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  On the Road




  It’s after 2 a.m. and I’m driving through the Landes. And driving through the Landes. And driving through the Landes. And driving through . . .




  Sometimes I think the Bearnais arranged the creation of this wilderness to make sure that northerners would despair, turn back and leave them alone. If it wasn’t dark, the landscape would

  be putting me in a trance. Flat, covered in pine trees, ferns and heather, a dark forest stretch­ing away to infinity all around us. The Sleeping Beauty’s best defence.




  My daughter Chloe is dozing in the passenger seat. About an hour ago, I missed our turning off the ring road and we went round Bordeaux twice. She woke up long enough to point out that

  we’d driven off the Pont Francois Mitter­rand before. The first time I said improving parentlike things, like: ‘See, the French are happy to name a big public monument after a

  politician. You can’t imagine anyone in Manchester wanting to name a bridge after a Prime Minister, can you?’ She’s gone back to sleep now. She’s taken a few days off from

  university to help me start this adventure.




  On the back seat are our three cats. They stopped yowling about six hundred miles ago, but they are not happy. Tarmac – well, guess what, he’s the black one – is sitting on top

  of the cat boxes keeping watch; he knows he’s the only being in the household with a decent sense of responsibility. Piglet, the long-haired tabby, is sitting in his box

  with outrage on his whiskers. His mother, the Duchess, has crammed herself under the seat. She’s a James Bond cat, a white Persian. Long pedigree, no brains. Everybody warned me not to have

  one.




  Behind the cats is the rest of my life. A box of books, the computer, the duvet, a bag of clothes. You’re a writer, you can work anywhere. Can I really? People have been saying that to me

  for years. Now I’m going to find out if they’re right. Nobody, but nobody, warned me not to do this except a writer friend of far greater distinction, whose eyes widened in horror when

  I said I was taking off without a contract for my next book. Apart from him, the hardest part of the last few weeks has been dealing with the universal envy which I provoked every time I said,

  ‘I’m going to live in France for a year.’




  Friends, family, neighbours, colleagues. The bank manager, my accountant, the estate agents who’ve rented out our house, the lady in the dry cleaners, the guys in the garage. They gave me

  back my elderly Daihatsu jeep with a card: Have a good time in France, Easy on the wine. That’s how the average Brit thinks of France. A place to have a good time. With wine.




  I could be having a better time. I’m tired. I’ve driven hundreds of miles and I don’t actually like driving. I’ve packed our possessions into a container and turned our

  home into a neutrally decorated wood-floored rental property. I’ve said tearful goodbyes to my friends, a whole ocean of emotion poured into the few stress-free moments we could find in our

  diaries.




  I’ve lived on the same page of the London A—Z since I was twenty. Page 73, with a few short excursions to Page 74. I used to love living in London. Now I’m tired of the

  crackheads and the chewing gum on the pavements. I’ve been a writer since I was twenty; I still love writing but after eight novels and a mountain of non-fiction, a girl

  gets cabin fever. And I’ve brought up Chloe alone for twenty-two years. From the tooth fairy to the tuition fees, and beyond – that’s a long time to do two people’s jobs.

  ‘I’ve been thinking,’ I said to her about six months ago. ‘I could rent our house out and go and live in France for a year. What do you think?’ ‘Go for it,

  Mum,’ she said at once. Now maybe she’s not so sure.




  The guys in the garage, bless ‘em, have buggered the electrics so the stereo doesn’t work. Somewhere in Portsmouth I bought a blue plastic battery radio that looks like a foetal

  Dalek. It’s hissing at me on the dashboard while it tries to pick up a French station. I don’t think I’m starry-eyed, but that’s something you never know about yourself

  until it’s too late. Will I be able to live with French radio for a year?




  I’m driving south, south, south. My destination is almost as far south as you can go in France. Just half a valley away from the Basque Country, an hour’s drive from the Spanish

  border. Deep France in the geographical sense and Deep France in the cultural sense. La France profonde, the France of fields and farms, of little villages and ruined castles, of

  vineyards, of cows and sheep, chickens and ducks, corn and cabbages. Actually, the Béarn is not noted for its cabbages, but for garlic and Jurançon wine, the national symbols.




  What am I looking for? What everyone, French or otherwise, has always looked for in Deep France: a simpler, more authentic life. I’m a modern Marie Antoinette, I want to play at being a

  shepherdess with freshly washed sheep in my model village. Well, it would be nice to grow artichokes and keep chickens, anyway. The key to my new home is heavy in my bag, a great iron key about

  eight inches long. A real key to a real life.




  I am also looking for the spirit of the land. For ten years I’ve been visiting this small and overlooked corner and it seems as if I’ve never been here long enough. The mountains

  always call me. Of course, when you get into the mountains, the peaks beyond them are still calling. Already, I’m ten years older than when I first saw the snow shining in

  the far distance beyond the green hills, and if I don’t set off now, maybe I’ll never get there.




  Finally, the never-ending Landes gives way to the undu­lating hills of the Chalosse. Outside Dax, we pass the statue of the écarteur, the cruelty-free Landais matador who

  stands weaponless in the path of a charging bull. The road from here is a Roman road, leading straight as a die into the dark­ness. I turn off and drive through the sleeping village of Ossages,

  with its commanding church spire and the house of the friends who introduced me here, but they’re away now so we’re on our own.




  Between the Chalosse and the Béarn is the valley of the Gave de Pau, a broad green river that rises in the Pyrenees, above Lourdes. The river has been joined by the motorway and the Route

  Nationale 117, which we cross at a village called Puyoo, built a hundred years ago as a railhead and dormitory for the rope-making industry. The rope-works sign, Tressage de Puyoo, is

  still painted on a wall by the side of the bridge.




  Now we’re in the Béarn, though it hardly shows. Thick patches of mist lie across the road as it sweeps up a steeper hill, then descends to the roundabout with a fountain outside

  Saliès-de-Bearn. Nobody about. No police running a stake­out for ETA terrorists or drunk drivers, no customs officers hoping to catch a foreign truck importing drugs from Morocco.

  It’s November, thank God, so the begonias on the roundabout have been removed. The roundabouts of France, the nadir of municipal art, the proof that not all the clichés are right, that

  everything French is not automatically more stylish than everything not-French.




  Chloe is awake now. I turn off, and we pass an avenue of plane trees. They look too young to have been planted to shade Napoleon’s army, about the same size as those

  painted more than a hundred years ago, by Monet and Pisarro, up in the north, safely close to Paris. No Impressionist ever ventured this far, not even Van Gogh.




  Three deer leap across the road in front of us. The road starts wavering, pottering, winding, climbing, twisting. I can feel that it’s running along the spine of the hills, following an

  old shepherd path chosen for the best sight of the sheep. The night is now absolutely dark and starless.




