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‘The soul answered and said, I saw you. You did not see me nor recognise me. I served you as a garment and you did not know me.’


The Gospel of Miriam Magdalana







[image: ]


Map artwork by John R.L. McNabb.





One



Rain


In the cobbled square of the normally serene and welcoming village of Saint-Guilhem-le-Désert, darkness had arrived. In the fading light of the Languedoc day two hundred and sixty-five people – men, women and children – silently huddled together. They were surrounded by a horde of mounted, heavily armed mercenaries, whose leader now commanded them to speak, ‘Ignorant fools… do you really think you can stop us? This… is your final warning. I will not ask again. For the last time… tell me where it is!’ His rage and frustration were as clear as the reddening of his face and the sweat pouring from his steed’s breast, as he drew his large sword high above his head for all to see. But still no one spoke.


Turning his attention to his men, he bellowed out what was to be the final, ominous command, ‘Get these heretics into the Abbey. As they will not speak when I demand, then I charge you to make sure they will never speak again!’ It was like a battle cry that unleashed hell. The villagers were kicked and beaten as they were herded into the abbey. With the doors sealed behind them, the debauched, horrific slaughter began.


Men, women and children were ferociously attacked; arms, legs and heads were hacked off with such force that fountains of blood spurted high into the air, causing warm showers of red viscous rain to fall, splattering across the cold grey stone floor. Their body parts piling up in the aisle, their blood now flooding the abbey, spilling out under the doors into the market square, until it looked as if the building itself was haemorrhaging. Shrill, stomach churning screams pleading for compassion fell upon deaf ears, as the bloody faced army of Christ descended into hell. Pity, shame and mercy were abandoned as babies and children small enough to fit in the font were drowned, in full view of their mothers, before, in turn, each of the women’s throats were slashed open in the name of the Father Almighty. The poisonous stench of evil was suffocating, causing one frail old woman to cough and choke so violently that she suffered a fatal seizure. And still, through all this, no one gave up the secret.


‘No!’ Sara sat bolt upright in her bed. Heart racing, sweating profusely and tears streaming down her flushed crimson cheeks, she struggled to clear her head of the terrifying vision she had just witnessed. Memories of the awful nightmare lingered in her mind, and then the pain hit. Like a lance to the stomach, a wave of hot, searing cramps pierced her womb as the agonising memory of last year’s trauma reared its ugly head. Sara relived the heartbreaking moment when the precious lives she was carrying inside her were unforgivingly torn away, as she became consumed by the excruciatingly painful realisation that her precious, unborn twins were well and truly gone.


Standing there, unshaven and barefoot in torn jeans and old sweatshirt, a tall, dark haired figure looked down at the world around him. In the murky street below, he caught sight of a boisterous group of teenagers smoking, giggling and texting, an old man half bent over with arthritis struggling to see where he was going, and a hooded youth running at full pelt along the pavement, holding what looked like a large jar of change in one hand. What a crazy mixed up world, thought the man as he shook his head and turned away from the window. It began to drizzle for the umpteenth time this week. Depressing. ‘Bloody rain!’ he exclaimed aloud, in typical English fashion. The last ten months of Alex Brunton’s life had left him feeling very frustrated.


From being a successful musician, making jingles for TV and radio stations, he now found himself reluctantly selling his Victorian apartment as the economic slump drained him of all work and what little savings he had. The latest financial crisis had just about squeezed the very life out of him; he was barely hanging on when suddenly a highly aggressive cancer reduced his beloved mother to a shell, before stealing her away in the night like a thief… no warning, and precious little opportunity for goodbyes.


And then there was the seizure. With the worries of losing his income, his home and his mother, Alex had collapsed on the bathroom floor. The resulting out-of-body experience shocked him to the core. He didn’t fully understand it, as in some inexplicable way it had changed how he looked at life, radically altering his thoughts and beliefs. Consequently, it was a subject he preferred to avoid, rarely talking about it even with his nearest and dearest.


Alex’s saving grace was Sara, his blonde, blue-eyed wife of two years. She too had suffered when, having strived so hard for her dream job, it failed miserably to live up to expectations. Today was her last day at the office. She was quitting her civil servant post following too many disappointments and ethical inconsistencies, having undergone a general loss of faith in her fellow beings. But for Sara the real blow had been the miscarriage of their twins at twelve weeks, and they never talked about that either.


And yet here they both were, still together, now realising it was time for a change, time for a new beginning. Using what equity they could muster from the sale of their home, Alex had finally convinced a rather reluctant Sara to travel the ‘Way of St. James’, the pilgrimage route to Santiago de Compostela in north-western Spain, where it was said that the remains of the apostle Saint James were buried. Not that they were religious, but since his seizure Alex felt pulled by the undeniable simplicity of a pilgrimage. And since the miscarriage, he thought the change of scenery would do them both good… and perhaps offer a little adventure along the way.


