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Welcome to the other side





Part I



I place my forearms on the steel toilet bowl. My stomach contracts and the pain this causes is indescribable. No respite ensues. Only more pain, briefly pushing the nausea and total desperation into the background.


My insides all feel raw, as if my body is one big biological alarm gone haywire. As if I’m dying.


I push myself away from the toilet and sit down on the bed. Vacantly I stare at the wall, institutional green-painted concrete, covered in illegible scratches and slogans. Carved cries, last messages, doodles, silent witnesses to people who came before me.


The nerves are racing through me. I gasp. Suck in air, but it’s not enough. A panic attack. I’ve had them before, over the last few months. But never this extreme.


Don’t hyperventilate, Simone, don’t hyperventilate.


I fold my hands over my mouth and try to concentrate, to breathe as steadily as possible. Count, count to three. Breathe out. Breathe in. One, two, three. Breathe out. And again.


Banging on the door. It barely penetrates as far as my over-strained senses. The hatch opens. ‘Madame?’


‘J’arrive,’ I say, as was my custom over the past year, when the baker or the postman, or whoever, came to deliver something and I couldn’t get to the door quickly enough. ‘I’m coming.’


At the same time it strikes me how inappropriate my cry is. I still have just enough presence of mind to tuck a damp lock of hair behind my ear. My hands are shaking uncontrollably.


The door is unlocked and a policeman – dark hair, twenty-five or so – appears in the opening. He’s chewing something. Hanging from his leather belt is a holster containing a pistol, handcuffs and a two-way radio.


He looks at me with an expression somewhere between disapproval and pleasure.


I stand up, still shivering with nausea. Keep myself on my feet by leaning against the wall with one hand.


The policeman enters. It’s as if he’s floating, as if he’s not human, unreal, just like my role in this scene. A bad dream from which I can’t wake up.


This can’t be real, this would never happen to me. Not me.


I look up and read in his eyes what he sees. Not a mother of two, one-time school volunteer, owner of prestigious chambres d’hôtes. He sees a woman with tangled, greasy hair and a blotchy face, wearing a T-shirt that clings to her body. He can smell my panic.


I’d like to crawl away in shame. I’ve thrown my life away, I realise all of a sudden. Completely. It’s all over. I’m thirty-four, I had everything, and I’ve thrown it all away. My life, Eric’s and the children’s. And for what?


Or rather: for who?
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I have a thing about old buildings. Crumbling walls, collapsed roofs, skeletons of wood and stone, without windows and doors. They move me. Bare and naked, without pretensions.


As I walk around, the atmosphere washes over me. I feel like lying down, flat on my back, arms spread wide. Like a child making a butterfly in the warm summer sand. Breathe in. Drink in.


I don’t.


Why do we never do what we really want?


The plaster on the outer walls was the same colour as the clouds resting, leaden and heavy, on the hilltops. The cement, swollen with damp and algae, was showing cracks. In some places the cement had been knocked away, exposing the underlying yellow-red fieldstone. Dark rectangles, blowholes without glass or frames, marked where windows and doors had once been. Stems of wild ivy and morning glory wound themselves unobstructed from the outside in and back again.


I walked via the stone staircases to a hole in the façade, through nettles and weeds that had taken root in the joints and came up to my shoulders in places. My pumps were wet through.


It was colder inside than out. The first thing that hit me was the smell of wet stone and rotting wood. There were wooden boards on the floor. The wall was covered with peeling olive-green paint and mouldy brown wallpaper that had come away here and there.


The large hall was dark, with a wide wooden staircase leading to a balustrade on the first floor. The house had clearly been grand. There had probably once been a chandelier hanging overhead, giving out a soft, sparkling light. With a little imagination I could hear, faintly, the voices of the people who’d lived here long ago. Piano music, the clink of glasses.


I shivered and wrapped my coat tighter around me, gripped the lapel with one hand and looked up. On the ridge, two storeys above me, there was a slate roof. Raindrops were slipping through the gaps. They fell over the edge of the roof and landed at my feet.


This wasn’t how I remembered this house.


Perhaps I’d made it prettier in my mind since we’d seen it for the first – and last – time in May, almost four months ago, and bought it on impulse from an English estate agent.


CHARMING, STYLISH 18TH-CENTURY ENSEMBLE FOR RENOVATION, SITUATED ON RIDGE. TOTAL POSSIBLE LIVING AREA: 5,000 SQ FT. MAIN HOUSE (APPROX 3,000 SQ FT) WITH ORIGINAL FEATURES (FIREPLACE, OAK FLOORS), WINE CELLAR AND TOWER. OWN SPRING, WELL AND VARIOUS OUTBUILDINGS INCLUDING A PIGEON HOUSE, GRANARY AND 600 SQ FT STONE HOUSE FOR RENOVATION. 20 ACRES OF LAND ATTACHED, INCLUDING 8 ACRES OF WOODLAND AND SMALL FISHPOND, PANORAMIC VIEWS OVER HILLS. SECLUDED LOCATION (NEAREST NEIGHBOURS 1/2 MILE), VERY PRIVATE, 20 MINUTES’ DRIVE FROM ALL AMENITIES AND FRIENDLY TOWN. ENSEMBLE FULL OF POSSIBILITIES! VERY SUITABLE AS RETREAT OR FOR CONVERSION TO GÎTES, CHAMBRES D’HÔTES OR HOTEL.