  Suddenly the Dalek radio bursts into life and the joyful voice of a Basque singer resonates through the crammed body of the car. Somewhere out there are the mountains, and somewhere in the

  mountains is a lone DJ, getting ready to talk to his compatriots in the oldest language in Europe. All five of us revive instantly. We’re nearly there.




  At the crossroads, turn right past the one-time auberge, then left by the pollarded plane trees outside the ex-bar, then right where the signpost says ‘orriule’. That will

  be our village. Or rather, my village. I’m out of ‘our’ now, I’m into ‘my’. After twenty-one – well, twenty-two really – years, Chloe and I are

  taking different paths.




  The gate is on the right, past the bamboo. The gate is open. To be truthful, the gate is half off its hinges and looks like it’s been in an open condition for several decades. Through the

  gate lies the house.




  It is a tradition of the English-abroad genre of writing that somebody falls in love with a house. I did not fall in love with Maison Bergez. This is an arranged marriage. I’ve seen the

  house only once before, on a sulking day last August. All I can remember are small dark rooms crammed with crazy furniture, and my friends telling me that it’ll be fine, I’ll be able to

  make it nice, and anyway, it’s the only house to rent for miles around.




  The door is massive and studded, and the key won’t open it, but I’ve been warned about this, and given a tutorial in key jiggling. After some minutes, the lock

  reluctantly turns and the door opens. A beamed ceiling. A tiled floor. A light switch. The staircase.




  I remember the staircase, a handsome little feature of polished oak. The house has a lot of modest status symbols like this, two stone steps to the front door, a false balcony at the landing

  window, the pollarded catalpa trees outside; the date carved over the front door: 1897; small embellishments to emphasize that this is not a peasant hovel.




  It’s not a traditional Béarnais house, either. The Béarnais style is a tall, narrow stone-walled building with a steep brown-tiled roof whose hipped ridges run down to

  drooping eaves. It’s the house you know from fairy-story illustrations, as owned by Cinderella’s father. Maison Bergez isn’t typical. Its roof shape is low-pitched, like the

  Landais or the Basque houses, and it boasts the plastered walls and the double-fronted layout of a nineteenth-century town house. Only the dark green shutters are of the region.




  Inside, half the wall in one of the front rooms is taken up with a magnificent stone fireplace, with a massive iron basket and a chain to suspend your cauldron from. A full-on peasant-style

  cheminée, no pretensions here. Upstairs is some of the original furniture, lits-bateaux in oak and mahogany, huge armoires, one with a key labelled, in tiny writing,

  chambre de maman. This maman chooses the smallest bedroom, for the ease of heating.




  It’s the beginning of November and deadly cold. The house’s guardians have left a vase of red canna lilies, a welcome card and a bottle of wine. We carry in our bags, shut the doors

  and open the cat boxes. We make the beds and Chloe sleeps, but I can’t. I am as wide-eyed as the night after childbirth. A new life starts here.




  In the morning, we give the cats the run of the house. Obese metropolitan that he is, it takes Piglet about five seconds to realize that there are mice in the kitchen, and to

  jam himself under the hot-water tank in pursuit of them. We hear squeaking and scuffling, then the bulk of our youngest reappears, cobwebby and elated. Just like us.




  We go outside to stand on the steps and look at the mountains. The house faces south, with the two catalpa trees in front of it. The fields slope down to the valley from the far side of the

  road, and the Pyrenees fill all the horizon, a 180 degree kaleidoscope. Foothills, blue and purple ranges, snow-capped peaks. As the clouds race up from the Atlantic, the air changes constantly,

  and the view with it. One minute you can see the grey crags of the middle ranges as clear as a photograph, the next there are only the peaks, sparkling in the sun.




  ‘Are you in my dream or am I in yours?’ asks Chloe.




  We could watch forever but there is work to do. The owner of Maison Bergez has left in situ a vast quantity of knick-knacks which would shame a car-boot sale: dozens of postcards with curly

  corners, metres of dog-eared romance novels, malevolently bad paintings, ugly lamps, a sinister doll in a blue velvet dress with a rabbit-fur hat who flops like Coppelia on a bedside table.




  From the beams hang macramé plant-pot holders dripping with sad spider plants. The sofa is in the dining room, the table and chairs in front of the hearth. It takes two days to move the

  basics into position.




  There is some urgency, not only because a writer has to keep cheerful and my mood tends to crash in ugly surround­ings, but because our first house guests are expected for Christmas.

  ‘You are still going, aren’t you?’ asked Glynn, the painter. ‘Of course I’m still going,’ I replied. ‘Oh, good. Because I’ve got an exhibition of

  paintings of France and the gallery got tremendously excited when I promised them some of Biarritz. Only thing is, I’ve got to be back in London by January the

  sixth.’




  We shop, briefly, to fill the fridge, and I cook some of our favourite things, pumpkin gratin and poulet basquaise, recipes from the region which we love and have put in the family

  cookbook. I want to convince both of us that the basic things in life aren’t going to change. When I realized that I was to be a single mother, I vowed to make an extra effort to prepare good

  meals and serve them with proper ceremony, realizing that our home was to be the centre of our social life and afraid that one day Chloe would be judged inferior if she wasn’t used to napkins

  and home cooking. Besides, my mother was a cook by profession. She taught me to stir sauces as soon as I was old enough to hold a wooden spoon, and it seemed the right thing for me to do in my turn

  with my daughter.




  So there will be recipes in this book – how could there not be? The South-West is the breadbasket of France. Farming is the bedrock of the regional economy. The rolling hills are

  perpetually changing colour with what they are producing, gold with corn, white with flocks of ducks or sheep, brown with kiwi fruit, russet with vines, red with apples, grey with melon vines,

  black with the plastic that brings on the strawberries. Every week throughout the summer a different town puts out the flags and opens the bars for the festival of whichever harvest it claims

  – the peppers, the beans, the ham, even the salt.




  People eat what’s grown and raised around them, which seems to me the way things should be. Amazingly, even though I grew up in a desolate London suburb, only a few streets away from the

  neighbourhood where Zadie Smith’s White Teeth was set, our family grew their own fruit and vegetables, and kept chickens. We had Hitler to thank. My parents had lived through World

  War II and obeyed the government’s exhortation to ‘Dig for Victory’ and turned their suburban plot into a market garden. Food was rationed in Britain for years

  after the war was over, so they kept on gardening and never completely lost the habit.