Alex’s mobile phone vibrated in his pocket. Tightening his neat ponytail, a habit he employed when deep in thought, upset or anxious, he moved away from the window, passed the map of their ‘Spanish adventure’ lying on the coffee table and slumped himself down on the sofa, before finally retrieving the phone to answer it. The warm, comforting voice of his grandmother, Lucette greeted his ear, ‘Hello mon chéri, just seeing how you’re both doing…’


‘Oh, we’re okay thanks Lucy,’ replied Alex, sounding unconvincing, and tired.


‘Well listen, I’ve got an idea, I’ve been thinking about it, and I’m going to treat the two of you to a break in France. You both need it. I’ve made contact with old family friends near Clermont, and they have a lovely little gite… you know… cottage, which you can stay in for a month. I’ve looked into flights and car hire, all you need to do is to say “yes”…’ she paused for breath, awaiting his response. ‘Oh go on… it’ll do you both so much good.’


‘But Lucy it’s too much, we couldn’t…’


‘No dear, I can afford it, and I’d much rather see to it that you have whatever you need now, than not be able to help you when I’m gone. Just say yes and I’ll take care of everything.’


‘Oh, it’s such a generous gesture Lucy, but I’ve planned this trip across northern Spain. It took Sara a little convincing, but I think this pilgrimage might be just what we need, you know… a breath of fresh air, take our minds off stuff, meet new people and see new places.’


As soon as he had uttered the words he knew Lucette wasn’t buying it. Just as Sara hadn’t bought it when he sprung the idea of the Compostela pilgrimage on her two weeks back. She’d left the apartment, needing to clear her head, having told him in no uncertain terms she thought the idea a selfish form of escapism for him at best, and torture for her, being left to walk in the bloody heat with only her thoughts of ‘the loss’ to keep her company.


After a short pause, Lucette responded calmly but firmly, ‘Eh oh Alex, don’t tell me you really think Sara’s happy to traipse around the baking Spanish countryside, day in, day out. A relaxing holiday is what she needs and deserves… what you both deserve. You two have been through so much.’ She paused a moment, moved by the thought of the loss of Alex’s mother – her daughter, dear sweet Marguerite, ‘Now come on be a good lad and let me indulge your happiness… just for a little while, ah?’


Now come on… be a good lad, the words rang in his ears, triggering memories of his mother’s voice when she wanted his agreement on something. The room temperature appeared to drop, something Alex was more aware of since his seizure, and he saw his mother standing before him, a vision of comfort, and support, filling him with an overwhelming sense of love. Her arms outstretched and her smile lighting up her whole soft beautiful face, her warm brown eyes engaging him once more as she nodded her head… Then she faded away. But in that brief moment he understood Lucette’s invitation made absolute sense. Besides, who in their right mind would turn down such a kind offer? Alex accepted there and then.


Putting the phone on the coffee table he gathered up the map and other ‘pilgrimage artefacts’, scrunched them up and tossed them into the paper recycling bin, letting go of the idea of the Spanish trip completely. His mood was finally lifting, he even managed a little smile to himself, and in that moment even the constant rhythmic assault of the rain mattered very little. He got up and, almost in defiance, left his coat on the banister as he made his way out and headed for the local store.


Alex bought all Sara’s favourites, part of his plan for a delicious meal to celebrate her last day at work. With the sale of the apartment almost complete, they would have a lump sum soon enough to allow a little splurge right now, so he put the Cava back and picked up the Champagne. Coming out of the store, he narrowly avoided bumping into a couple of Muslim women completely masked by their burkas, their anonymous eyes barely peeking through the fine dark linen mesh, as they struggled to control an uncooperative umbrella. Now running down the street in the torrential rain, with two plastic bags full of shopping, he really wished he’d grabbed his coat after all.


Sara slid her key into the lock, having to jiggle it slightly because it was such a poor copy. Once inside, she noticed the dimmed lights and the scent of flowers in the air. She almost smiled when her eyes caught sight of a huge ‘Congratulations’ banner hanging along the mantel in the living room.


Alex saw her half-hearted response in the mirror above the mantel, and, admiring his partner not only for her athletic appearance but strong mind too, jumped out.


‘Surprise!’ said Alex, tap dancing and waving both hands like Al Jolson performing ‘Toot Toot Tootsie!’ Sara tried to keep a straight face. They hugged and he planted a loving kiss on her full pink lips, leaving her unable to hold back a smile any longer. She shook her head and giggled (a rare sound over the past few months). Handing Sara a glass of bubbly, Alex looked her in the eye and offered a toast, ‘Here’s to new beginnings.’


‘To new beginnings,’ she echoed in relief, desperately hoping the clear ‘ping’ of their glasses was heralding in better times ahead.


Over the celebratory dinner, Alex explained Lucette’s French remedy. Like Alex, Sara thought it was a wonderful opportunity to get some autumn sunshine, revitalise, and maybe uncover some of Alex’s ancestry too. Why not, and anyway, they both knew how determined Lucette was once she’d made up her mind. And it was a far better idea than a long distance hike across Spain. They chatted happily about the future and their hopes and dreams. It was a touching and romantic way to bring the London chapter of their life to an end.


