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About the Book

Patricia Atkinson and her husband sold up in England in 1990 to pursue James’s dream of living in a picturesque village in France. The old farmhouse James found near Bergerac had a few hectares of vines, but they seemed incidental to their new lives.

That is until he developed a debilitating illness and returned to England, recession hit, and Patricia realized that the vineyard was her only means of support.

Patricia set to with a will, trying to salvage what she could. Back-breaking work, disastrous vintages, and a constant struggle against the seasons were tempered by the spontaneous generosity of the men and women of the village, a growing appreciation of the land, and Patricia’s assimilation into a society that few outsiders will ever know. What follows is a remarkable story of transformation and triumph.


About the Author

In 1990 Patricia Atkinson moved to South West France to take on a small vineyard. She spoke little French and knew nothing of wine making. Today the wines of Clos d’Yvigne’s vineyard are internationally acclaimed for their high quality. The vineyard is three times its original size. And the story of the struggle and the success has reached a wide audience through Patricia Atkinson’s bestselling books, The Ripening Sun and La Belle Saison.
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RIPENING SUN
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To Amy, Beth
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Prologue – August 2002

AS I LOOK TOWARDS CLOS D’YVIGNE FROM THE CHURCH OF GAGEAC, the morning sun casts dappled light onto the new wall that seems as though it has always been there. It bears the name of Clos d’Yvigne in relief, red lettering against sand and white stone. Behind the wall is a small courtyard with tamarisk trees and wisteria. A recently constructed tasting room, with adjoining office and stocking depot, is to the right. To the left of the courtyard is my house and behind it the winery, the working heart of the vineyard. It contains wine in vats and barrels, along with all the tools of winemaking; pumps, vats, pipes and presses.

In the tiny orchard of fruit trees beyond the winery sits a Massey Fergusson tractor. Further on still are the vines, a parcelle of Merlot in the foreground, their grapes just beginning to change colour from green to deep bishop’s purple. I have twenty-one hectares of them, set on the beautiful ridge of hills that run along the left side of the Dordogne in south-west France.

The large, dense leaves clothing the vines reach up to the sun, soaking up nourishment and transferring it to the grapes. I calculate that it will probably be October before I harvest them. Today is Sunday, an afternoon in mid-August. It’s the day of the week that I give to myself, in itself a form of liberation. If I want to work I can, but it’s officially a day of rest.

I walk up through the parcelles of vines towards a dilapidated cross which sits next to a derelict house. In front of the house is a tree, under which is the old wooden seat where Madame Cholet used to sit in the afternoons.

I am standing on the highest point of my land, the plateau a vast, shallow bowl covered with vines, its perimeters studded by historical monuments. To the west is the fortress-like silhouette of the chateau of Saussignac, the tall spire of the church close beside it. To the south is my house, and beyond it the beautiful chateau of Gageac, home to the de la Verrie family. To the north, the land drops away steeply to the valley of the Dordogne. Far below, the fields and vines create a tapestry of yellow and green.

Deep in the river valley in front of me lies the historic town of Bergerac, fought over by Protestants and Catholics in the Wars of Religion and by England and France in the Hundred Years War. To the right and in the foreground is a copse of trees, behind which lies Pomport where the first battle of that war was fought, and interspersed amongst the villages are fruit trees and vines that have been cultivated here for hundreds of years.

I gaze at the horizon and the land, timeless, yet changing; defined not only by history and culture, but also by an interaction with the land, the vines and nature. The confines of my life for the last twelve years have been these landscapes, both near and far. Having come here precipitately, I put down roots and learned to live off this land and these vines.

It is hot. I look at the vines in the foreground; graceful, contoured carpets of lush green, sweeping out in front and to the right of me. Their gentle, sinuous curves follow the contours of the landscape, swathes of form and colour. A summer haze hangs over them like a mantle.

The drone of a distant tractor lends a communality of spirit. I stop for a moment. Hands cupped over my eyes, adjusting to the shimmering glare of the sun, I look up towards the cemetery with its dark, mysterious cypress trees and onwards, to the vines up on the ridge. Jean de la Verrie is slowly ploughing, up and down his vines, the rhythmic sound of the motor accentuating the heat.
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Autumn

I solitary court

The inspiring breeze, and meditate the book

Of Nature, ever open, aiming thence

Warm from the heart to learn the moral song

And, as I steal along the sunny wall,

Where autumn basks, with fruit empurpled deep,

My pleasing theme continual prompts my thought –

Presents the downy peach, the shining plum

With a fine bluish mist of animals

Clouded, the ruddy nectarine, and dark

Beneath his ample leaf the luscious fig,

The vine too here her curling tendrils shoots,

Hangs out her clusters glowing to the south,

And scarcely wishes for a warmer sky.

