ban were then paid a visit by officials from the water authority.




  The region's abundant and majestic oak trees, recently returned to foliage after the autumn leaf-fall, seemed pale and wan. Our hamlet's communal pond drained entirely of water and the little stream that led from it across our land, usually a gushing torrent, had dried up. By the month of June the entire country – along with the rest of Europe – was sweltering under a heatwave that sent temperatures soaring to over forty degrees Celsius.




  Setting up my office was not as plain sailing as I had expected. The intense heat that was starting to bake the countryside to a crisp caused me – bathed in perspiration and dressed only in a pair of shorts – to wilt over my keyboard, while my poor computer was apt to lapse into the occasional coma. After the machine had crashed several times, losing vital tracts of my work, I purchased a small electric fan, plugged it in and aimed it at the computer. However, all it did was to waft warm air over the desk.




  Without insulation on the underside of the vast roof of the barn, the tiles became baking hot and exuded their heat downwards. The upper floor, while it was akin to a freezer cabinet in the winter, became like an pizza oven in the summer, despite the six double casement windows that we had installed, piercing ventilation holes in the front and back elevations of the building. Its one-metre-thick stone walls, built with only mud joints, prevented the considerable heat from escaping.




  Keeping cool became my priority. Frequent cold showers helped in this respect but as domestic water in France is metered, I decided that this was likely to prove a costly indulgence. One afternoon, after a long day's work at the keyboard, I called on my friend David Wrightham, a sassy Yorkshireman in his mid-fifties who lived across the village's communal green patch, to see if he wanted to join me for a well-earned dip in the cool waters of the nearby swimming lake, Lac du Mondon. I found my friend perched atop a large sit-on mower, chugging around the sea of yellowing lawn in front of the property. Treating my arrival as a welcome respite from his labours, David pulled the mower to a halt and proffered a sweaty forearm for me to shake.




  'Too bloody hot to work, David. Fancy taking a dip at Mondon?' I said as the mower's engine sputtered then was silent.




  'Eeh lad, now that'd be grand!' sighed the Yorkshireman with a knowing wink. He drew heavily on the cigarette that invariably dangled from his lips. He was wearing a straw hat with a crumpled brim, a pair of disreputable, sweat-stained khaki shorts and leather sandals, complete with socks. Scraping the hat off his head, he wafted it in front of his face. I noticed that his forehead was white, a distinct line between this and the nut-brown tone of his face. His shoulders and back were brown, while the front of his torso was white. This two-tone effect was due to the fact that he had spent much of the summer bent double laying a patio. For the last five years David had been living in his brother Victor's house, renovating the property while his elder sibling and his wife Anne lived and worked in England. One of David's ongoing responsibilities as seasoned retainer was to maintain the spacious formal gardens that surrounded the property, which he had helped to create from the rough field that had previously existed. During summer this onerous task included twice-weekly mowing of bowling-green smooth lawns, which were marred only by a perennial mole problem. The Yorkshireman clambered down from the mower and stretched his legs. 'Just gimme a minute to get me trunks and we'll head for't water… grand idea, lad!' Heading off for the house, the dapper Yorkshireman gave a delighted little skip in the air.




  The area that served as a car park adjoining the lake, visitor centre and café was packed with vehicles, arranged haphazardly under the shade of the well-trimmed trees. David and I parked up, then tucked our towels under our arms and headed for the grassy expanse that led down to the lake. I was surprised that, although there were numerous groups of people lying around on the grass – mainly mothers with gaggles of children – no one was swimming. David and I selected a slender sapling that might offer a modicum of shade, laid out our towels and stripped down to our swimming shorts. Without any more ado, the nimble Yorkshireman gave another delightful little skip again and sprinted off towards the little sandy beach. 'C'mon lad, last one in's a namby pamby!' he hollered.




  When he reached the water's edge he waded quickly into the shallows until he was thigh deep, shrieking loudly as the cold liquid enveloped his skin. Suddenly, he launched himself headfirst into the water and promptly disappeared from view beneath the surface. He emerged a considerable distance away, beyond the string of buoys that marked the limit of the swimming area. Then he was off again, crawling strongly out towards the centre of the lake, spluttering and splashing.




  Not to be left behind, I tip-toed swiftly across the hot grass to the little sandy beach, then paddled into the shallows. The heatwave had done little to warm up the water appreciably, although its level had receded dramatically. I noticed, however, that the water was a cloudy green colour: standing up to my knees in the water, I could not even see my toes beneath the surface. Undeterred, I scooped handfuls of the cool liquid onto my chest and rubbed it into my upper arms. Its coolness was delightful. I was just about to plunge headlong into the water when I was tapped on the shoulder with something hard.




  I looked round. The young lifeguard normally stationed in the little cabin adjacent to the beach had poked me with an oar. He stood a respectable distance away on dry land. 'Monsieur, you and your friend did not see ze red flag, no?' he asked in heavily accented English. How on earth did he know I was English anyway?




  'Red flag? Oh, je suis désolé…' I looked at the flagpole beyond me, where the little pennant was hanging limply from the top. I had to admit that, in my eagerness to cool off, I had not even thought to look. No wonder no one else was swimming.
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