As they were enjoying dessert, Sara slowly put her spoon down and looking intently at the man she loved with all her heart asked, ‘What will we do when the holiday ends?’


Not wanting the happy spell broken, and seeing her genuine concern, Alex took her hand and answered, ‘Well let’s just wait and see, let’s live in the moment and not in fear of what may or may not happen next.’


‘But it’s not that easy, is it?’ queried Sara, as a little disbelief crossed her striking face.


At which point Alex took hold of both her hands and very slowly and steadily explained, ‘When we experience fear in ourselves we will attract people and situations in our lives that reflect that fear in order to make us conscious of it. When we are aware, and allow ourselves to experience those fears, we begin to clear our system, so that fears gradually have less impact on us because we’re empowered with the love from within.’


‘Where did you read that?’ Sara was now less unsure, but rather surprised and a little bemused.


Alex’s eyes had glazed over a little, and he let her hand go. ‘I’m not sure.’ He paused a little while as if pondering the meaning of life, then just as suddenly his eyes refocused and he continued, ‘maybe it’s the Champagne!’ They both laughed. Their laughter was combined with such a deep sense of relief that it was the real therapy they had been craving for months. Later that night Alex and Sara made love for what seemed like the first time in an age, it was sweet and tender and filled Sara with new hope…


The next day, following breakfast, Lucette rang saying she would email the details of the trip. Alex put the call on loudspeaker and thanked her once more, as did Sara. It was a welcome blessing, to feel so spoilt and cared for. ‘Oh, by the way, if you get the chance, please go and visit Jean-Michel, he’s an old childhood friend, and, er… maybe you could send him my love.’


Alex and Sara agreed without hesitation. But unbeknown to them Jean-Michel was the real reason Lucette had booked the holiday cottage. When she was a young girl living in southern France, Jean-Michel had helped her, well more than that… he had healed her. Lucette also never mentioned that Jean-Michel was her childhood sweetheart, and her first love. Deep down Lucette really hoped he would now be able to help Alex and Sara in the same way. ‘And maybe, if I get the chance, I’ll come out and visit you too!’ Lucette added, as Alex and Sara gave each other a knowing glance.


A week later, the estate agent called, informing them that completion of the apartment was due in a matter of days. They would be coming away from the sale with a reasonable enough sum which would allow them to live for the next few months, maybe a little longer, but once they had spent that, there would be nothing left. Nonetheless the French trip was approaching and Alex and Sara’s woes and frustrations began to give way to a feeling of excitement. Lucette’s email was full of details, maps and explanations, they were sure to never get lost and it seemed they would have plenty to do too!


The synchronicity of the sale meant that they would be out of the apartment the very same week they were due to leave for the self-catering holiday in France. There were three nights between the completion of the sale and the departure of their flight, and Lucette offered to put them up for as long as needed before taking them to the airport. She really had thought of everything, but that was how she was, and how she loved to be. She had an uncanny ability to know what was going to happen, it was almost as if she could foretell the future.


Leaving the smog and mental chaos of the city on the National Express coach bound for Bournemouth (neither Alex nor Sara owned a car) seemed to take hours, weaving in and out of rain and traffic jams. By early evening they were nearly at their stop, a place called Ringwood. Lucette found it easier to pick them up there, as she could take the quiet country lanes and not have to go into the hustle and bustle of Bournemouth. The coach was slowing down, approaching their stop. Alex put his hand up to the coach window to peer out, and in the arising darkness and drizzling rain, he caught sight of her.


Lucette was there as promised. They clambered down the steps of the coach, took their suitcases from the large boot in the side of the coach, and walked across to the waiting Lucette, who having recognised them, leapt out of the car like a vivacious teenager. You would never have guessed she was now well into her sixties.


Following hugs and kisses, Lucette opened the boot of her little black Volkswagen Golf, and Alex put the cases inside.


‘About fifteen minutes and we’ll be there,’ said Lucette joyfully. The car was warm and peaceful, just what the doctor ordered. Lucette could sense they were tired, so she didn’t bombard them with too many questions during the journey down the winding country roads. Crossing the speed humps, they entered part of the New Forest, at one point slowing down to a stop to allow a small band of wild ponies to cross the road. Twenty minutes later they finally arrived at ‘The Lodge’, Lucette’s idyllic little rented cottage. It was a round thatched property, once the gatehouse of the large stately manor, which lay hidden somewhere farther down the old carriage driveway. This lovely ‘hobbit-like’ dwelling looked like it had just jumped off the pages of a fairy tale, and although not grand by any means, it beckoned you to stay. Sara and Alex felt right at home.


Over the next couple of days, Lucette prepared everything for them, just like staying in the most wonderful country hotel. She pre-planned all the meals, whilst at the same time giving them the space to do whatever they wanted. And it was while she was engrossed in her patisseries that she got an unexpected phone call. Hearing the phone ring in the living room, she wiped her floury hands on her apron and went to pick it up.