  With childhood memories of collecting eggs and picking raspberries, I have always felt uncomfortable living in a greedy, ignorant metropolis, and being tempted by invisible food chemists to live

  off the labour of harvesters in another continent. I am that woman who causes a trolley jam in a London supermarket as she stands rooted to the spot by the fruit chillers, trying to calculate the

  food-miles per grape in a bunch labelled ‘Country of Origin: Guatemala’. I was also that mother who grew tomatoes on the balcony and runner beans on the patio and took her daughter

  fishing. If I have to be the last link in the food chain, I’d like to be at least partly conscious.




  Besides, this is also one of the great gastronomic regions of France. Food is its past, its present and its future. And its politics. Its greatest king, Henri IV, started out as plain Henri of

  Navarre and won the heart of his people by promising that in his reign every peasant would have a chicken in the pot every Sunday. Many dishes that ordinary people from here have cooked and eaten

  for centuries were eventually reinvented in Paris and became the basis of classic French cuisine. Many others – for me, the better ones – remained the keynotes of French country

  cooking. And if Alexandre Dumas, the supreme mythologist of all Gascony, could travel round Europe writing cook books, I think I’m allowed a few recipes.




  After two days, Chloe went back to university. She had just begun her second year of a degree in literature and film studies, and she was anxious to do well. On our last evening we drove to

  St-Palais, a little Basque market town about half an hour to the south, to have dinner at the cheap and cheerful Auberge du Foirail on the main square. It was packed with beefy

  young men having a piss-up after the kiwi harvest. For the coming year, for me, there will be no more heaving bars, no more slumping girls with pierced navels, no more slobbering lads going on

  about the footy, no more irony, no more vodka-with-everything and no more getting mugged for your mobile on the way home.




  Chloe hates flying, so next morning she took the TGV from Dax to Paris, then the Eurostar to Ashford in Kent, which is handily near her university in Canterbury. It was a slow and hair-raising

  drive, because a thick white fog came down overnight. Maison Bergez is on a hill. Actually, half of the Béarn is made up of steep little hills, laced about with hedges and copses, the

  hollows filled with woodland. It is the landscape of a medieval tapestry, full of flourishes and short perspectives, embroidered with oak trees and mythical beasts. When a fog gathers, however, you

  can’t see a thing.




  I waved goodbye to her on Dax station. She sent me a text. ‘Don’t be sad, Mum. It’ll soon be Christmas.’ I saved it, next to the clever message featuring a semaphoring

  stick person made of letters, saying:




  

    HEY YOU!




    WANNA KNOW HOW MUCH I MISS YOU?




    [image: ]




    THIS MUCH!


  




  The fog was melting away and the sun rising over the invisible mountains as I drove back. The tops of the hills were clear in the sun, but where the mist still filled the valleys it looked as if

  someone had poured milk into them. I’m on my own now, for the first time for twenty-one years.




  





  
November
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    Orriule – Maison Bergez is behind the trees at the top of the hill


  




  





  The First Week




  I’ve been here almost seven complete days. I’m so tired I can hardly type. Yesterday I almost fell asleep at the wheel of the car. My bum aches, my quadriceps are

  screaming and at the end of the day a gin and tonic goes down really easily. I’m too tired to feel lonely, which is just as well, since I have met only several cheeky dogs, who run in and out

  of the open gateway as if they own the place.




  It is possible that Orriule is actually run by the dogs. They are all outrageous mongrels, from a tiny genetic absurdity with a shaggy coat, a curled tail and legs two inches long to things that

  look almost, but not quite, like pointers. They meet every morning on the corner of the lane opposite Maison Bergez, have a lively discussion about their affairs then disperse in self-important

  groups to patrol different parts of the village.




  The few humans I pass on the roads around the village stare at me with open curiosity, but nobody says hello, although they must know who I am. There are very few British here. The Béarn

  is a wild frontier for ex-pats; previously, I’ve met two kinds of foreigners in this region: those who have settled here for the love of it, and the rest – which includes the broke, the

  crazy and the people who got in their car in Sheffield and drove blindly south until they ran out of money. I called a couple whose names I had been given, and got the husband

  on the phone. ‘Come over any time, we’re pissed as newts here,’ he slurred. Was I going to turn into a sodden ex-pat? It seems to be a real danger.




  Will I miss friendly old London? Or will I only miss the filthy streets, the dismal shopping mall and my mad neighbours? Every metropolis has a high quota of roaming maniacs. On our street we

  have our share of crazies, including a character, who calls the blossom from his neighbour’s apple tree ‘filth’.




  I have set up the computer, bought a French modem cable and connected up the technology. The day is starting to get a rhythm. Writing needs a rhythm. There are days when rhythm doesn’t

  happen and everything slides into a pleasant sequence of pottering, which you rationalize by explaining to yourself that it is more creative to dawdle back from Rymans via the junk shop on the

  corner, or that you really really need to tidy up that box of handy old nails and screws right now.




  The days which slide are pleasant but they weigh heavy on my conscience. Worse, much worse, are the days when the rhythm gets choppy then breaks into something agonizingly and disgustingly

  chaotic, which is like that moment when you know you’re going to throw up, but extended for an entire morning. This is not a good feeling. My theory — get a rhythm and keep it. The day

  starts with the sound of the dogs barking and my neighbour’s tractor roaring past. When the school bus, actually a luxury coach, comes by I know I should be through with the coffee and

  heading for my desk.




  It snowed this morning, big fluffy flakes whirling in from the north. At first I thought they were falling leaves. They didn’t settle. This afternoon the sky cleared – mean­ing

  huge grey and white clouds came surging over the intense heavenly blue above them – and when I went into Sauveterre to get my Times the landscape was bathed in rich golden sunlight. The trees are redder and browner every day, burnished by the sinking sun. The mountains are clear in the distance, snow-capped now. I arrange the room which is to be

  my office so that I can see the Pyrenees from the desk. My neighbours, I notice, have all their shutters firmly closed.




  Sauveterre is my nearest town. It is a jewel. The name means ‘safe ground’, describing it in the lawless early Middle Ages, when its huge grey-stone fortress was impregnable and

  guarded the road south to Spain. What’s left of the fortress is a grey-stone battlement, sweeping along the top of a cliff that overlooks the river, and a mighty, half-ruined tower. Huge

  magnolia trees grow wild along the bottom of the cliff, and half a medieval bridge spans the water. Behind the tower of the Romanesque church the main square opens out, in front of a gracious

  seventeenth-century Hotel de Ville.




  Sauveterre’s fate has always been to under-achieve its own magnificence. There are two beautiful hotels overlooking the river; one, the Hostellerie du Chateau, was shut because the

  original owner has died and so many cousins have inherited the business that they can’t decide what to do with it. The other is also shut.