In May the trees and fields had still been in bloom. White pear blossoms, lush purple of wild lilac and fields full of yellow rape-seed. The sun in a clear blue sky. Not a cloud in sight. You could see, as far as the horizon, an ocean of hilltops in all shades of soft purple and blue. Flocks of swallows swooped past the house and shot up again, in search of insects or a place to nest. Crickets chirped in the grass. The scent of herbs and flowers, sweet and overpowering, carried by the gentle breeze and accompanied by the croaking of frogs in the lower-lying lake, in the dale near the woods.


Eric had opened a bottle of Bordeaux, which we finished to the last drop on the overgrown courtyard.


We behaved like people are supposed to behave in that kind of situation. We were drunk with joy, on a high. This was paradise, a place where fairy tales were born. And this spot was to become our new life.


‘I know what you’re thinking,’ I heard Eric say beside me. He ran his fingers over the wall and rubbed his thumb over the greenish-brown substance that stuck to his fingertips. ‘But it’ll turn out OK, honestly. It’ll be fantastic, Simone. Really great.’


I wasn’t sure what to say. There were so many thoughts swirling in my head.


Without a word we walked through the hall. Our footsteps on the oak boards were drowned out by the rumbling of thunder in the distance. Eric went into the left wing. I stood there till he disappeared from sight.


Directly beneath the balustrade, to the right of the staircase, was a yellow-tiled room. There was an old, white kitchen unit below a water heater, and a jumble of lead pipes, oxidised white by the damp, had been fixed higgledy-piggledy to the mouldy brown walls. The tiled floor was covered with puddles of water. I sank to my knees and played with my fingers in the shallow liquid. Cold and slippery.


I tried to suppress one of the many thoughts that sprang to mind, but to no avail. I saw my mother standing beside me. Her unfathomable gaze focused on the mouldy walls, then on the holes in the roof, and the messy water pipes. With her high heels she meticulously avoided the puddles, gripping her skirt with one hand for fear that the delicate fabric would get stained by the countless sources of dirt in this house. She said nothing, my mother. Nothing at all. She never said anything when she disagreed with me. And that happened all too often. I listened to her holding her tongue and learned to interpret the various forms of silence.


I saw her standing beside me, totting up all the faults in this house, the answer written all over her face.


She liked her home comforts, my mother. Comforts she’d had to go without and wanted so badly for her only daughter. She hoisted me into dresses that made me feel awkward, and dragged me to tennis clubs and hockey pitches, where she expected to find important people with sons of my age. Quiet sulking, a silent disapproval, which grew in frequency and length as my adolescence progressed; long, silent days in my teenage years before my marriage to Eric, who was no doctor, prince or property investor, but a business-school student living in digs, with an old bike, an earring and a student loan. Only a year before we got married did she realise that I was doing exactly what she wanted me to do. Just in time. Just before she died.


My fingers were still splashing in the shallow water. ‘You’d hate it, Mum,’ I whispered. ‘You wouldn’t understand.’


Did I really understand it myself?


Eric was on his way to the kitchen. I could hear his footsteps on the floorboards in the hall and quickly stood up, stuffed my wet hands into the pockets of my trench coat.


I turned to face him.


‘I’m wondering,’ he said, ‘if we wouldn’t be better off asking Ellen to keep the children for another few weeks.’


Ellen was Eric’s eldest sister. Our children were staying with her and her husband Ben this week, leaving our hands free to make the initial arrangements.


‘Even in a few months’ time this house still won’t be habitable,’ I heard myself answer. ‘So there’s no point in keeping them away any longer. Besides, the school year starts in only a week and a half … You know, I think they’ll love it here. The long corridors, all those rooms, a scary cellar, the tower room and the lake with the frogs … To them, this is bound to look like a castle, an adventure. They can go exploring every day.’


‘But then we’ll have to sort out a caravan first. I don’t think I’ve come across a single dry room here. The entire roof needs replacing.’


‘We could stay in a hotel.’


‘Do me a favour, Simone: it’s going to take at least six months. I’ll buy a caravan so big you won’t even notice it’s a caravan.’
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Twenty feet long, eight feet wide. Cream-coloured with green stripes along the sides, forming a rising line at a slight angle beyond the last window. Inside, a U-shaped settee with a small table, a midget shower with marbled lino on the walls and floor. A chemical toilet with a broken lock, a sink, two gas rings and four berths. The satellite dish on a pole at the side was the finishing touch.


Hi-de-Hi!


It stood smirking at me from its smoke-coloured plastic windows. Ugly, right down to the chassis. It was laughing at me, with its fiddly taps and narrow beds. Roaring with delight, it stood on top of the crushed weeds, behind the main house. It was temporary, reason told me, and above all, I didn’t want to make a fuss. Certainly not now that the sun was taking a break and the constant rain was trying to drum into me that the path we’d taken was long and completely unpaved, and that we’d need any kind of positive stimulus, however small, to get through this intact as a family.


Eric unrolled a long power cable and connected it to our temporary home. Electricity at last. A branch of the central overground cable network led to the remotest corner of our house, closest to the road, and disappeared into a mysterious-looking oblong grey plastic cabinet. When I flicked the light switches in the hall and in the kitchen, the light came on. Our house was insured and we had a phone line. On the road out the front, at the end of the four-hundred-yard long cart track that was our driveway, there was a letterbox bearing our name. And we’d arranged it all ourselves.


‘It’s raining,’ said Eric, looking on in surprise, with his upturned face cocked to one side, as if it had only just dawned on him.


‘Yes, it’s raining. Again. Or still.’


Eric looked at his watch. ‘What time did they say they’d be arriving exactly?’


‘Between five and six, Ellen reckoned.’


‘What time did they set off?’


‘About eight.’


‘You might as well add another two hours to that then.’