It was Marianne, calling from France. Lucette’s initial thought, that the holiday was about to be cancelled was soon overshadowed by the palpable strain in her old friend’s voice as she said, ‘Lucette, I’ve heard a rumour that Jean-Michel’s memory is failing him more and more each day, what if he starts to forget important things… like the shell?’


‘Marianne, what I told you that night when I’d had one too many all those years ago is between us and no one else, it’s our little secret. And it’s important you keep it that way.’ Lucette’s voice was calm and informative, but a little menacing. Aware of her harsh tone she softened it a little and added, ‘Please don’t ever break that trust, Marianne, it’s all in hand, now I must go,’ and put the phone back on its receiver, returned to the kitchen and continued to bake as though nothing, nothing at all, was wrong…


Alex and Sara walked a lot in the privacy of the two hundred acre Estate, spotting deer, birds of prey, and even a handful of rogue guinea fowl that had escaped and taken up residence with the local pheasant population. One morning as they explored the beautiful woodlands, they became separated as Alex went wandering off, immersed in his ‘mission’ to uncover wild mushrooms. Sara, no longer able to see Alex, continued down a track leading her deeper into the woods. ‘Craaaaaack!’ – she was startled by the loud noise of a falling branch. Looking about she could see nothing. The noise of her boots on the broken twigs and leaves that covered the woodland seemed to get louder and louder.


‘Alex… Alex, Alex!’ she called out with increasing urgency. She looked around and called again, but still no response. Sara was becoming fearful, and, thinking she was lost, stood at a cross-roads in the forest track. She felt her head spin as she realised she had no idea where to go. Feeling her breath, tense and heavy in her chest, she teetered on the edge of another panic attack.


Then suddenly, just ten feet away from her on one of the grassy pathways appeared a most incredible sight. A white stag with megalithic antlers stood proud, soulfully gazing directly into her captivating blue eyes. Sara froze on the spot. She was speechless, but no longer panicking. As she continued to admire the stunning animal, a palpable calm seemed to fill the air, as if holding time still. There was no noise, no movement, and no thought. In that magical window, Sara was sure, had she opened her mouth to speak, the magnificent creature would have understood her every word.


‘Sara!’ called Alex as he finally spotted her from another track. Sara turned to see Alex, waved, and then quickly turned back towards the stag only to find that the handsome beast had vanished.


‘Are you alright?’ asked Alex approaching her.


‘Yeah, I’ve just seen the most amazing thing.’


‘What…what was it?’ enquired Alex coming closer.


‘A white stag,’ came her somewhat hesitant reply.


‘Really? Whoa! That’s insane! Did you know that in the past white stags were considered to be messengers from the “other world” and their appearance was said to herald a profound change in the lives of those who encountered them?’


‘Yeah, it kind of feels like something’s just happened to me,’ responded a dreamy looking Sara.


Alex put his arm around her and led her down the pathway. ‘In the Arthurian legend, the white stag is the creature that can never be caught. King Arthur’s repeatedly unsuccessful pursuit of the white stag represents mankind’s quest for spiritual knowledge,’ Alex recalled from his computer-like memory, another ‘skill’ he had acquired since his seizure.


They walked on for a while in silence, till they broke out in unified laughter at the site of a herd of rabbits leaping several feet in the air as they darted madly in and out of the undergrowth. Within half an hour they had made their way back to Lucette’s cottage, and that night they slept like babies.


The following morning the long-anticipated call finally came. The money from the sale of the apartment was now ‘in’ their joint account. Alex and Sara felt an unexpected sense of relief in no longer owning or owing anything of great value. It was the opposite of what they’d imagined. They had both been brought up being told that ownership of bricks and mortar was the way forward in life, and yet experiencing the financial crash had definitely taught them otherwise. The sale of the apartment provided a mortgage-free life, which was accompanied by a newly discovered sense of liberation. Even the ‘not knowing’ of what was going to happen next provided the couple with an exciting outlook on life, a feeling they had almost forgotten.


On the last evening before the flight, Lucette prepared a lovely meal, after which they gathered around the little green enamelled Godin log burner in the tiny circular lounge. ‘I’m so glad you both said yes, I think you’ll have a wonderful time. Jean-Michel is such a kind and beautiful person. You remember Alex, the story of the little blind girl I used to tell you… it all happened there you know… Anyway you will be sure to say hello and send my love won’t you? I’ve given you a clear explanation and map of how to find his little house… it’s not far from where you’ll be staying… not far at all,’ said Lucette looking at the young couple as if to make sure they were paying full attention. Sara and Alex gently nodded. Alex hadn’t a clue about the ‘blind girl story’; perhaps Lucy was confused, so he smiled all the same. Unnoticed, above their heads, the dreamcatcher turned gently from side to side.