 

 

James Thomson 1700–1748

(Autumn 669–82)


Chapter 1

A New Life – May 1990

‘DELICIOUS ROSÉ. GOD, I NEED THIS DRINK.’

Laura has taken off her shoes and stretched herself out on the chair in the courtyard. It’s the last day of May, a hot, balmy evening with the scent of the privet hedge overpowering. The singing of the cicadas creates an ambience of mediterranean summers and the sun-drenched courtyard gives up its luxurious heat in waves.

I am sitting opposite my husband, James, and two friends, Charles and Laura, who have come over to help us move. The sun is setting, deep magenta as it slips away behind and to the right of the château of Gageac, towers and steeply gabled roof silhouetted in its last rays. ‘It’s exquisite,’ I murmur, watching as the sky transforms itself, suffused first with soft light and colour, then with ripples of gold, orange and pink; a sea of changing colours, casting its spell over the château and me.

Charles and James have bought a selection of crudités from the local market, along with some bottles of wine for supper. The courtyard we are sitting in is actually a wilderness of bald grass and gravel, with a lime tree in one corner and a makeshift shower, surrounded by the untended privet hedge. I feel vaguely disorientated but happy, luxuriating in the warmth of the evening as it washes over me. I am here in France on the last day of May 1990 and about to embark on a new life.

Laura and I have just arrived, having been on an unintended excursion around France. Overbooked on our scheduled flight to Bordeaux from Heathrow, British Airways offered us an alternative flight to Bergerac, via Lyon. There was a strike at Lyon. Eleven hours later we arrived at Gageac.

We chatter together, laughing and glad to be here. I look at James, whose delight is evident. ‘We’ll show you the house in a minute,’ he says, smiling and looking at Charles – who looks at me, then Laura, with eyes wide and lips pursed. ‘Yes,’ he mutters.

I have seen the house only once before, a year ago on a weekend trip to France after James bought it. It is not my dream home. Situated on a road in a small hamlet, it has no view and no privacy. When I last saw it, the outside was plastered with what looked like white cowpats of cement, creatively sculpted by some builder, or perhaps even the owner. You stepped from the road into the kitchen, which was painted dark brown and decorated with yellow, flowered wallpaper. It was filled with fridges, boxes of melons, tomatoes and a large French country sideboard. The owners were sitting inside and welcomed me. As I didn’t speak French and they didn’t speak English, there was not a lot to say. I felt ill at ease, an intruder in their home. They didn’t offer to show me any more of the house and, truth to tell, I was glad to escape. And now I am back, to live in it.

‘At least the lorries arrived before you,’ Charles is saying to us. ‘A close thing. We didn’t think they would.’

The two lorries carrying our possessions set off from England the day before Charles and James. Arrangements were made for them to meet each other at Cherbourg and travel on together, but somehow they didn’t. Laura and I laugh as the men recount their journey to Périgueux to meet the customs & excise people, the lorries and the drivers. The bureaucracy, the papers, and dealings with the officials were fraught with misunderstandings. We knew something about the paperwork that might be involved from our purchase of the house. A French friend, Rosemarie Doughty, married to an Englishman and living in the area, had helped us through the minefield of bureaucracy, increased due to the purchase of four hectares of vines that came with the house. One of her sons, Richard, has a vineyard nearby and James made a financial arrangement with him to look after the vines before our arrival and help us in our first year.

‘Come on,’ says Laura, rising from the chair with her glass, ‘Let’s have a look at it before we eat.’ Glasses in hands, we step into the semi-darkness of the house, a dramatic contrast to the bright light of the courtyard. In the next few minutes I see, for the first time, the house in its entirety.

The builders haven’t progressed as quickly as we envisaged. There is no kitchen to speak of, only the elements of one in the form of the MFI kit bought months before in England. Instead of a window, a gaping hole in one of the walls looks out onto a wilderness which is the garden. We wander into the salon, where a mountain of furniture and belongings that arrived earlier in the day is sitting on a newly laid concrete floor. There is no electricity.