Ben was sixty, fifteen years older than my sister-in-law Ellen. He had worked his whole life with and among all kinds of machines. Ben had a quirk, one of many that characterised him: my brother-in-law didn’t need to look at dials to know when a machine was working optimally. He had developed an ear for it. The optimal speed of Ben and Ellen’s Toyota was fifty-five miles per hour. Everywhere.


‘That gives us time to go for a bite to eat in the village in a minute,’ I heard Eric say. ‘And have another ask around for workmen. There’s no way I’m starting this by myself. That’d be hopeless. And I think some of the roof beams are rotten, by the way.’


I straightened up. ‘Wouldn’t we be better off bringing a team of workmen over from Holland? Those two Polish brothers might be available, the ones who put in the dormer window for Henk and Margo last year. They did a decent job. They might have—’


He shook his head. ‘Not Poles. Things work differently here. Different measurements, different materials. Local workmen know what’s available and what they need, so it just works out better that way. Besides, it fosters goodwill if you work with French people. If you bring foreigners over to do their job they’re not going to be very happy about it. I was planning to build something, not demolish it.’


‘Eric, you can’t even see the house from the road; nobody comes here.’ My voice betrayed my despair. ‘It’ll be winter in three months. I can’t bear the thought of still being in that caravan by then.’


‘Well, get used to the idea, because even if we work with ten men day and night it still won’t be finished before February. I didn’t expect the house to be so bad. The roof, the rafters, the beams, the floors, all the wiring, the pipes … It’s very old, and it’s been standing empty for thirty years now. You can’t just do it up in a few months. Loosen up, darling. We’ll see how it goes.’


‘But,’ I said, a little less forcefully, ‘if you bring people over, then at least something will happen. We’ve been here a week now and all we have is a caravan, a satellite dish and electricity. I’m fully aware that it might take longer than we first thought, and I don’t want to make a fuss, either, but if we could just make a start, then that’d be something at least. Even if they just did the roof for now, and installed windows in the right wing, and a front door, then at least we could move in … And unpack our stuff.’


I was referring to the white shipping container standing to the right of the driveway in the rain. The contents of our house were stored in it. I was slightly worried about mould in the Persian rugs and our winter clothes, and wondered whether the computer or the stereo was starting to rust. I didn’t even dare check if the metal colossus really was waterproof.


Eric’s expression left no doubt that this was non-negotiable as far as he was concerned. ‘Simone, we’ve only been here a week. What do you expect?’


I rubbed my hands over my face. ‘Sorry. It’s the stress. I’m tired. So many new experiences, saying goodbye … It’ll pass.’


Eric threw his arms around me. ‘Can you hear the frogs?’ he whispered. ‘Look, there in the distance, that white steeple. Isn’t this wonderful? What difference do the extra months make, in the grand scheme of things? This is a fantastic place, Simone. Have a little patience. It’ll turn out all right, honestly.’


Over the past few days Eric had made frantic efforts to find a builder, or put together a team of workmen somehow. Because our house, our rural estate that was going to be converted into luxury chambres d’hôtes, was only the beginning. The renovation of this paradise in the making needed to become a breeding ground for talent that would stick with Eric’s future business in the years to come. Eric wasn’t here to enjoy the nature, the Bordeaux wines and the mild climate. He was here to build a holiday park. That was his goal in our paradise. The chambres d’hôtes were to be my area of responsibility, and back in May this had still seemed like a dream come true.


Despite Eric’s enthusiasm and language skills, things weren’t exactly going smoothly so far. We travelled hundreds of miles along windy asphalt lanes through the hills to isolated hamlets with unpronounceable names (where nobody ever went, apart from the residents themselves and the postman), in search of Monsieur Deneuville’s nephew, who still lived with his mother and installed septic tanks. From there on to a friend of the mayor’s son, who ran a firm of contractors from an old vineyard. Woods, fields, meadows, grassland with drenched Limousin cattle, yet more woods and piles of tree trunks. From hamlet to hamlet. To no avail.


‘What do you think,’ I heard Eric say, chuckling. ‘Shall we let off a bit of steam? Christen that truly splendid caravan before lunch?’


‘Don’t you think that’s happened already? About … a zillion times.’


‘Shush. It can be the last time, for now. Once the kids are here the party’s over.’


It had never occurred to me. Caravan. The children.


No more privacy.


Eric was sitting across from me at a table in the local restaurant. The bottle of rosé between us was almost empty already and the food had yet to arrive.


Eric’s mobile lay beside a well-thumbed copy of last year’s Pages Jaunes given to him by the waitress. He phoned six builders and handymen. Yes, they wanted work, but no, it was too late this year for a project on that scale. June next year was the earliest they could fit us in.


‘Mistake number one,’ I thought, aloud. ‘We could have seen this coming; we should have sorted it out when we were still in Hol—’


‘Nonsense. You know as well as I do that over in Holland you have absolutely no power over what happens here; it would have made no difference. And we simply didn’t have time.’ For a moment it seemed as if cracks were also starting to appear in Eric’s armour of enthusiasm.


I was the first to admit that we hadn’t exactly planned our move very carefully. That there’d been no mention of an emigration plan. Or any plan at all. There was a reason for this, of course. There was a reason for everything.


We’d had just four months. And four months, it turned out, was simply not long enough to wrap things up properly and prepare thoroughly for what was the biggest step we’d ever taken. Not practically, let alone mentally.