The next morning they awoke to the all-too-familiar sound of the English rain, which only served to increase their anticipation of being touched by the warm glow of French sunshine they so desperately craved. With the car packed, Lucette drove them to Bournemouth Airport, where she refused to pay the entry fee which she labelled as ‘immoral’, dropping them a short distance from the departures entrance. This was followed by firm hugs and heartfelt kisses all round. ‘Enjoy yourselves, I think you’re going to have the time of your lives,’ said Lucette with a knowing smile. Alex and Sara watched and waved as the little Volkswagen sped off into the distance.


With their bags in tow, the young couple entered the departures building through the sliding doors, hand in hand and beaming. In this moment Alex thought life was very good, yet Sara seemed a little distracted. ‘Are you alright?’ he asked, hoping he was just being over-cautious.


‘Yeah, just a little nervous… but in a good way,’ said Sara, turning her head and smiling back at him.


They joined the queue for the flight to Carcassonne, passing through the electronic detector without any nasty surprises. And, despite even more rain, which looked and felt like it would never stop, the plane arrived on time. Following a coffee, and a good chunk of Sara’s time surveying the interesting hodgepodge of characters and personalities gathering in the departure lounge, their flight was announced, and they joined the queue for boarding.


Unfortunately, Alex’s hand luggage was deemed too large and he was asked to repack it or remove items so that it would meet the regulations. Not one to be easily embarrassed, Alex put his suitcase on the floor and sat on it. ‘There you go,’ he said to the girl, as the now squashed bag slid easily into the metal frame. A middle-aged couple behind them raised their eyebrows and glanced at each other, as if to share their disapproval of his actions. Alex smiled, and he and Sara walked through the passport control area.


Shuffling along like sheep heading for market, no one spoke. Getting wet standing on the metal steps whilst boarding the plane seemed a small price to pay, and was almost pleasurable in a strange way, because they knew they were escaping to the sun. They were welcomed on board the Boeing 737, found their seats and readied themselves for the safety announcements.


‘There must be a hundred and fifty people on board,’ Alex said to Sara.


‘One hundred and forty-nine actually… but a very good guess,’ interrupted a friendly air hostess, forgetting to include herself in the count. The safety announcements came to a swift climax, the flaps on the wings whirred as they were tested, the engines began to rumble and the plane slowly taxied down the runway. Then with a force that noticeably rocked the passenger’s bodies forwards and backwards, the pilot accelerated and they were airborne. Up, up and away! Little did Alex and Sara know that what was waiting for them would change their lives forever…





Two



A Welcome Break


Approaching the airport at Carcassonne, strong gusts of wind blew across the runway, tilting the aircraft wings just enough to convince most passengers to brace themselves for a nail-biting landing. But touchdown safely they did, albeit with a bit of a bump and a bang, as the tyres of the Ryanair flight steadied themselves and the reverse thrust of the engines took control. Alex could feel the collective sense of relief as the recording of a bugle played announcing another successful, on time arrival.


Collecting their bags from the overhead lockers, and following a bout of ‘holiday rugby’ (as Alex liked to call it), he and Sara scrambled their way along the centre of the plane towards the exit. They thanked the cheerful cabin crew and clonked their way down the metallic steps, immediately being struck by two things. Firstly, the wind really was very gusty and, secondly, it was lovely and warm. In fact, it was just right, thought Sara, because it would have been too hot for them without the giant refreshing fan of wind.


They strolled across the tarmac towards the terminal building, to join a short queue. Ahhh…this isn’t so bad, thought Alex standing quietly, basking in the healing rays of the Languedoc sunshine. Once inside the terminal, they showed their passports to the French customs officers. A solidly built, middle-aged, dark haired man with a well groomed, formidable moustache glared suspiciously at Alex. The officer was silently mocking what he considered to be a rather pathetic attempt at facial hair, as he surveyed the wispy goatee and rather ‘girlie’ ponytail.


Not sinister enough to warrant further inspection, he put it down to an Englishman’s poor attempt at displaying virility and, with a brisk ‘Okay’, sent Alex on his way. Alex now stood patiently waiting for Sara to come through. Would she get the same disdainful look and curt acknowledgment? At 5ft 7 Sara was far from statuesque, but something about her confident stride, her strong, toned physique, and those fascinating blue eyes got a gaping smile and a gentle waving on from the moustached officer, as if he had known her all his life. Typical, thought Alex, as Sara winked at him and they headed off to collect their luggage from the carousel.


Sweet, dear Lucette really had thought of everything. The hire-car station was only a few metres from the flight arrivals area, and even though there was another queue, it wasn’t too long before they were served by a plump pregnant French lady who spoke English, but not as well as she thought she did. Anyway, it didn’t matter as Sara was fluent as was Alex, albeit in a grammatically non-exact but chatty kind of way.


‘Zeees ar yorr keees,’ said the mum to be.


‘Merci, Alexandre,’ replied Alex, having noted her staff badge. He signed the necessary papers, and was handed the keys.