  A la Maison




  The house is sorted now, and ready for my books, plus clothes and the household stuff I couldn’t live without, which will come in a container next month. The workshop is

  stuffed to its beams with macrame plant-pot holders and fringed lampshades. The French beds are against the wall as they were intended to be, the floorboards gleaming, the walls bare. I can see our

  friends in the place. I have a little white bedroom with a dressing table and my clothes folded on shelves. This feels like my home now.




  I’ve put our family photographs on the wall, together with a couple of fine paintings by Glynn, and the framed cover of Variety, the American show-business newspaper, on which my

  name appears. I am very, very proud of having been on the front page of Variety. The story refers to Tom Cruise, whose production company bought an option on my last novel last year. They

  bought it to turn into a film star­ring Nicole Kidman. Then Tom Cruise and Nicole Kidman got divorced. The option is still current, but I suspect that all I will have to show for it is my name

  in Variety and the memory of being briefly brushed by stardust from Tinsel­town.




  On Sunday, somebody spoke to me at last. There had been a hard frost, overnight temperatures down to –3°, followed by a glorious sunny morning. I set off to walk around the village

  with my camera. My neighbour over the road smiled at me as he passed in his car.




  All the countryside is white with frost, every bramble leaf dusted with diamonds. Everywhere the noise of falling leaves, pattering on the branches on their way down. The hedges are foaming with

  yellow-green mistletoe.




  I met a woman on the road, a farmer walking down with her dog to move her cows to another field. We chatted for a few minutes about the weather. She’d found an icicle as long as that

  (three centimetres) on her tap and was glad she’d taken her flowers in or they would have been dead this morning. I’m amazed that I can remember enough French to get through this

  conversation. The dog’s fur was hanging in dun-coloured dreadlocks.




  Orriule




  The village is scattered over two small hills, and divides into the realms of body and spirit, or church and state. Maison Bergez is near the top of the temporal zone. There

  are two houses above it, one just over the brow of the hill, which I can hardly see, and my immediate neighbour at the end of the field above the garden, a large, handsome farmhouse with palm trees

  and oleanders outside.




  Downhill from Maison Bergez is a pottery, with a showroom full of blue-and-white plates decorated with a cherry pattern and stoneware bowls glazed in a brilliant metallic turquoise, the

  signature style of the potter. Behind the pottery is another business that is dependent on the natural deposit of clay in the hillside, a factory whose speciality is medieval-style roof tiles.

  About twenty people seem to work here, judging by the cars, but it is well hidden by pines and cypress trees, so when you look back at Orriule from the next hill, you can hardly see the factory and

  the warehouse at all.




  Opposite the pottery is the mairie, a new building, clean-walled and grey-shuttered, plus the post box, the phone box, and the new village hall, the salle

  multiactivités, essential in every small village because the national budget for rural regeneration has to be spent on something. The hall is one storey, connecting at right angles to

  the village school, with the fronton, the court on which pelota is played, filling the open space between them.




  The noise of a ball being knocked about the pelota court by an idle boy was to become one of the most evocative sounds of Orriule in the months to come. The slow, echoing ka-pok, ka-pok

  is to the Béarn what the smack of leather on willow is to an English village. Pelota is a Basque game which exists in many different variations, most of which are like

  squash played with wicker scoops instead of racquets. Orriule is not a Basque village, of course, but pelota, like many other Basque institutions, seems to offer an enhanced sense of identity to

  the entire region, so when the hall was built the pelota court was considered an absolute necessity.




  Beyond these buildings are the farms, their barns spilling down the hillsides in attitudes of dilapidation. Every old building is crowned with a Bearnais roof, ending in fantastic pointed eaves:

  Gothic, fanciful, the roofs of the tumbledown cottages of the poor woodcutters in the stories of Europe’s childhood. The house walls are of the local white limestone, rendered with

  crépi which, after several centuries of weather, mud and cow shit, takes on a pale beige hue, the colour which people in Notting Hill pay fortunes to paint mixers to achieve.




  You can work out the organic evolution of a Bearnais farm. First, somebody builds a fine stone farmhouse, usually on the shoulder of a hill where he will have a good view of his cows, and plants

  a handsome pair of palm trees outside the front door. Then he builds a fine stone barn, usually at right angles, and then a second barn a bit later, usually of a different size and in different

  materials. Then the next generation inherit the place, ambitions of grandeur trickle away, and they chuck up the add-ons, the pig sties and the poultry house, with maybe another barn, or a smaller

  house for the younger brother, then perhaps a nice concrete all-purpose building, and a tin-roofed lean-to and wood store. After the first hundred years, the whole complex starts to surrender to

  gravity, rain, wind and the occasional earthquake, all of which encourage the walls to crumble downhill a few centimetres more each year. The result is chaotic, dilapidated, picturesque and nothing

  like the super-neat farms of Normandy, with their matching stable blocks and semicircular gravel drives.




  As you keep walking downhill, the next thing you pass is the fish pond and/or reservoir, created by damming a stream in a hollow of the hillside. There is a small pine wood

  behind it on one side, and the rest of the land around it is marshy and covered with tufts of that spiky grass that’s half a reed and always grows where there is underground water. The stream

  itself trickles out of a pipe at the foot of the dam, but picks up momentum from ditches feeding into it at the bottom of the valley, and rushes happily away to the south, overhung with alders. It

  will eventually hit the bottom of the big valley and run into the big river, the Gave d’Oloron.




  Then the road climbs again, up the next hill, which belongs to the church and the spirit. The church looks like not much more than a pile of rocks, a building with vastly thick walls but so tiny

  that it is dwarfed by the slabs of porphyry marking the family graves in the minute churchyard. It too stands on the hilltop. I paced out the walls to measure them, allowing for the massive stone

  buttress on the downhill side. Twenty-five metres long, with an immaculate tiled roof.




  The interior is beautifully plain, white walls rising to a dome over the altar, which is an oak chest carved with Maltese crosses. The pine pews are recent. Against the back wall, in the shadow

  of the wooden balcony, stands a line of prie-dieu chairs, every one different, carved in country style from different woods. The copper cover of the font is highly polished, and by the door a bowl

  from my neighbour the potter holds the holy water.




  Across the road from the church is a very old and largely dead oak tree, its gnarled roots rising clear of the tarmac. The oak was a sacred tree to the Basques, and to the Celts, and the fact

  that nobody has tidied up this hulk and turned it into firewood suggests that the tradition has lingered. A half-rotten notice board, with nothing on it, is nailed to the trunk.




  I walked down through the village then turned up the hill to Orion, the next village, on the road that runs along a ridge of hills. We are on the pilgrim route to Compostela, and just outside Orion is a medieval hostel for the faithful who’ve set out to walk over the Pyrenees to the shrine of St James in Compostela, in Spain.