*


Before we left for France Eric had been so busy winding up his current projects and training his successor that he rarely came home before ten o’clock. And in the last few months nearly all my time was taken up with packing. Unbelievable how many things you could accumulate in your life and above all how many you still turned out to need every day. I lost count of how often I’d tackled, yet again, the wall of neatly stacked boxes in the utility room with glassware and winter clothes, in search of the one Mickey Mouse cup that Isabelle insisted on taking on her school trip, or Bastian’s jacket because it was surprisingly cold for the beginning of July. Subscriptions had to be cancelled, moving cards sent out, the mail redirection service set up. In between times there were emails and phone calls from Dutch and French estate agents and notaries, and viewings for our old house, which we managed to sell at the last minute, despite the stacks of boxes in all the rooms. Friends and acquaintances who wanted to say goodbye, and were constantly beating a path to our door unannounced because they realised we would soon be disappearing from their lives. Eric’s brothers and his sister, their spouses and children, our parents, uncles and aunts, they all attended the surprise party organised by Miranda. Bastian’s and Isabelle’s teachers had held a French Day at school with a goodbye party afterwards. The pupils had secretly drawn pictures and written letters; Isabelle’s teacher had pasted them into two separate scrap-books with a copy of Bastian’s and Isabelle’s class photos on the cover.


The neighbours, the postman, the checkout girl at the local supermarket, even people we barely knew, literally everybody stopped me in the street. Only during our final weeks in Holland did I begin to realise how many people we were leaving behind; so many friends, family members and acquaintances we’d always been able to fall back on.


In our new life we were going to have to do everything by ourselves. We didn’t know a single soul, not even superficially, within a five-hundred-mile radius of our new home. I’d tried not to dwell on it too much. It seemed best to focus on what lay ahead, our new life. Our better life.


In the period between the purchase and the actual move I hadn’t even had time to think properly. Everything just went too fast. We’d done what was humanly possible, then left.


Eric poured the last drop of rosé into my glass. A skinny girl with a pale complexion and spiky hair brought our slices of smoked duck rimmed with fat, warm goat’s cheese and crunchy lettuce.


I picked at it listlessly and looked outside. Rain. ‘Welcome to the South of France,’ I couldn’t resist saying.


‘There’s a reason why it’s so green here. In the Gers last year everything was yellow, remember? You found it so barren then.’


‘Yes, I remember. But I hate rain. It can stop right now as far as I’m concerned.’ I looked up to gauge Eric’s reaction, but he was engrossed in the Pages Jaunes again, making notes on the back of a leaflet.


I pushed the last shred of duck on to my fork and ate it while looking outside, at the boulangerie across the road. An old woman with a poodle was leaving the baker’s. A baguette was sticking out of her shopping bag. She shuffled across the pavement and the dog followed her on its stiff little legs.


‘Lighten up, Simone.’ Eric’s voice interrupted my daydream. ‘We’re in France, for heaven’s sake. Laissez-faire. Why do you have so little faith in me? Haven’t I always been a good judge of things?’


I just nodded and finished off the last drop of rosé.


He was serious. Eric believed in this: I had to give him that. He wasn’t chasing a dream; he truly believed in it.


And I completely went along with it. Why? I don’t know. Friends called me brave for daring to take this step. Those were the words they used: guts, courage, daring. I didn’t feel so heroic myself. In fact I’d barely given it a moment’s thought. A rash decision made on the dizzying basis of a warm maison, served on a bed of grass and flowers, and washed down with half a bottle of good Bordeaux.


Considered? No. Brave? Anything but. I followed out of cowardice, perhaps even laziness. Marriage could be extremely practical for women like me.


Eric was the brains, a role he’d grown into. Besides, he had the gift of the gab. He spoke four languages fluently. Most of all he was loving. Sociable, friendly and optimistic. And those were by no means the only positive traits that applied to him. Eric had them by the dozen.


I couldn’t remember ever contributing anything active to this relationship, anything essential, that came from me and made a difference. Stability perhaps. Monotony.


Eric deserved all the credit.
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Isabelle’s shoulder-length hair was tied in two limp ponytails. Bastian needed a haircut. His dark hair was sticking out over his ears, I noticed now.


I’d expected them to cling to me, to be awed by our new house, perhaps, by the location and the space, but I’d misjudged them. Once released from their seatbelts, they dashed whooping through the corridors. Bastian made ghost sounds and Isabelle squeaked. They went completely bonkers.


‘We’re in France!’ I heard Isabelle shouting. ‘France, France, France!’


‘Awesome.’


‘This is my room.’


‘No, it’s mine!’


‘Where’s the pool?’


‘We don’t have one, dumbo. Daddy hasn’t built it yet.’


Ben, my hero of a brother-in-law who looks like a retired concierge, stood scratching his balding crown and couldn’t resist saying for the thirtieth time: ‘Well, well, you’ll have your work cut out here, Eric.’ He turned to face me. ‘And you too, Simone. You’re brave! I wouldn’t have touched it with a bargepole.’


Ellen was standing beside him. She looked exhausted. The journey had taken almost thirteen hours instead of ten, because Ben had taken the wrong exit back in Belgium and only owned up after another sixty miles. After that they’d found themselves in Paris itself rather than on the ring road, which had been partly closed off due to roadworks. The traffic in the city centre had been gridlocked. It had been a less than successful trip, in a word.


‘It’s lovely here, isn’t it?’ Ellen remarked. ‘With all the nature and stuff. But it was so hard to find. All the roads look the same here. They don’t put signs anywhere either.’


‘Are you sure you don’t want any more coffee?’ I asked.


‘Oh, no, Simone, really,’ Ben answered. ‘We’ll leave you in peace. I saw a little hotel on the way here, near the town, and that’s where we’re heading now. We’re driving home early tomorrow morning and I want to be properly refreshed behind the wheel.’