‘Nowwer, all you arf to do iz check zee vehicool for damages. It izz on zer rait zerr,’ she pointed to the parking zone on the far side of the chain-link fence.


They quickly found the car, gave it the once over, cross-checking the list of damages, marks and scratches, and set off across the ridiculously bumpy car park, until they reached the main road and stopped at the roundabout. ‘Remember to keep to the right love,’ suggested Sara in a helpful manner, but Alex found the advice rather obvious.


‘Mmm humh,’ came his mumbled response. He really didn’t like being told what to do by anyone. They got underway and celebrated the wonders of the sat nav as it led them out of the industrial area near the airport in the direction of the A61 Toulouse to Narbonne autoroute. They collected their tickets at the toll-barrier and were on the way.


‘It really looks and feels like another country, another place,’ said Sara, Alex nodded; he knew exactly what she meant. After a few minutes they were able to see the medieval city of Carcassonne on their left. ‘Wow, look at that… it’s like a real-life Disneyland for adults,’ remarked Sara.


‘Yeah, it always reminds me of mythical stories and medieval knights in armour,’ added Alex nonchalantly.


Sara twitched her shoulders. She was eager and excited – since arriving she really did feel like it was a proper holiday. With her anxiety about the original idea of a pilgrimage in Spain now long forgotten, her feminine sense of curiosity simmered as she turned to Alex, ‘Shall we stop and have a look around?’


‘I’d rather get to the cottage if you don’t mind, love. We can always come back and visit sometime during the holiday,’ replied Alex, who was still getting accustomed to driving on the right.


‘I’d like that,’ said a satisfied Sara adjusting herself back on the headrest.


They sailed past the old city in their little rental, and continued east towards the Mediterranean and Narbonne. Having already programmed the sat nav from the details contained in Lucette’s email, Alex hoped to get to the cottage before nightfall. But in the meantime he was mesmerised by the views. The countryside seemed to emanate a secret, inexplicable magic. The collection of vines, honey-coloured stone and soothing sunbeams evoked a sense of being completely nourished – mind, body and soul. Feelings of relaxation, freedom and an irrational yet undeniable sense of home engulfed them both. The colours so vibrant, so alive and so different, that even the golden brilliance of the sun and the shocking blueness of the sky were refreshingly alien. ‘Look at those vines Alex, what do you think they grow here?’ enquired Sara as they flew past a blue sign for Narbonne.


‘If I remember correctly, we are going through the Corbières vineyards. Lucy told me there were a series of disasters around the Narbonne area during the Middle Ages. As I recall there were floods, the port silted up and the plague hit.’


‘Blimey, sounds rather biblical,’ said Sara, half joking.


Leaving the A61 they joined the A9 to Béziers, which Alex remembered had something to do with a slaughter and the Catholic Church, although the details escaped him. They continued on to the A75, leaving the autoroute at Clermont L’Hérault.


The sun’s warming embrace could still be felt, and visibility was still good. Sara’s mind wandered as she became lost in the beauty of the multi-coloured skyline, now seemingly alive with all the hues of the rainbow scattered across the sunset. With daylight finally fading they arrived in the town of Clermont L’Hérault, found a little store still open opposite the church, and stocked up with the basics they needed for the next couple of days. Alex made sure they had enough bread and wine, while Sara was more concerned about getting her hands on some fresh milk. Out of the town, in the direction of St-Jean-de-Fos, they faithfully followed the directions of the sat nav for a further fifteen minutes or so. ‘You have arrived at your destination,’ it eventually announced.


Entering La Domaine De Morreze they passed through an impressive pair of tall, ornate, metal gates guarding a wide gravelled, tree-lined driveway. After one kilometre, they caught sight of the sign for Le Mas – ‘Gite de La Domaine De Morreze – 3 epis’. They continued for another few hundred metres. There, sat in the tranquility of the valley was their ‘sanctuary’, a modest white building, tucked neatly into the stony hillside. Alex parked the car in the designated space, pulled the handbrake, turned off the engine and opened his door, stretching his legs, ‘Listen,’ he said.


Sara waited a few moments ‘I can’t hear a thing,’ she replied.


‘Exactly,’ Alex beamed, looking her in the eyes as they kissed.


The unlocked door of the cottage pushed open easily, and inside awaiting its new occupants was a delicious hamper of goodies, including bread, wine, ham and eggs. The brief handwritten note which accompanied it read Welcome friends. Bienvenue to Le Mas. This is a little gift for you. See you tomorrow morning – sleep well. Marianne.


It was getting dark, so they took a brief tour around the quaint building, then prepared a simple meal and sat together for a short while at the large wooden picnic bench, on the amber stone terrace. Perched on the high plateau of Le Mas, they felt like Greek Gods in the cloud-palace above Olympus, as they looked down and surveyed the yellowy golden lights emanating from the houses in the valley below. The stars shone brightly, and the crystalline night sky seemed to engulf the whole world.


‘I love it here, don’t you?’ asked Alex, finally breaking the hush that had descended upon Sara’s normally hectic mind.


