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  Dedication




  To my supportive and patient husband Nigel, who believes in me and everything I do. He enables me to fulfil my passion for writing. I love you, Mr Butfield.




  

  Our mantras




   




  Never give up on your dreams; if you can conceive it then you can achieve it.




   




  Be yourself. Those who mind do not matter, those who matter do not mind.




   




  These mantras are always in my heart and they are the mantras by which I now live my life. I keep these particular ones written in my journals, on my desk and in my kitchen.
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  Prologue




  It is September, and we are now in the Charente, South West France. Who could have imagined that we would find ourselves moving from the UK to Australia in 2008, only to then move to France in 2012? I believe that there is always something positive to come from any negative situation or experience. However, in 2010, an unexpected negative influence on my life presented itself in the form of a road-rage car accident. I struggled for a long time to find a positive from that event. The accident resulted in my driving anxiety and a diagnosis of post-traumatic stress disorder. The investigations and treatments during the lengthy medical process tested my psychological strength in a variety of ways.




  Two years after the accident and with a lengthy legal process now complete, the financial compensation sits in our bank account. The money, and whatever we choose to do with it, will never give me back my independence, in the form of my driving confidence. Does any amount of money reflect an acceptable level of recompense for the lifelong baggage that I carry after the events of that fateful day in April 2010? We decide, after discussing it at length, to use the money to fulfil another of our long held dreams, that of renovating a small cottage in France. To achieve our dream of owning a family home again, after losing our home and the roots to our Australian dream during the Brisbane floods of 2011 is what motivates us.




  The process of finding our new home in France, meeting our meagre criteria, brings back memories of excitement, dream chasing and a sense of doing the right thing. When we decide that our desired location is France, we research and identify the best areas for renovation properties at reasonable prices, which are also within easy access to transport links to the UK. The next essential criterion is budget. The exchange rate at the time is favourable for transferring money from Australian dollars to Euros, so our budget for the property purchase and associated fees becomes 25,000 euros. Now for that money you do not end up owning a chateau, or anything resembling a ‘normal’ home by UK or Australian standards. However what you do get is a base, a family home that we will fill with love, laughter and unconditional support.




  Our initial search area on the internet is around Montmorillon. This riverside town, situated in the Vienne Department of the Poitou Charentes region, has two airports to the North West. Poitiers airport is 50 km away and Limoges airport is 70 km. This allows easy access to cheap Ryanair flights to the UK. It also sits on the main TER (Transport Express Règional) rail link, for easy access to the major cities. The appeal of Montmorillon, with its culture and history, feeds my romantic fantasies of being a successful author living in France. Montmorillon is known as, ‘the city of writing,’ and this piece of history reinforces my belief that this is the perfect place for me to go and start my writing career. Its medieval charm is captured in the cobbled streets that wind their way through the old quarter. They deliver visitors to an array of chapels, churches and buildings, all oozing with history. The view of the River Gartempe, which flows through this riverside town, is breath taking. To buy a house in Montmorillon itself is outside our budget. However, there are quite a few renovation property opportunities within a few kilometres’ radius. Our internet search identifies ten potential properties in the villages of La Trimouille, Magnac Laval and Gencay. The lengthy logistical timeframe that is required for pet vaccinations, my language course and for Jaime to finish school prior to making an international move means we have time to build in a short trip. We need to find a property, start the purchase process and then hope that we can complete on the sale before we arrive permanently, whenever that may be.




  A short trip from Australia to France is a contradiction in terms, but with the permission of the bankruptcy trustees, given the rationale for our move, we are free to go. We stay at Les Chambres de la Loge, a small chambre d’hote, or bed and breakfast, just outside Montmorillon, run by a French couple, Nathalie Patrier and Daniel Capillon. Nathalie speaks English as she has travelled in the UK, and she is keen to learn new words and phrases. Together they have tastefully restored the old house to establish three comfortable guest rooms, each named after local features and all with en-suite, television, Wi-Fi, welcome tray on arrival and a private entrance. Ours is the Gartempe room. Nathalie serves an exquisite French breakfast with homemade bread, jams and croissants in a beautiful dining room or, on sunny mornings, on the terrace. At breakfast on the first morning, Nathalie serves the coffee and makes conversation with us in English. A second couple joins us at the table and start a conversation in French with Nathalie. Although they occasionally glance at us, we cannot understand or engage in the conversation so we just chat quietly between ourselves. Nathalie, obviously feeling a bit uncomfortable that we are not able to participate, diverts the conversation a couple of times. She asks a question in English as if she is going to translate our reply for the other couple. Nigel is more concerned that despite how much the man has to say he is eating all the croissants!