  As I passed through a wood I heard birds calling. The notes were rounded and expressive, but much deeper than the call of the doves. I didn’t recognize the sound and wondered what silly

  species would advertise itself to predators so noisily. Then a line of birds flew low overhead, about fifty of them, a long ribbon of silhouettes, wing tip to wing tip, rippling across the clear

  blue sky above the bare tree tops and calling to each other as they went. The cranes were flying south for the winter.




  Not all the wildlife is so majestic, or so far off. Something brown scuttled into the bamboo thicket by the front gate yesterday. Something black shot out of the woodpile into the undergrowth

  this morning. It was a rat – there are half-gnawed walnut shells in all the gaps between the logs. I’m not a woman to freak over domestic rodents. I think mice are rather sweet, but

  only outside my own living space. Rats really aren’t my style. I decided it was time to let the cats out for a stroll.




  Tarmac, old and stiff as he was, was still a deadly hunter. He stalked down the front steps and investigated the garden systematically, spending a lot of time sniffing around the kitchen window.

  He made the other two look like amateurs, and they watched him gratefully.




  Maison Bergez seemed to have a terrifying case of subsidence. There were huge cracks in all the walls, and the floors sloped in all directions. By local standards, none of this was cause for

  concern. However, I was so unused to uneven floors that the first time I got out of the bath I nearly fell over.




  My spiritual friend Adrienne had given me her feng shui guide, from which I diagnosed the house as a major disaster zone. The front door jammed and wouldn’t open, nor would the door to the room that was now my office. Instructed by Adrienne, I had packed away the clutter from the hall and the landing, but feng shui divides a home into areas bringing good

  luck to various specific aspects of life, and it seemed that the wealth zone of this house contained the loos, the drains and, worst of all, the septic tank, all guaranteed to bring ruin on the

  occupants. When I worked it out, the bathroom has been in the wealth area of every house I’ve ever owned.




  Adrienne advised a mirror or several to attract the right chi. I moved a mirror into position and the pin holding it fell out of the wall immediately. On the phone, Adrienne cackles with

  laughter. ‘That’s what happens,’ she says, ‘houses fight back.’




  Where Are You, Exactly?




  People are calling, people are emailing, and this is the question everybody asks. I’m in the Béarn, I say. They’re confused. They ask: Er – where

  is the Béarn? Between Pau and Biarritz, I say briskly, having worked out that a lot of people have heard of Biarritz, the big seaside resort on the Basque coast, and some have also

  heard of Pau, which is not only the Béarnais regional capital but also one of those towns to which the English, in the past century or so, have taken a particular fancy. Pau is also the

  setting for Aspects of Love, the story by David Garnett which inspired the Lloyd-Webber musical. So the Pau–Biarritz formula seems to have the highest recognition factor.




  Not a high recognition factor, however. People say, ‘Is that near the Dordogne? Is that near the Lot? Is that near Beziers / Foix / Cahors / the Aveyron?’ No, no, no, no and no.

  I’m south of the Dordogne, where the British are so well established that some have even become village mayors. I’m south of the Lot, with its hard-baked fields of

  sunflowers. I’m even south of the Gers, which the British property finders are pushing as the new Dordogne.




  I’m hundreds of kilometres west of Beziers and the rest. They’re on the Mediterranean side and I’m near the Atlantic coast. Oh, people say, groping for geography, you must be

  near . . . er . . . Bordeaux? Not really. Two and a half hours south of Bordeaux.




  Then there is silence. People run out of map references. I’m in the south, I say. The deep south. As far south as you can go without getting to the Basque Country. Mystification can be

  heard. Isn’t the Basque Country in Spain? Not entirely. There are seven Basque provinces. Four in Spain and three in France – Soule, Labourd and Basse-Navarre. The Soule is nearest to

  us, it starts on the other side of the big river down in the valley here. Then people say, ‘Oh.’ Then they say, ‘And when are you back in London?’




  It doesn’t help that there are at least four perfectly accurate ways to describe this location. First, the departmental. Orriule is in Département 64, the

  Pyrénées-Atlantiques. When I want the weather report from the Figaro’s telephone weather service, I key in 64. Simple.




  Second, there is the provincial. On some maps, such as that used by the electricity board, Orriule is in Aquitaine. Everything south of Bordeaux and west of Toulouse gets lumped into Aquitaine

  at times. British people with a taste for history can usually relate to Aquitaine, because the English used to think they owned it. Maybe we were tempted by the description of a medieval writer

  called Heriger of Lobbes: ‘Opulent Aquitaine, sweet as nectar thanks to its vineyards, dotted about with forests, overflowing with fruit of every kind and endowed with a superabundance of

  pasture land.’




  For a while, England had a right to Aquitaine. This came with a queen, a beautiful red-head, in her day the richest heiress in Europe – Eleanor of Aquitaine. She was

  thirty-one, the ex-wife of the King of France, when she ran off and married a nineteen-year-old, Henri, Duke of Normandy, in Poitiers. By way of a honeymoon, the young power couple travelled

  through Aquitaine to recruit some troops, and with the help of this army, Henry became King Henry II of England two years later, in 1154.




  Although Henry owed a lot to his French soldiers, forging a kingdom out of England and Aquitaine was straining the logic of geography, at a time when it would take a month to travel the length

  of the realm, most of which was still a collection of small feudal states with ever-changing borders and ever-shifting alliances. The dynamic Henry and the astute Eleanor kept their dual kingdom

  together in their lifetimes, but after both were dead much blood was spilled by later English kings trying to pursue their claim to this lush French province. After the Hundred Years War, Crecy,

  Poitiers, Henry V at Agincourt and finally Joan of Arc, the French reclaimed Bordeaux and everything south of it in 1453.




  There are traces of England all over the land that Eleanor and Henry ruled together, which includes most of the west of France. The stained-glass window they commissioned to commemorate their

  wedding is still in Poitiers Cathedral, while the cathedral in Bayonne is rampant with three-lion emblems. The pretty little town of Mauleon, half an hour south of here, is overlooked by the ruins

  of the massive castle built by the most appealing of Henry and Eleanor’s sons, Richard I of England, Coeur de Lion. There are also places called Hastingues and Commingues, and families called

  Smith and Richardeson, and liking for bacon sandwiches, and a passion for rugby. Also, there is a folk song in the repertoire of the local bands which shares almost everything with the Cockney

  classic, ‘Roll Out the Barrel’. Then there is the question of the Gascon sense of humour.




  The third possible way to describe my location is to say that it’s in Gascony. I wouldn’t attempt this in front of a hard-line Béarnais, because the

  Béarn has always claimed the status of a state separate from its larger neighbour in the South-West of France, even though at times they’ve been ruled by the same person. Nor would I

  talk about Gascony to Parisians, because they would just snigger. Nor would I mention Gascony in the hearing of one of my French friends in London, who sniffs that only the English talk about

  Gascony. However, my bank account comes under the Gascony department of the Crédit Agricole and the bit of the Atlantic off the coast by Biarritz is called the Golfe du Gascogne on my

  Michelin map, so it seems that the French also recognize the name.