We walked with them to the courtyard. Light raindrops were falling around us on the weeds and beige gravel.


‘But what a gorgeous house,’ Ellen couldn’t help saying, taking one more perfunctory look at the house. ‘Really beautiful, with all the stone and that staircase, and things like that. And that tower, absolutely beautiful. We promise we’ll come back next year when it’s finished, but—’


‘—You’ll have your work cut out,’ Ben chimed in.


I forced a smile.


Barely an hour after they’d arrived we were already waving goodbye to Ben and Ellen and their green Toyota, until they turned on to the cart track that led to the main road and disappeared from sight.


Dusk had fallen. The sky was turning orangey-red and the sound of chirping crickets was coming from all directions. Overwhelming.


Children’s voices rang out from the house, squeaks of joy. Bastian and Isabelle came running outside, boisterous and full of energy.


‘Come here,’ I said, crouching down and hugging one child tightly on either side. ‘Did you have a nice time with Uncle Ben and Aunty Ellen?’


‘Yeah!’ answered Bastian. ‘We were allowed to choose what time we ate.’


‘And what time we went to bed!’


‘And what did you two eat?’ I asked.


‘Pancakes with jam, chips …’


‘Chocolate!’ Isabelle chimed in.


‘Are you glad to be back with us?’


‘Yes, of course,’ said Bastian, suddenly serious. He looked at the house and I followed his gaze. The building, with its high tower on the right, formed an enormous, dark silhouette against the now purple sky.


The crickets seemed to have fallen silent for a moment.


‘Is this where we’re going to live, Mummy?’ asked Isabelle timidly.


‘Yes, darling. This is where we’re going to live. This is our new house. Do you like it? It’s like a castle, isn’t it?’


Isabelle wasn’t listening. ‘Do we have to start speaking French now? Like fleur and stuff, and so-leil?’


‘French is dumb,’ said Bastian.


‘Yes, sweetheart, we’re going to speak French. But not at home: here we can carry on speaking Dutch, as usual. Daddy’s also put up a satellite dish so you can watch Dutch TV. Rugrats, and SpongeBob.’


‘When do we start school?’


‘Thursday: five sleeps to go.’


‘That soon?’ cried Bastian.


‘And at school don’t they all speak … like we do?’ asked Isabelle.


‘They all speak French. The other children and the teacher too. But you’ll pick it up in no time, and by Christmas you’ll already be speaking better French than Mummy and Daddy. It won’t take long at all, believe me.’ I listened to myself speak. Wisdom gleaned from internet forums.


Isabelle reached for my hand and pressed herself against me.


I felt a lump in my throat.


‘Madame?’ says the policeman once more, as if he doubts whether I can really see him, really hear him speak.


I look into his eyes in confusion, in the hope of finding warmth, solidarity perhaps, or humanity at least. He stares back impassively. His private joke, or whatever it was, has completely vanished from his face. No sympathy, no warmth.


‘I want to phone my husband,’ I say. ‘Please let me phone my husband.’


Eric must be worried sick. He saw me being taken away this morning. Cuffed, across the courtyard, flanked by two armed officers. As the police car juddered towards the path and I shot a desperate look at Eric, who remained behind alone in the courtyard, I saw the dismay break out on his face.


Thank goodness Isabelle and Bastian were still in bed.


‘That’s not possible,’ he replies. ‘You are not allowed any contact with the outside world for three days. These are the rules.’


I squeeze my eyes shut. Open them again. Try to stay calm.


‘But my husband …’


‘Je suis désolé – I’m sorry. There’s nothing I can do.’


I have a brainwave: a lawyer. A confidant, who I can talk to and who’s free to come and go. Someone I can ask to put Eric’s mind at rest, let him know I love him, and the children.


I look up. ‘I want a lawyer.’ It sounds desperate, exactly how I feel.


The policeman shakes his head. ‘Not until after the questioning, madame.’
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I often gaze at the sky. By day, when aeroplanes crisscross overhead and the clouds race along. But preferably by night, when the countless specks of light twinkle above, out of range, out of reach. I imagine I’m one of them. Rise, embrace, absorb and disappear into millions of pieces. It’s a pipe dream, a wish.


Everything disappoints if you set your hopes too high.


The one ray of hope was that the goodbye on the first day of school didn’t degenerate into a crying fit from the children. They waved to me bravely as they entered the school where the grownups and children spoke a language they couldn’t understand.


The absolute low point of the day was my own crying fit in the car on the way back home. I wasn’t sure exactly why I was crying. Was I proud of them? Did I feel sorry for them? Or was it a combination of both?


During the first week of school I couldn’t relax. I thought about them nearly every minute of the day. Isabelle and Bastian, in a strange class, with an unfamiliar teacher and children who regarded them as curiosities. They couldn’t understand a word of what was being said, and were bound to be feeling anxious and insecure. That thought stuck in my mind, and I couldn’t rest, not for a moment. I wanted to stay near the telephone in case the headmaster rang. But the call never came. Bastian and Isabelle were coping well. Bastian had said, when I tucked him in yesterday, that he missed his friends a lot and that he thought he’d never learn to speak like the children at school. They’d played football in the playground at breaktime, something that had never been allowed at his old school in Holland, and he saw this as a good thing. He’d also joined in with catching lizards, which abounded on the school walls.


It was scary how well Isabelle seemed to be dealing with the new situation. They had exactly the right sort of coloured pencils at school, she said, and worksheets that involved circling things. There was even a computer. And she understood more or less what the teacher wanted her to do. She just did what the other children did.


The school dinners were disgusting, they both agreed. Warm, pureed vegetables were very strange, like a kind of baby food, and the spaghetti was all stuck together, without ketchup. Mummy was a better cook than the one at school.