  It is nice for us and the other guests that we do not have to come through the main house, especially as we are in and out a lot during the viewings over the next few days. We can go to the garden, which has a bistro table and chairs, to enjoy a glass of wine as we peruse property details. We hire a car and arrive with a short list of ten properties lined up for viewing.




  Day one of our five day stay; Darren, the estate agent, calls to say only two of the ten properties shortlisted are still for sale. He suggests that we extend our search area given our limited time in France for viewings. We view the two remaining properties from our shortlist with disappointment. Not disappointment at the properties themselves, or even the remote locations, but the fact that the gardens are not near to the properties. We now know this is a French consequence of inheritance laws. Sometimes when properties are left in wills to various family members, they sell the barns and gardens, etc., as separate pieces of real estate. The gardens at property number two are across the road, which is too dangerous for our dogs, Dave and Buster. An air of despondency looms as we start to view the details of properties in the Confolens area. Although we have a small budget, we know that we can afford to stipulate a few essential criteria. It must have walls, connection to utilities and the roof must be intact.




  By the third day of our weeklong viewing trip, we are no nearer to finding a property. We have three properties left to view for our final assault on this mission. It rains heavily on the day we meet Darren to view the final properties. As we pull up and park across the road from the first house, from the outside, it does not say ‘buy me.’ However, there is something about it, which charms and fascinates me. I sense a spiritual connection, which sounds bizarre I know, as I have never been to, or even heard of, this little village before. Maybe it has something to do with the proximity of the village church that overlooks the road to this bland little cottage.




  “Now, how flexible are you prepared to be on the condition of the roof?” Darren says.




  As Nigel firmly grips my hand I realise that we are both thinking the same thing, we cannot afford to make a reactive, desperation purchase. If we are going to consider a compromise, there needed to be other redeeming features to compensate.




  “What do you mean by flexible?” Nigel asks.




  “Well the roof of the house is intact, but there is damage to the roof in the barn,” he says.




  “Ok, well that’s not so bad, I suppose, let’s go take a look.”




  I am a bit uneasy about this, as we are not experienced renovators.




  As Darren struggles to unlock the front door with a long thin key, the rain drips down my neck from the leaking guttering. The daylight from the open door shows us the way as we walk straight through the house. I say house, but it resembles an animal shelter; the floor is unmade and sloping, pieces of wood and bags of what I assume are belongings are piled in the corners. We reach the back door that leads into the garden. Here is my redeeming feature. The garden is perfect. Currently resembling a meadow, with a babbling brook on the boundary, it looks out onto nothing except fields and trees all the way to the horizon. Standing in the rain, I turn and look back at the house and adjacent barn, and the true enormity of the degree of flexibility we need to exercise in relation to the roof hits me. There is a hole, where a large piece has caved in, which lets the rain into the barn. The barn is not accessible from the back garden, as the doorway is overgrown with what appear to be bushes and weeds. It is raining too hard to investigate further. We go back inside and head upstairs to explore the living area. This area has plastic sheeting under leaks in the ceiling and old wine bottles in the corner of the front bedroom. It is like a scene from a scary movie like, ‘Hostel,’ with its stained walls, hanging garments of clothing and the appearance of damp. Darren opens the shutters and immediately, despite it being a grey day outside, the potential shines in revealing oak floors and beams. I do not know why, because it is not what I envisaged us buying, but I think I love it.




  We finish looking around the house and enter the barn from the front. Inside it is full of rubbish, straw and roof debris. Everything is wet and green with moss and mould. Can this ever be made into anything resembling a house?