  Besides, Gascony is as much a state of mind as a region. A twelfth-century travel guide written for the pilgrims to Compostela describes the Gascons as poor but generous people, but warns that

  they can also be frivolous, talkative, cynical and promiscuous. No wonder I like them so much.




  By the time of the Three Musketeers, the Gascons were also known as swashbuckling meat-heads, all mouth and trousers, always looking for a fight. Edmond Rostand, the author of Cyrano de

  Bergerac, made his hero one of the Gascony cadets, under a commander called Castel-Jaloux, and this is how Cyrano introduced his regiment:




  

    

        

           

                    These are the Gascony cadets –




                    Captain Castel-Jaloux is their chief –




                    Braggers of brags, layers of bets,




                    They are the Gascony cadets.




                    Barons who scorn mere baronets,




                    Their lines are long and tempers brief –




                    They are the Gascony cadets,




                    With Castel-Jaloux as their chief.




                    They’re lithe as cats or marmosets,




                    But never cherish the belief




                    They can be stroked like household pets




                    Or fed on what a lapdog gets.




                    Their hats are topped up with aigrettes




                    Because the fabric’s come to grief.




                    These are the Gascony cadets.




                    They scorn the scented handkerchief,




                    They dance no jigs or minuets.




                    They cook their enemies on brochettes,




                    With blood as their aperitif.




                    These are the Gascony cadets,




                    Compact of brain and blood and beef,




                    Contracting pregnancies and debts




                    With equal lack of black regrets.


                  


                


              


            


   



  Thanks to the mythology of the Musketeers, the word ‘panache’ came to be associated with the Gascons. Literally, panache means a plume. As a personal quality,

  Rostand tried to define it for the Académie française in 1901: ‘It’s not greatness, but something which can attach itself to greatness, and which moves underneath it.

  It’s something fluttering, excessive and a bit decorative . . . panache is often in a sacrifice you make, a consolation of attitude you allow yourself. At bit frivolous, perhaps, a bit

  theatrical, probably; panache is just a grace – but what a grace.’




  The Three Musketeers came from all over the region, while Bergerac is some way north of it. This is how outsiders have seen the Gascons. There is also the question of how they define themselves.

  There are tastes, pursuits and customs which bind this region together, for all its citizens like to protest their differences. All Gascony, and the Béarn, plays rugby, enjoys the music of

  the bandas, the village brass bands, and tucks into hearty meals based on the traditional dishes of the region, confit of duck or poule au pot Henri IV. Nothing succeeds like

  excess, for the Gascon, and it is almost possible to enjoy all these pursuits at the same time, by singing the rugby song in which every verse is about a different dish in the

  local cuisine.




  All Gascony, and the Béarn, shares a folklore featuring the man-headed monsters that live in the mountains and the pot­bellied guzzler San Pansard who is ritually burned in effigy at

  carnival time for the crime of feasting in Lent. There are the old languages, too, a cluster of the Occitan dialects which are still spoken in this region. All these ties bind Gascony together.




  None of them, however, quite holds the spirit of the Béarn. Strictly speaking, the Béarn is the wedge of land south of Gascony proper, an ancient province which only became a full

  part of France after the Revolution of 1789, and remains a distinct region, with its own language, its own music, its own history, its own heroes, its own face, its own voice, its own wines, its

  own flag – red and yellow – and its own coat of arms, featuring two cows of its own breed.




  The boundary of the Béarn in our corner of it is the Gave de Pau, running from Lourdes, through Pau, through the nearby town of Orthez and on to join the Gave d’Oloron near the town

  of Peyrehorade, forty minutes west of here. ‘Gave’ is a Bearnais word, meaning a torrent that runs down from the mountains. Orriule is the French name for our village; in

  Béarnais, it would be called Aurriula. Confusing, isn’t it?




  French as a Foreign Language




  I set off for Orthez, where I had been told that there was a class in French as a foreign language every Thursday, because I can sure as hell stand to improve my French, and I

  like being a pupil; it’s a role with such tiny responsibilities and easy to play well.




  Once, I got a good-grade French O-level, but that didn’t go far, although I learned to love France as I learned the language at school. I had begun to study French when

  I started secondary school at the age of twelve, and the three women who taught me – tall, white-haired Miss Bareham, rounded, witty Miss Drewe and the glamorous Mile Béal – all

  delivered their lessons with elan – a unique sense of excitement and superiority. This, they taught us, as they coaxed us patiently through Alphonse Daudet’s Lettres de mon

  Moulin and the thrillingly macabre short stories of Guy de Maupas­sant, was the study of an extraordinary people, an extraordinary place, an extraordinary culture. One day, if we were

  incredibly lucky, we might be able to actually visit France.




  They also gave me the priceless gift of some French conjugation – the different forms of verbs, which we learned by heart. I’m largely unaware of this amazing heritage until I find

  myself struggling to say something that’s tense-dense, such as: ‘I used to think that learning verbs was boring, but now I’m in France I’m really glad I did it.’

  Suddenly, like swamp gas bubbling to the surface, the right words can just pop up out of my memory. Today’s GCSE candidates have a much worse time, being deprived of so much formal grammar

  teaching that they cannot master their own language, let alone French. Institutionalized barbarism, if you ask me.




  Later, I spent the best part of a year on a language course at a French university, in the eastern industrial town of Grenoble, where my ear was attuned to the inflexions of spoken French, but

  my grammar did not improve because our lecturer was an adorable man who looked like a New Wave film star and it seemed silly to pass tests to move up into the advanced class, which was taught by

  two sadistic women.




  On this basis, with years of visiting France and reading the original Marie-Claire, I’ve reached what you might call a working knowledge of French. This means that I can read

  Le Figaro, but I can’t read Le Monde without a dictionary, or understand the rugby reports in any medium. I can understand people, as long as they

  don’t talk too fast, and talk to them, as long as they’re patient with me. In my first week at Maison Bergez, I discovered that I could also read instructions for operating an answering

  machine in French, something I find challenging even in English.




  Orriule is only ten minutes by car from three gorgeous medieval towns – sleepy Sauveterre-de-Béarn, where I buy my Times, half-timbered Saliès-de-Béarn,

  always conscious of its status as a royal spa, and Orthez, which has such pretensions to urbanization as pay and display parking (20 centimes (2 p) for two hours) and an underpass in which the

  graffiti art has been commissioned by the municipality.