‘Mmm, just feels like home,’ she purred. The colours were so intense, so soothing she could almost smell them, burning amber, apple greens, rose reds, and lavender like heavy perfume in the air that shimmered.


From this spot they had a bird’s-eye view over the entire valley, surrounded by a few scattered pine trees purposefully planted so as to provide a little privacy and shelter from the heat of the sun. Deciding to wash up the next morning, they put the plates, cutlery and glasses on the kitchen worktop, got into bed and cuddled up. Tired after their day of travels, they fell asleep in each other’s arms. And just like angels coming to sing them to sleep, they both were serenaded by two young voices in unison, ‘We love you.’ Had there been someone watching over Sara and Alex at that moment they would have seen them smile in harmony, as somewhere within them the loss they both were carrying lessened just that little bit more.


The next morning, Alex was awoken around 8am by a metallic banging sound. The noise came and went, and, although not that annoying, it was now beginning to niggle him. Like anything which distracts or disturbs one’s chain of thought, the once mildly irritating noise was now becoming the only sound Alex could hear. The sound occurred for about ten seconds, followed by a pause of some thirty seconds or so. Alex tried to imagine who was working so tirelessly, and on what? He turned to his sleeping wife, ‘I’ll go and get breakfast ready,’ he whispered in her ear.


‘Mmmm…’ replied Sara in slumber-struck appreciation.


Carefully climbing sideways down the rather steep and frail looking meunier staircase, Alex drew back the white curtains in the kitchen/diner and looked out at the breath-taking panorama of the ruggedly beautiful, multi-coloured hinterland. He opened the white front door of Le Mas and inhaled, holding it a few seconds before breathing out. A life-affirming warm perfume of pine and thyme filled his lungs. It felt so good. As he repeated the process, he relaxed, beginning to move his body intuitively.


On the in-breath, he brought his hands up from his sides as though clasped in prayer, moved them through the centre of his body, beyond his chin, nose and forehead, then moved his hands and arms above his head, separating them once they reached the highest point of his outstretched limbs. This separation of the hands was in perfect time with the out-breath, which coincided with his hands being turned away from each other, and his arms being brought back down to the sides of his body as he completely expelled the air from his lungs. He wasn’t sure what he was doing, but it felt good, so he repeated the exercise a few times. Hearing a loud noise, he came out of the hypnotic breathing as a red sports car passed by on the road below. Alex thought this was just as well, because he was beginning to get lightheaded.


Alex returned inside, went to the kitchen sink and washed up. Then he sorted through what they had bought and also what was in the hamper. In a few short minutes, he was organised. ‘Breakfast’s ready when you are!’ he called, opening the side door to the terrace.


Sara stirred and made her way downstairs. Breakfast at the picnic bench on the old, honey-coloured stone terrace was a simple affair; fresh arabica coffee, and buttered croissants with homemade jam. In the new light of day, the grounds around Le Mas came to life; a vibrant collection of plants and flowers surrounded the terrace, filling the dry morning air with a heavenly, calming scent of well-being. For a short while, soaking up the warm sunshine, looking across the scenic countryside, without a worry in the world, they felt at peace.


‘Dac dac dac.’ There was a knock at the door. Alex slipped back through the side door of the terrace, into the kitchen/diner and made his way to the front door, closely followed by a half-dressed and a rather shy but inquisitive Sara. Alex opened the door to find a smart, yet casually dressed woman in her sixties, who smiled and nodded, ‘Hello and welcome. I am Marianne De Morreze, my husband Jacques and I are the owners of the Domaine and we are very happy to welcome you. Do you have everything you need?’


‘Yes thanks,’ they replied, almost in unison, with Sara peeking from behind Alex’s frame.


‘There are information packs in the folders which tell you everything you need to know.’


‘Thank you. Can we walk around the Estate?’ asked Alex.


‘Yes but not this way.’ She pointed to the impressively large house in the distance. ‘But you are free to explore anywhere else.’ She waved her hand in the general direction of the hills surrounding Le Mas.


‘Okay, that’s great, thanks.’ Alex loved exploring and discovering, for it was something which had captured his imagination since childhood. Even now, in his early thirties, he remained intrigued by the idea of seeking. Perhaps it was his creative streak, or at least that’s what he’d always put it down to.


‘It was so nice to hear from your grandmother, as I haven’t heard from her for years, not since…’ She paused mid-sentence, unsure whether to continue.


‘Not since what?’ repeated Alex.


‘Oh, it’s not important.’ She breathed a sigh of relief. ‘Anyway as long as you have all you need, and if you find you don’t then, just come down to the main house and ask for help. Your wish is our command.’ She smiled, turned and began to make her way back.


‘We really appreciate everything… Thank you!’ Alex called after her, remembering the gift hamper.


‘Lovely croissants,’ shouted out Sara, as Madame De Morreze turned her head to smile at them and give a little wave, happy in the knowledge that the couple had arrived safely and were settling in nicely at Le Mas.