  We drive on to the other properties. One has pink walls throughout, which I can deal with, but it has broken glass from what appears to be a breakin. Immediately this says, ‘no way’ to me, especially in such a remote location. The next has no garden of any useful size. I think my mind is still at the first property that we viewed today. We head back to Montmorillon discussing and debating our options. I have made up my mind; I want that house regardless of the roof damage. We review our budget and decide that we will put in a cheeky offer, which will give us 10,000 euros for a roof repair, surely that will be enough? I call Darren and he puts in the offer. An anxious overnight wait leads to acceptance of our offer the following morning. Excited at finding our renovation project and new home, we arrange to go for a second viewing, on our own, to take photographs to help us plan our renovation work schedule and to get quotes for the roof repair. The music to accompany our French property-buying trip has been the new Lana Del Rey album, ‘Born to Die,’ which Nigel brought with him. It is the only music CD we have with us. The French radio channels do not make easy listening when you cannot understand the language. We listen to the album on repeat so the words to ‘Summertime Sadness’ and ‘Video Games’ come to mind whenever I recall our buying trip.




  Sometimes I wonder if we could or would have achieved this dream from our personal bucket list, had it not been for the floods and the car accident, who knows? We now own a home, albeit uninhabitable by some less resilient people’s standards. With no mortgage, we are confident that no person or act of Mother Nature will ever take it away from us. One thing that I do know is that from the moment we arrived here our lives changed, both on a physical and psychological level. Life is good.




  



  Chapter 1 First impressions




  Notre nouvelle maison (Our new home)




  “Open the door, key man!”




  As keys never seem to operate properly in my hands, the term key man has become one of our in-house jokes. Either that or I lose or sometimes even break them. Therefore, over the last sixteen years, Nigel has always been my key man. He takes charge of opening and locking up wherever we go, whether it is at home, on holiday or at work. I often wonder how I survived so many years of nursing carrying a bunch of keys in my pockets. Keys to drugs cupboards, treatment and storerooms never gave me any problems, it is only ever with my personal keys.




  “Have some patience will you; you’re worse than the kids when you get excited.”




  The key does not appear to fit. It is raining hard and our Australian cattle dogs, our precious boys, Dave and Buster, are barking loudly in their sky crates in the back of the hire-car. Just as they have for the whole of the five-hour journey from Paris. Nigel is quick to work out that the lock mechanism is upside down. Therefore, the key needs to go in upside down and so he needs to turn the key in an anti-clockwise direction, instead of clockwise, in our quirky French door. The word door does not give an accurate description of the entrance to our new home. It resembles the entrance to a grotto or an animal shelter, with its rusty wrought iron latch. There is a metal grid over a small frosted glass windowpane, crudely fitted into the grey painted wood door. A large oak lintel above the doorway is partly obscured by peeling render. The wood peeps out, tempting us with the potential splendour ahead. We are keen to begin unveiling the hidden charm and features of our two hundred year old cottage.




  In true French style, the door opens into ‘la cave,’ meaning cellar, or lower part of the house. This area would have been the living quarters for the animals belonging to the household years ago. It was common for each house to have its own goat, cow or sheep for milk and chickens for eggs and meat. For now, our cave is a dumping ground for pieces of wood, bricks and random torn pieces of cloth. They hang on large nails from the walls, for reasons unknown for now. The living area, again a term I use in loose and not literal way, is on the first floor.




  Inside, darkness prevails. As our eyes strain to adjust and refocus, the stench of long standing dampness seeps into my nostrils. This smell takes my mind back to when the children were at school. That smell of mouldy bread crusts, in Rob’s overlooked lunchbox at the end of the weekend, evokes the Proust Phenomenon. Proust folk law says that odours are especially powerful reminders of autobiographical experiences, taking you immediately back to the exact place and time. So it was with the aroma inside the house.




  The door immediately to our left leads to the staircase. However, it yields a hand written message, on yellow stained paper, in bold black letters. It is in French written exactly as it below. Despite the language barrier, the use of large bold, capital letters makes it obvious that it denotes a warning of some description.




  ATTENTION L’ELECTRICITE EST COUPEE ET LES BOITE A FUSIBLE EST DERRIERE VOUS!!




  Our eyes meet in subliminal acknowledgement of our amateurish approach to this adventure. We are unable to read or understand the French sign in front of us. Not for the first time the French to English dictionary comes in handy as eventually we discover the meaning of the message.




  WARNING ELECTRICITY IS CUT AND FUSE BOX IS BEHIND YOU!!