The main problem was the long French school day, from nine to half past four, with only Wednesday afternoon off.


Eric was now working on the house every day. I saw him messing around with cables and wood. He hadn’t the faintest idea what to do with them. I’d done my best to give him ideas, give him a helping hand, even, but just like Eric I didn’t have a clue how to measure up a window frame or how to replace the beams so high up near the ridge, running from one side of the house to the other. And neither of us dared go on to the roof to straighten out the tiles.


We couldn’t do this on our own. We were doing our very best, but it just wasn’t working.


I did what I could. I’d tried to brighten up the caravan a little, make it feel like home. We’d lugged the freezer and the fridge from the shipping container to the dry half of the kitchen on the ground floor. Eric had bought a four-ring gas burner with a metal lid, which was now on an old table we’d found in the basement. On the floor next to it was a green gas bottle with a pipe leading to the gas burner. Diagonally opposite was the washing machine, next to the drier. For water, which had a strong smell of chlorine here and was so rich in lime that the warning light on the coffee machine flashed every couple of days, I had to use the tap on the other side of the room. Here there was a deep sink the size of a hip bath, where I did the washing up.


We rarely went into the bathroom, which was on the first floor. There was no hot water yet. The basement housed a boiler, but Eric didn’t dare switch it on. A man he’d spoken to at the baker’s this morning knew a serviceman who was a dab hand with central heating boilers. He said he’d send the man over to see whether our boiler was a ticking time bomb – as we suspected – or a serviceable appliance.


I was dying for a bath, or a shower at any rate. It was warm, the first week of September, and I felt sticky and sweaty.


And I was increasingly starting to wonder what I was doing here, whether I wasn’t beginning to develop a masochistic streak.





5



The atmosphere in the house had changed. Yesterday Eric had bumped into a man in a big supermarket in town. A Belgian, Peter, who’d said goodbye to his homeland seven years ago and come to live in this area. Just like us he’d been drawn by the nature, the space, the affordable country houses and the climate, and just like us he’d run up against a wall of disinterest or overfull work schedules.


Peter had spotted the gap in the market and had been filling it for around five years now. Not without success, according to Eric. Peter employed forty people, whose sole occupation was doing up farms, country houses and castles for foreigners like us. Belgians, the odd German and an awful lot of British and Dutch who had a dream, but were all fingers and thumbs.


He now drove a nearly new Land Rover and lived in a wonderful place, so he said, twelve miles away, with his girlfriend.


Peter said he’d come over tomorrow. He reckoned he’d soon be in a position to free up a few people to make a start on our house, meaning that, whatever happened, it wouldn’t be long before we could move in.


It was a nice feeling to know that something was going to happen, that our house would soon no longer be our problem alone, but a problem shared. I was looking forward to meeting this Peter.


Since the boiler still wasn’t working we’d gone for a shower yesterday evening at a service station on the motorway. For a few euros you could stand beneath the hot spray for minutes on end.


It cheered us all up.


On our return the acquaintance of the customer Eric had met at the baker’s had arrived. A blue Peugeot 407 was parked in front of the archway. After fiddling for an hour the man had got our boiler working. It didn’t explode. The thing made a lot of noise. It rumbled, and there was an empty soup tin beside it to catch overflowing water. But we no longer had to go to the service station, at any rate. We could start showering in the old bathroom on the first floor.


Thanks to these strokes of luck, things were looking up.


I walked through the hall, then went outside and stretched. The September sun had broken through and was warming the damp land. Eric had mown the weeds in the courtyard and fresh blades of grass were seizing their chance here and there. I could hear nothing but the birds and the crickets. Otherwise it was quiet. Peaceful.


I walked towards the gateway, an arch of large, beige blocks of limestone at the entrance to the courtyard. Lizards were clinging to the rough surface, warming themselves in the sun with upturned heads. They darted into the cracks in the wall when I passed under the gateway.


The prettiest part of our house wasn’t even the house itself. It was what they advertise in estate agents’ brochures as une vue panoramique. There were more hilltops than I could count. They stretched out in front of me the moment I started walking from the courtyard towards the lake. Like hushed waves, one after the other, they made me feel like I was standing on the roof of the world. Somewhere in the distance a white church tower rose up out of the green. Even further away I could see the vague outlines of a castle. High above me large birds of prey were soaring through the sky.


I turned round to face the house. It looked more welcoming like this, in the sun. I tried to imagine how it might look if it had windows with bright blue shutters. Window boxes underneath, full of ivy geraniums in pink and red. The courtyard, not bumpy and covered with grass and weeds, like now, but flattened, with several levels and wide steps, beige gravel, varnished blue pots with flowers, and a fountain or watering place. A stone bench for guests to sit on, so they could look out over the hills and let their stress ebb away here in the tranquillity.


For the first time since May I was able to picture it again.


The house was starting to come alive.
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It is said of the inhabitants of Corsica that when they want to make a path, they get a donkey to walk in front. The farmer saunters behind his pack animal with his hands in his pockets. The route the donkey takes becomes the path. No, more than that: has become the path. It’s a rather uncomplimentary story, illustrating the alleged laziness and passivity of the Corsicans.


His name was Peter Vandamme, he was articulate, and at first glance he looked about forty, but much older on closer inspection. He had brown eyes, the same as Eric’s, and light, curly, greying, close-cropped hair. An oval face with strong features. Peter peppered his monologues with French expressions, winked and gestured a lot, and gave the impression of being at ease wherever he went and pretty well settled into French life.