  Above the exit from this underpass is a former school building, probably dating from the Sixties, now the home of the Centre Socio-Culturel, a voluntary organization whose aim is promoting the

  well-being of society. Here I enrol for the year for FFr60 (£6), which entitles me to learn sewing, painting, patchwork, yoga, hip-hop or household budgeting as well.




  The class is taught by Renée, a classic Béarnaise beauty with dark hair waving vigorously back from her forehead, a fine-bridged aquiline nose and a humorous mouth. Her colleague,

  Dominique, teaches the beginners’ class, and they are both unpaid volunteers. I have treated myself to something I’ve always wanted to own, a French school book, with the pages

  elaborately ruled to make sure that the handwriting upon them will be of exactly the right breadth, depth and height for classic French script.




  My normal handwriting is terrible. It looks like the tracks of a stoned centipede dancing the macarena. Had I been forced to write by hand, I would never have written a single book. Now perhaps

  some French discipline will improve things.




  Around the table are people from all over the world: an Argentinian exchange student, a Brazilian au pair, a German grandmother, three Australians, a New Zealander, a Palestinean, two Moroccans, one Thai, two Vietnamese, three or four English.




  The Christmas party, Renée informs us, will be on 20 December, and each student is invited to contribute a dish from his or her country. This naturally brought out competitive nationalism

  among the pupils. The English went for mince pies and smoked salmon. The South-East Asian faction brought a stupendous dish of green curry and fragrant rice, but the outright winners were the

  Moroccans, with a plate of incredibly light and creamy pastries called Gazelles’ Horns. Renee and Dominique brought plates of Bearnais black pud­ding and charcuterie.




  Local Media




  I needed news. As a journalist, I was trained on the stories of the press baron Lord Beaverbrook giving spot quizzes on the day’s paper to any young journalist he met in

  the corridors of his Fleet Street flagship and sacking any hapless cub who passed on an answer. They had left me in permanent terror of losing touch.




  Mad fantasy number one was that I would be able to read the London newspapers on the Internet. My first browse revealed that the online editions were cut down to skeletons for the barely

  literate. French television was no help, because the news programmes were fixated, not with the action in the war in Afghanistan, but with the part that French aid workers and doctors were planning

  to play in the peace.




  Mad fantasy number two was that I would cycle into Sauveterre every morning, buy newspapers at the Maison de la Presse and read them in one of the cafes over a leisurely grand

  crème. The cafes didn’t open until almost lunch time and the road would have been challenging if I had been twenty years younger and three stone lighter. I

  took the car, and slotted the trip into the day’s schedule after lunch.




  In the Maison de la Presse, the proprietor offered to keep a Times for me every day. ‘Le Time,’ he called it. The editions were a day old, and the Sunday

  Times came with all its pointless supplements except the one you really wanted.




  Just before I left London, a new editor had arrived at The Times. A new editor means that dead wood will be cut out, heads will roll, budgets will be slashed, sorrows will be drowned,

  new brooms will sweep clean and wheels will be reinvented. I had been writing regular features for The Times, but with all this agony going on in Wapping, burying myself in France seemed

  like a smart move. All the same, the paper was still part of my identity. As things turned out, they did not lose my phone number. Every now and then, when I was in the car park at Leclerc or out

  feeding Annabel’s donkeys, my mobile would be called by a newly promoted editor eager to commission a feature.




  I decided that I would also buy a French national paper, Le Monde if I was feeling strong enough for the tiny grey type and advanced vocabulary or Le Figaro if I was feeling

  weak. Then there were the three local papers: Le Sud-Ouest (Béarn edition), La République (Béarn-et-Soule edition) and Le Pyrénéen. And

  I had ordered from the UK the weekly Guardian, which proved to be a caricature of the bad old Guardian written exclusively for social workers in Africa, and the inestimable news digest The

  Week, an absolute must-read, even in London.




  These packages intrigued the post lady. She was also besotted with the Duchess. Homage is this cat’s favourite conversation, and she took to waiting by the door in the morning to receive

  her daily fix. I apologized to the post lady for the extra work I was making for her, explaining that I was a writer and I needed my newspapers. The is proved to be my

  introduction to my neighbours.




  The White Van Men




  There are a lot of white vans about. They are parked in odd places, nosed with intent into field gateways and little patches of woodland. They seem to be empty most of the

  time. Occasionally, the soft pop of guns somewhere in the hills tells you where the action is.




  In London, a white van is traditionally driven by a skin­head with a bad case of road rage. Around Orriule, the white vans belong to the hunters. A beat-up old van is perfect for setting out

  before dawn with your dogs and transporting your kill to the railway station in the late morning, in time to be loaded onto the train for Paris for the wholesale meat market in the wee small hours.

  The vans then rattle back to the shelter on the edge of Orion, a barnlike building at the crossroads. Here at weekends the hunters gathered from noon, and set up long tables for their lunch, which

  lasted until well into the afternoon.




  I once dropped in on some French friends to find one of their hunting neighbours already in the parlour, dipping his long nose into his aperitif, well satisfied with the dead deer lolling from

  the rear doors of his elderly Renault. He wore an old green anorak and well-worn boots. Unlike the Italians, for whom hunting is an excuse to pose around in brand-new camouflage jackets festooned

  with bandoliers, the Béarnais enjoy their sport without making a fashion statement.




  The hunters are gifted, skilled and experienced men, and at this time of year they are after the big game, the deer and the wild boar. There is no dispute that the main motive is the pleasure of

  the chase, but also acknowledgement, formal and informal, that controlling these species is necessary for the ecological balance of the farmland. Though the argument gets a

  little strained sometimes.




  ‘Deer are swarming all over the region!’ warned the Orthez edition of La République, reporting at least two hundred and fifty animals causing crop damage, breaking

  down the hedges and alarming passing motorists. One driver counted seventeen animals in a field next to the Route Nationale 117. ‘Only the panel beaters are going to be happy if people stop

  hunt­ing,’ he predicted grimly.




  Hunting is, of course, licensed and controlled. The local clubs are called the ACCA, Association Communale de Chasse Agréée. On the notice board outside the mairie, a memo

  from the Fédération de Chasse and the Direction Départmental de l’Agriculture confirms that the village’s annual quota for deer has been raised to eight.




  The regulation is that no more than 30 per cent of the estimated local population may be shot in a year. This is enough to keep the ACCA Gaston Febus, around Orthez, busy with a shoot every

  fortnight, beginning in late October after the final maize harvest and ending in late March with a hunting supper to which everyone is invited, and three different venison dishes are served. The

  ACCA Gaston Febus was also authorized for three fox-shoots a year, but foxes are thought of as low-status vermin.