  I find the exclamation marks alarming. Does it mean watch out, beware or take heed? We look at the box and then at each other. The house has been empty for several years since the owner went into an aged care facility. With that in mind, dare we push the switch to allow electricity to flow through the ancient wiring of our new home? We know we have no choice, it is five o’clock on a rainy day in September and already the daylight is fading. Nigel gingerly switches it on with a piece of wood at arm’s length and steps back, his eyes squinting in trepidation. We hold our breath, in anticipation of light or some sign that the electricity is flowing. We groan, as nothing appears to happen. Nigel decides to search the walls for a light switch. As he moves towards the staircase, he notices a sliver of light coming from under the misshapen door. It appears that the only light bulb in the house is upstairs. It is hanging from what resembles twisted, brown, unravelling wool above the staircase.




  The oak staircase displays the visual evidence of many years usage. The well-trodden stair-treads slant in the centre where footsteps have worn them over the years. Three of the stair-treads reveal evidence of a crude attempt at repair. The addition of pieces of wood nailed on top makes them even more unsafe. The dark brown painted balustrade illuminates with yellow woodworm holes and dust. The handrail shines with the grease of hands grasping it over the years. I follow Nigel up the stairs trying not to touch the handrail, but I am fearful of the stairs’ sturdiness, so I hold on tight. For no real reason, I hold my breath as I tread with caution up the stairs. We arrive in the living area, which has a window to the front of the property, with its shutters closed. Opening the window and shutters lets in the remaining light of this dull day. It reveals an array of cobwebs hanging from the oak beams. On the floor, there is a random selection of plastic bags trying without success to protect the floor from the leaking roof.




  Two rooms lead off from this living area; the first faces the road to the front, and the other faces the garden at the back. The room at the back has no shutters, and the window reveals the first glimpse of our new garden. Well, at the moment it is more like a piece of wild meadow, with long grass and an array of blackberry bushes leading to the brook that, lined with trees, runs along the boundary of our land. Did we really buy a property with a brook in the garden near to my beloved house, after our Australian flood experience? Yes, is the answer. Our rationale is simple; the brook is typical French rustic style. As usual, we have let our emotions rule our heads with the romanticism of owning our renovation property in rural France. A long held bucket list item now has a big tick against it.




  We get the boys from the car and bring in our bags; standing in the cave, we look at each other. Two dogs and a suitcase, this unlikely combination is the entirety of our belongings as we start this new chapter in our lives. Taking the boys into the garden to stretch their legs, we are quick to realise that it is not safe to tie them up outside yet. At least not until we have investigated the ground a bit further. There are pieces of broken pottery, a dilapidated outhouse and the remains of a porcelain toilet. Scattered, they form an unruly mosaic like image, lying on the untouched earth. After looking around, we begin settling the boys in the cave area. Oblivious of time, the sound of church bells ringing pricks at our ears. Nigel looks at his watch; it is seven o’clock in the evening.




  “Oh that’s lovely; the church clock chimes on the hour.”




  As we look at each other, Nigel smiles, in that way he does when he is thinking, ‘Here she goes again.’ In our excitement, neither of us could recall hearing the bells chime on the hour before now. As they continue to chime, more than seven times and in an irregular pattern, we begin to wonder what the significance is. However, there is no time for that now, we need to organise ourselves for the night ahead.




  The first night in our new home is a basic affair. In our minimal luggage, we brought two sleeping bags, one inflatable double air mattress and one pillow. We started out with two pillows, but we accidently left Nigel’s at the airport hotel in Paris as jet lag consumed us. There is no foot pump for the air mattress. Although it came folded in a neat square to fit in my bag, it took up a large amount of my luggage weight allowance and so we had to relegate the pump to the low priority pile. We are already tired from our five-hour drive today from just outside Paris, yet we take turns blowing air into the mattress, only handing over to one another whenever we are too light headed to continue. Typical of our survival management style, our mantra is ‘just get on with it’ regardless of the consequences.




  Bedtime beckons to us earlier than normal today, after eating our motorway service station sandwiches, which as luck would have it we bought earlier, on our way here. Lucky indeed, because there is no shop nearby, and exhaustion means driving to find one is not a safe or an inviting prospect. As usual, I liken myself to a book character; it is not the tiredness causing this fantasy like behaviour. I do believe I must have the words of a hundred books running through my veins. As my imagination runs-riot, I could be a member of Enid Blyton’s, The Famous Five, embarking on an adventure. As we wash down the sandwiches, drinking from a family sized bottle of iced tea, the intensity of our excitement becomes a surreal realisation of our new surroundings. Unsurprisingly, we are unprepared for the environment in which we now expect to be able to live. However, our love of camping means this will be fun, and if I say it enough times, I can make myself believe this.