While eating the last of the croissants, Alex and Sara scoured the folders and leaflets of what to do and see in the local area, which they had found in the drawer of the buffet in the kitchen diner. Sara also produced a file of papers from Lucette, which included a handwritten map, and instructions on how best to get to various destinations. They browsed the information guides and papers, then got washed and changed, with the intention of taking a walk on the hills behind their cottage, away from the main house, in the direction Madame De Morreze suggested.


But just as they stepped out Sara grabbed Alex’s arm and with a little glint in her eyes, having remembered Lucette’s wish that they pass on her message to Jean-Michel suggested, ‘Let’s go and see Jean-Michel instead, after all Lucette has gone to so much trouble for us, it’s the least we can do.’


Alex could not stop the frustration appearing on his face, he really would have preferred to go on a little hiking adventure and to leave the ‘pleasantries’ for another day. Seeing this, Sara squeezed his arm a little harder – she had quite a grip – and jokingly raised her eyebrows a little. Alex caved. How could he refuse this woman, who finally seemed to be getting back to her old self? Besides, how long could saying ‘hello’ take, surely they would be on their way again before too long. He agreed.


Up the hill they climbed with the Tramontane winds offering gentle bursts of refreshment, and the humming and fluttering of various insect and bird wings dancing in their ears. In the distance they spotted a red sports car with nobody in it. They continued, carefully following Lucette’s map, for about a mile. In the distance, they were able to make out a small collection of remote stone buildings. Alex, keen to get there, hurried along, leaving Sara a few paces behind. He was always fascinated by buildings, particularly those with a sense of history, they provoked his imagination. ‘This is it,’ he said aloud approaching the main house which nestled comfortably into the mountainside, as if it had been there since time began.


The garden, given over mostly to olive trees, was set out in steps, like layers of a wedding cake, climbing up the steep hillside, contained by carefully restored dry stone walling, which also surrounded the central building. For a brief moment Alex thought he could see them move, like a waterfall, cascading from one terrace to the next and, at their base, gathering in a pool from which, for just a split second, a golden glow appeared. But then he blinked and all was as normal.


Alex reached the front door and noticed the hand carved sign ‘L’Hermitage’. As he peered through the thick single pane glass windows, looking for signs of life, he suddenly he felt a prod in his back and a deep voice barked at him. ‘Hey, what do you want here?’


Alex turned around, coming face to face with a grey-haired man, and his carved walking stick. The man wore an old straw hat, had a bronzed healthy face, and noticeably dirty hands, which Alex presumed had got that way from taking care of his olive trees. ‘We’re just exploring, we are on holiday and staying at the cottage at the Domaine de Morreze.’


‘Are you now?’ asked the grey-haired man suspiciously.


At which point Sara walked up to both of them. Nodding a bashful hello to the man she smiled, confirming, ‘Yes, we’re on holiday and…’


But before she could finish her sentence, a little dog ran past and leapt up reaching the waist of the grey haired man. ‘Pamplemousse, behave yourself!’ said the man to the small lively mongrel who was creating pandemonium, begging desperately to be stroked. ‘Oh he’s beautiful,’ said Sara as she stroked the lively dog, which gradually began to calm down.


‘My name is Alex and this is my wife Sara.’ Alex finally took the initiative and held out his hand, but his words and friendly gesture were met with a stony silence, and a stillness that felt a little uncomfortable.


‘And my name is Jean-Michel, this…’ he announced raising his stick to sweep through the air, ‘…is my home.’


A little bemused, Alex wondered if this really was the same man Lucette had mentioned, as he certainly didn’t seem to fit her ‘friendly’ and ‘lovable’ description. But this was the right place according to Lucette’s instructions, and although the man looked far younger than Lucette had described, Alex wasn’t planning to hang around, so he took a punt, ‘Well Jean-Michel, we may have a message for you…’


‘A message for me, really? And who gives you this message?’ The old man scrutinised his ‘intruder’ closely, resting his weight on his stick as if the answer may take some time to pull out of the ether.


‘My grandmother, Lucette, in England.’ Jean-Michel’s mouth hung open like a child’s, waiting to receive a teaspoon of medicine. An extended pause took place as Alex patiently waited for a response. But nothing came from the mouth of the man, whose demeanour now seemed suddenly far less aggressive, so Alex continued, ‘She says hello, and sends her love.’


And just at that moment Sara could’ve sworn she saw a tear in Jean-Michel’s eyes, but the old man stood firm, giving nothing away, so she seized her moment and with her head cocked slightly to one side and with the warmest of smiles she said, ‘It’s a real pleasure to meet you.’


Once again it seemed as though her feminine charms had worked, as Jean-Michel replied, now rather softly, ‘The pleasure’s all mine.’ Then, as though they had been chatting for hours, he continued, ‘Listen, I am a little busy with my olives at the moment, but why don’t you come back tomorrow evening at six o’clock for aperitifs?’
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