  Since the boar and the deer have no predators other than man, plus a benign climate and an abundance of food, they breed fast – some does giving birth every six months. It is forbidden,

  the notice sternly reminds the hunters, to transport a dead animal any distance at all, even from the ground where it has fallen to the white van which awaits it, without first attaching a bracelet

  provided by the Federation confirming that it is part of the quota.




  The hunt club in Orthez was named Gaston Fébus after one of the romantic personalities from the Béarn’s history, whose presence is still so vivid you half

  expect them to come riding into the market square any day. This is partly because they are remembered as much for embodying the spirit of the people as for their historical achievements.




  Fébus is just a vernacular spelling of Phoebus, and the Viscount Gaston, who ruled the Bearn from 1343 to 1391, was given this nickname because of his blazing red hair. Long before the

  Renaissance, he was a perfect Renaissance man, writing poetry, playing music, addicted to hunting and the creator of a brilliant court to which troubadours flocked from all over the Pays

  d’Oc, the pleasure-loving, sun-kissed southern provinces.




  The manuscripts kept in the Bibliotheque de France witness that Gaston Fébus wrote very well, particularly when he was writing about one of his favourite subjects, hunting. ‘War,

  love and hunting are enough to fill a man’s life’, he believed. ‘In the field, the hunter lives joyously, because he is in communion with Nature. He gets up early and sees the

  blush of the dawn on the branches, and learns to recognize the songs of the birds, which bring great joy to the heart of the hunter. The hunt is at the same time an apprenticeship for war which is

  essential to a horseman. The hunter has to understand his territory, to analyse all the possibilities of the ground which the hunt will cover, and all the tricks of the quarry. This makes him a

  cunning warrior who never makes a move without thinking.’




  Gaston Febus was not only a brilliant military commander but also a wily statesman. From his postage stamp of a principality he intimidated and manipulated his predatory neighbours so

  successfully that his subjects enjoyed peace and prosperity for decades, protected by his majestic castles, which still dominate the skylines of Pau, Orthez and Sauveterre. Febus thus gave his

  subjects the maximum opportunities for enjoying their lives and the minimum need to involve themselves with the rest of the world, although the French and English armies were

  fighting all over Aquitaine during his time.




  The modern novice hunter can read a whole portfolio of hunting magazines for tips on buying a gun, choosing cartridges, training your dog and stalking, not to mention exotic hunting topics from

  abroad, such as the grouse shooting in Scotland or falconry in Pakistan. My favourite magazine was entitled Wild Boar Passion. ‘Step One. Gently move your gun 20 to 30cm away from

  you, holding it almost vertical. Step Two. In taking aim at the game, turn the weapon gently towards the horizontal. Keep the gun well clear of your jacket. Step Three. Position the sight a few

  centimetres higher than the desired point of contact on the boar’s shoulder. Tips: when you raise your gun, the game will run off. You must stay calm. Hold your breath before you pull the

  trigger. You will soon be able to control your emotions and, in achieving serenity, you will be more efficient.’




  First Contact




  One dark evening, just as I was logging off and shutting down the computer, the doorbell rang for the first time. On the doorstep outside was a woman with blonde hair and

  bright eyes, looking a little nervous. ‘I’ve just come from feeding our donkeys,’ she said in English. ‘The post lady told me you were here. I think she’s told the

  whole village.’




  Her name was Annabel. She was my neighbour, the owner of the donkeys in the field opposite, and of the imposing house which is half hidden by the fall of the land at the brow of the hill.

  Anywhere else in France a house of this stature would be called a chateau, but they are resolutely down-to-earth in the Béarn, so it’s simply called a

  manoir, and given the dialect name for a house, La Maysou.




  I made tea for us, and she sat curiously at the table, eyeing the mess of papers which had already covered it. ‘What are you working on?’ she asked.




  ‘Nothing major,’ I told her. ‘I finished a novel before I left England, and I’ll have to do some revisions on it at some point. I’ve proposed a new novel back in

  July. Now I’m just fiddling about with odd book reviews and an entry on another writer for the Dictionary of National Biography.’




  I showed her the pages I’d printed out and the proofs from the DNB. An expression of alarm crossed her face. At this point, I had not realized that many of the English abroad are living

  complete fantasy lives. Even if an ex-pat is not trying to pass him- or herself off as a former SAS hero, a millionaire, a brain surgeon, an aristocrat, a high-class call-girl or an international

  sustainable agriculture consultant, the neighbours may still prefer to think of them as a far more glamorous character than they really are. With this Walter Mitty spirit abroad, it is unusual for

  someone to produce concrete proof of their profession.




  Annabel is an interior designer and lives with her husband, who is retired from a colourful career as a marketing entrepreneur. They’ve been in France for fourteen years, first in a big

  house in the Gers and for the last four years in the Béarn. She keeps the donkeys, she tells me, because her family have always kept horses and they are good therapy for the children who

  come to visit them in the summer, the pupils at the leading London prep school where her daughter teaches French. ‘These poor children,’ she says, ‘are so deprived that some of

  them have never actually touched an animal before.’




  The idea of feeling sorry for a young Belgravia trustafarian was touching. She seemed like a nice person. I was invited over for a drink the next evening. Her husband, Gerald, is a veteran of World War II, in which he flew Spitfires, and of major surgery the previous year, in which the triple bypass was just for starters. He immediately revealed himself as one

  of the most charming men I’ve ever met, even if he began our relationship with the words a writer never wants to hear: ‘I’m going to write a novel,’ he said.

  ‘I’ve got a great idea. Why don’t you write it for me and we can make lots of money?’




  I told him how this works. ‘You have to write your own book,’ I said. ‘And there are no lots of money.’ He didn’t believe it. Nobody ever believes it.




  





  
Recipes





  [image: ]




  Poulet Basquaise




  This is our family favourite, and the first dish mentioned in that rugby song. Any dish called ‘Basquaise’ will feature peppers and be distinctly spicy. The

  richness of Poulet Basquaise is achieved by slow-cooking the chicken and peppers together, rather than just making a pepper sauce. The classic combination is red and green bell peppers and

  espelette, the hot pepper which is the number-one keynote of Basque cooking.




  There are more species of pepper grown in the Basque Country than there are variations on pelota, because Basques were great sailors and navigators. Most of Christopher Columbus’s sailors

  were Basques. As they got to America early, they had a head start in growing exotic New World vegetables in their own country. They brought back maize, tomatoes and chocolate, not to mention the

  peppers.




  Espelette is the favourite pepper in the Basque Country. It has a warm, generous heat, said to be somewhere between paprika and chilli, and the peppers are very dark red and of medium

  size. The full name is piment d’espelette, after the village of Espelette around which it is grown in such abundance that every building virtually disappears under a mountain of

  peppers when they are threaded on strings and hung outside to dry at harvest time.
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