  Well, for Nigel, any thoughts of fun depart as he realises we have to share a pillow, or he will have to use his flight neck support for his head. Our sleepy boys, Dave and Buster, join us on the air mattress for comfort. They have spent far too much time in the sky crates, and they do give us some much-needed warmth. The empty house is stony cold. It resembles the hospital mortuary I used to escort corpses to at St Mary’s Hospital during my junior nursing days. With that memory haunting me my imagination goes into overdrive. Has anyone ever died in here? It must be over two hundred years old!




  Within minutes, exhaustion consumes me, and I am asleep. In a few hours, our air mattress is flat, and we are all lying on the cold, hard, oak floorboards. Too tired to investigate we remain that way tossing and turning to relieve the pressure of our bodies on our hips. In the darkness, during one particular turn, we realise we are both awake.




  “We will laugh about this one day,” I say in my cheeky tone that Nigel normally finds funny. He is not laughing now at my attempts to make light of our predicament. He struggles with his neck support, manhandles Dave from across his chest and tries to find a comfortable sleeping position.




  We closed the shutters to keep any heat we generate from our bodies overnight in the room. The church bells ringing rudely interrupts my slumber, they sound so loud, as if I am in the bell tower. Do they appear to ring louder when they wake you from a deep sleep? For a split second, I have no idea where I am, and panic encapsulates my mind. Have I been kidnapped? Am I being held for ransom, lying on the floor in a darkened room? I feel across the air mattress for Nigel and the boys; I cannot feel any of them and my initial panic turns to fear. Suddenly the shutters open, sunlight streams in and I see the silhouette of Nigel standing there in front of the window. In a gush of words rambling from my mouth like the proverbial verbal diarrhoea, I explain my initial panic. Nigel just looks at me in that way that he does when I have said or done something ‘blonde’ as he calls it. I know his tolerance of my vivid imagination and storytelling deserts him when he is concentrating on protecting me and being a caveman. He is my hero. It is a rainy day, and our roof is leaking badly. On a practical level, there is an urgent need for buckets. On a personal level, I have an urgent need of coffee or caffeine in some description. It has been more than sixteen hours since my last coffee, and when my caffeine levels are low it shows. Time to shop, eat and drink coffee but not necessarily in that order.




  



  Chapter 2 Starting over




  Two knives and forks, but no spoons!




  In dire need of caffeine, we decide to head out for coffee and breakfast. We also need some basic shopping for household essentials and food. After a short walk with the boys to the village green, we decide that we cannot leave them home alone, in the cave. With no natural light, we feel sorry for them, and we load them into the sky crates. They are the working dog’s version of pampered pooches. The boys could have stayed at home because when we go out they curl up in their crates and sleep the entire time. Then, on hearing the car outside, they get up and start barking. Their intention is to make us believe that they have been working hard, guarding the house in our absence. We treat them like replacement children, dogs who are not safe, home alone. We are just big softies with those boys; I think we spoil them more than we did the children when they were younger. My guilt surges at the thought of that fact. We rationalise this to ourselves with the fact that it is not safe to leave them yet. Therefore, we set off for another noisy trip. Both boys will bark for the entire journey. Buster barks at every vehicle he sees or hears, whilst Dave barks at Buster. We have our lists divided into essential items to buy, and a list of emails and messages, which need a response. We head to the free internet in the McDonald’s restaurant in nearby St Junien.




  As we enjoy our long awaited cups of hot coffee, which help to warm our bones after sleeping on the floor, our visit to complete our email admin comes to an abrupt end. The laptop battery runs out of power, adding another item to the things to do at home list. Listing has become an obsessive-compulsive necessity. Jet lag and excitement, tinged with concern for Jaime, is consuming my mental capacity and memory abilities. Therefore, the new list of things to do at home starts with; find the Australian to French adapter that is in our suitcase somewhere. No doubt, we will find it concealed inside one of my boots or another hollow packing space. This particular to do item is essential, as we need the laptop fully charged for tomorrow. We still need to update the children of our whereabouts, confirm our details with the utility companies and start researching local renovation supplies.
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