Peter was my ministering angel, the Hercules I’d been waiting for. Someone with an understanding of wood, bricks and mortar.


Our house turned out to be in fine condition.


‘A charming house,’ he kept saying. ‘Really charming. It was a good buy. These kinds of houses are scarce and are getting scarcer all the time.’


He followed us through the house, scribbling all kinds of things on a folded-back notepad. A shopping list for the local builders’ merchants and the sand supplier. Peter left Eric to order it all. He said he’d bring scaffolding himself and other tools to work with. And labourers: about six or seven men, he reckoned.


‘We start Monday,’ said Peter. ‘We’ll be working until eight o’clock. Between twelve and two is breaktime.’ He turned to me. ‘Can you cook?’


I stammered something in the affirmative.


‘My lads are used to good food. I insist on it. Varied, healthy, with protein and especially carbohydrates. They work hard. They need it and they deserve it.’


For a moment I was lost for words. This had come as a surprise. I’d never fully transformed into Simone the domestic goddess; this was something I still aspired to, later, when I had all the time in the world. And a luxury kitchen.


I felt a slight panic coming on. Started counting. Eight hungry men, ten adults, including Eric and me. One four-ring gas burner, one table-top fridge and a freezer.


I had to stock up. Make a plan. Collect recipes.


In time for Monday.


‘The house will be weathertight by the winter,’ said Peter, turning back to Eric. ‘Two months, three, tops. Then you can move in.’


‘What about the hotel part?’ I heard Eric ask.


‘That’s the least of our worries. First we need to sort out the roof, the beams, floors, wiring and water pipes. The rest is plain sailing. The windows and the inside walls are nothing really.’


The way Peter spoke, it sounded so easy. Peter said things people wanted to hear, it struck me. This was probably his strength. And perhaps he was right, and it really was all so simple.


We waved goodbye as he drove off in his dark green Land Rover. Eric was by my side, his hand on my shoulder. ‘See,’ he said. ‘Didn’t I say it would turn out all right? Weird, isn’t it? Simply bumping into someone like that at the supermarket checkout.’


As Eric walked back to the house, I looked up. The sky was blue and cloudless. An aeroplane was crossing the airspace. I couldn’t hear it, only see it. A silver, gleaming dot leaving a straight, white trail in its wake, which slowly broke up and dissolved into nothingness as the aeroplane progressed on its journey. I felt like lying down. On the ground, flat on my back in the grass. Simply staring at the white trail in the air, spreading my arms and making a butterfly in the weeds.


Instead I followed Eric.


In fact I did exactly what I’d been doing for the past thirteen years. Taking the safe course mapped out for me by Eric.


Eric was my donkey.
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Monday morning, half nine. I’d taken the children to school and was getting out of the car. Just beyond the gateway there were three white vans parked in the courtyard. They were covered with scratches and dents. The sliding doors were open at the side, revealing the contents: tools, rope and boxes of materials. There were people walking all over the place. They were wearing work clothes: T-shirts with advertising slogans, faded jeans and track-suit bottoms full of holes. Leather belts were slung around their hips, with hammers, screwdrivers and tape measures attached. A radio was playing, doing its best to be heard above the noise and racket. Scaffolding was being erected, inside and out, almost level with the roof.


Peter was giving instructions. It made me feel good to see something actually being done, and the energy with which Peter directed his men, the speed with which they responded to his instructions, inspired confidence. I saw Eric consulting with Peter and pointing to the roof.


I decided there was nothing else I could do, and I could make myself more useful by fetching fresh baguettes and salad. I got into the Volvo, checked whether I had my wallet with me and fastened my seatbelt.


As I was about to start the car I jumped at the sound of a loud knock. Eric. He was standing beside the car and had banged on the roof with his hand.


I opened the car window.


‘Simone, this is not on.’


‘What?’


‘Sneaking off without introducing yourself.’


Sneaking off?


‘I’m not sneaking off; I’m going food shopping.’


‘Those lads were asking me just now where my wife was. I said I’d introduce you to them when you got back from the village. Out of the corner of my eye I saw you driving up and then leaving again straightaway. Be sociable; introduce yourself like a normal person.’


I looked past Eric in the direction of the courtyard. A few men were watching us with curiosity.


‘Oh. Sorry.’


I got out and followed Eric to the courtyard. The men approached us from all directions. They were a mixture of ages. The oldest had already started greying slightly; others were young, around twenty, twenty-five. They smiled amiably.


I shook their hands, introduced myself, feeling ridiculous because I kept saying the same thing over and over, and ill at ease as the only woman among so many men.


I worked my way down the line. A man with only three fingers on one hand, and a lined face, who was called Louis. A blond boy of around twenty with a pierced eyebrow and a tattoo on his right shoulder, Bruno. Antoine, about thirty-five, with dark, twinkling eyes and feminine features and mannerisms. Arnaud, who looked the oldest, balding, with greying hair, a moustache and callused hands. I’d never been very good at remembering names, it was going too fast and I just hoped I’d learn them by heart in due course. Pierre-Antoine was number five. He was very dark, with a deep tan and jet-black hair, like a Spaniard.


The last one was slightly taller than me and was wearing shabby tracksuit bottoms that had slipped down, revealing the top of his briefs. Flat stomach, taut young skin, broad shoulders. The moment I shook his hand and laid eyes him, I was overwhelmed by a sultry look that seemed to pierce straight through me. Suddenly I became aware of his body, so close to mine, unabashed in all its manliness, stripped to the waist. He introduced himself as Michel.


There was silence, a vacuum.


One of the men broke the tension by laughing out loud and giving Michel a friendly poke. He let go of my hand and gave a quick-witted response I couldn’t understand, which went down well with his friends. A few of them chuckled.


Peter came running up to me. Before I realised what was happening he bent forward and kissed me on both cheeks. Squeezed my shoulder, then made a gesture that sent the men back to work. For a second he looked like an animal tamer in the circus; the men were at his beck and call. They were clearly a good team, Peter and his men. A close-knit group.


‘These are your diners,’ said Peter, smiling broadly, but with a pedantic undertone I couldn’t help noticing. ‘Simone, love, don’t forget: everybody’s on the lookout for workmen here and we tend to go and work where the food and atmosphere are best.’


I tried to smile and mumbled: ‘Can you … I mean, is the food really so important?’


Peter gave a toothy grin. ‘This is France, not Holland. People work hard, but they also enjoy life. An elaborate meal, making time for good conversation, that’s not just a bonus, it’s essential.’ Peter nodded in the direction of his men. ‘Don’t forget to shake hands with them every day, in the morning, but also when they go home again in the evening. They set great store by courtesy here. Show an interest; give them decent food. They appreciate that. So do I, for that matter. Everybody does here. As a Dutch woman your nationality is already a disadvantage. Awkward, rude, tactless, loud, culturally and culinarily handicapped. If you can prove them wrong, you’ll get along fine here. They’ll be idolising you before the week is out.’


I gazed at him and it dawned on me that it was time for me to say something. Something intelligent. Nothing sprang to mind.


Peter nodded once more in parting and went inside.


I looked around but couldn’t see Eric anywhere. All I wanted to do now was get away, to the car.


As I was passing I saw Michel standing on the scaffolding. His body was naturally muscular and lightly tanned by the sun. A poster boy for male sexuality.


Extraordinarily beautiful.


He was looking straight at me. I nodded briefly, forced a smile and quickly walked on, in the hope that my inner thoughts hadn’t surfaced all too visibly.





8



Humans learn in exactly the same way as animals. The basic principle is straightforward, very simple, in fact. Any action that makes you feel good is repeated, continued or even increased. It works the same the other way round: anything that makes you feel bad, you will avoid, stop, reduce.


There’s no faulting my theoretical knowledge.


‘Do you like it there?’ Miranda had a husband with a pot belly, two children and a permanently tidy home.


I could hear her voice as if she was standing right next to me.


‘It’ll take some getting used to,’ I said, stirring pasta in the pan, the receiver clamped between my ear and shoulder. ‘We can’t move into the house yet. But the area is really beautiful.’


‘I have a piece of news for you,’ she quickly interrupted. ‘Hannah’s decided to leave her husband. She’s traded him in for a bloke with a sock shop. Els told me this morning, at school. She’s left the kids with Fred and now he’s got a problem, because he can’t take time off work. Honestly, everybody’s talking about it.’


I tried to lift a string of spaghetti out of the boiling water. It kept slipping off the fork.


‘… and he came home at three o’clock in the morning. Well, you can imagine what she did then …’


Shouting in the background. It sounded urgent: Miranda’s children, a boy of five and a girl of seven, were waging a mini-war. For a brief moment I could picture Miranda’s living room. A house with a through lounge in a new-build development with immature trees, on a wide street with driveways left and right. Catalogue furniture, because you could pay in instalments. Children’s drawings stuck to the fridge with magnets. A fresh bunch of flowers on the coffee table, a supermarket flyer with the week’s special offers.


Not long ago my world looked more or less like that too.


From the kitchen, I looked through the hall and outside, where the sun was beating down and the workmen were walking back and forth, and realised how different my daily life had become, simply by moving to another country. Deafening hammering and drilling were coming from the left wing of the house. I could hear the radio blaring. French pop songs, soul ballads, rock. Someone was singing along at the top of his voice.


‘… so then I told her to ring Tom, which she did. And guess what he said then? Be careful, he said …’


Success! I wound a string of spaghetti around the fork. Blew on the end and tasted it. Perfect. Just slightly softer than al dente.


‘I have to go,’ I said, interrupting Miranda’s monologue. ‘Speak to you soon.’


Cooking for a large group of people was a lot harder than I thought.


I drained the pasta in a colander in the oversized sink, added some coarse sea salt and gave the colander another shake to distribute the salt. A dish of salad – oak-leaf lettuce, lamb’s lettuce, cherry tomatoes and sliced shallots, with a dressing of olive oil, vinegar and basil – was ready in the fridge. I slid the slippery strings of pasta into a couple of earthenware bowls and sprinkled them with olive oil. Then scattered a pound of fried, diced bacon, some chopped basil leaves and toasted pine nuts on top.


On the tabletop next to the gas burner there were baguettes I’d bought at the local bakery. I took a Port Salut, a Camembert and a pack of butter with sea salt out of the fridge, and put them on a separate tray.


Pasta, healthy salad, cheese and bread. It looked like a good spread. Hopefully it would pass muster.


The lads, as Eric had started calling them, had been at work for four days now and mountains had already been moved. Michel had been away for the past two days. Oddly enough I had mixed feelings about this. Disappointment and relief at the same time. His absence gave me room to breathe, as it had become painfully clear to me over the last few days that it would be a huge struggle to act naturally around him.


Michel always seemed to be looking straight at you. The implicit sensuality in his eyes, that beautiful head of his and the sculpted body which carried that head so proudly and effortlessly were getting under my skin. Thirteen years ago, before I married Eric, this would have been very pleasant and welcome, a field of tension inviting me to go deeper, explore. But now, in this situation, it was troubling. Too confrontational. So it was a good thing he was away today, and it would be better for everyone if he never showed up again.
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