A wooden stepladder gives access to the first floor, as there is also no staircase. Upstairs, the bedrooms are empty and dusty. There are beds, but they are hidden among the mountain of furniture downstairs. Although there is no bath, the absence of one is not too much of a problem as there is no bathroom either – only a lavatory, installed just today.

The chaos of it is daunting. None of it, however, can dampen my spirits, such is my delight in being here at last. Laura and I laugh as we clamber over the mountain of furniture to reach the courtyard again, our eyes dazzled by the bright sun and warmth outside.

‘Mmm,’ says Laura. ‘Let’s have supper.’

‘Here’s to a new life,’ says Charles, lifting his glass as we reinstall ourselves in the courtyard. ‘La vie est belle,’ he adds, and we all laugh. According to Laura, it’s the only French Charles knows.

‘God, it’s good to be here,’ I say.

‘It’s good to be eating something!’ says Laura.

The rosé is delicious, and the crudités too; tiny delicacies of meats, vegetables in unusual sauces and flavoured with herbs and spices, along with fish dishes, pâtés and cheese. The bread is soft with a crunchy crust and cheese has never tasted better.

A deep ink blue with clear, sparkling stars has replaced the spectrum of changing colours in the sky. The cicadas are still calling, but more softly. Sighs from under the privet signal that Sam and Luke, two red setter puppies, are asleep there and dreaming. Laura looks relaxed as she presses the cold glass of wine to her cheek. ‘Mmm’ she murmurs softly. More and more stars appear, dramatic against the black night sky.

We bask in the euphoria of the evening, intoxicated by the wine, the perfume of the privet, the beauty of the sunset and the pleasure of each other’s company. ‘The plumber’s going to try and have water in the house by tomorrow or the day after,’ says James. ‘He’s the electrician too. He and his son have been here all day.’

I am half-listening, my mind wandering in a desultory, dreamlike state and reflecting back to the evening over a year ago when we decided to move here. James wanted to change his life and do something different. The idyll of France with its culture and lifestyle had long been one of his dreams.

He started looking for a property in France. After a search and with the help of our friend Rosemarie Doughty, we found a house that was something close to my imaginings: a lovely stone building; a wonderful view; a river nearby and privacy. We made an offer which was accepted, then returned home to England. The day before James was due to come back to France to sign the contract, the seller told us he had changed his mind. James flew to France anyway. He rang that evening. He’d found something else. ‘You’ll like it, darling,’ he said. ‘The house can be anything you want it to be. And there are vines.’

And now I am sitting in a courtyard in France, on a hot, balmy evening. James’s dream is a reality. I look at his face as he talks to Charles. It’s full of hope for the future, full of happiness. ‘We’ve set up a makeshift shower over there,’ James is saying to me now, pointing to a corner of the courtyard. Apart from the lavatory, there is no running water in the house. He is flushed with the sun, the wine and delight in being here. ‘We’re going to start on the kitchen cabinets tomorrow.’

‘I’m being bitten by mosquitoes,’ announces Laura, ‘and it’s time we went to bed.’

‘Keep moving and they won’t get you,’ says Charles, and we leave the candlelit supper and go in search of mattresses. Somehow we manage to transport them up the old wooden ladder, and make up beds on the floor of the two bedrooms. James suggests a quick stroll before bed and we leave Charles and Laura to the shower and wander through the vines.

With the gentle but insistent call of the cicadas, we walk in a fairy landscape. Paths of moonlight with glow-worms light our way among the rows of vines. Moon shadows cast a strange and magical light on the terrain and we feel transported to entirely another place.

A hot day – the first day of June. It is 7 o’clock in the morning. Although the window panes in the bedroom are thick with dust, the sun is streaming in through them. I have spent my first night of a new life in France. The dust on the bedroom floor made it almost impossible to breathe in the night, and we are surrounded by mountains of black bin bags bursting with clothes. Now I remember: there is no bathroom and there are no stairs, only the ladder. There are also no cupboards. But a great sense of adventure invades me with a positive delight to be here at last.

I fling open the window and look out of it to see the bay horse in the field opposite looking back at me. She is standing by the hedge, opposite the kitchen door – almost in the kitchen, it seems to me. She has a quizzical look on her face, which I take to be a welcome of sorts. Beyond her field is a long, low stone building and beyond that are vines. Climbing a gentle slope to a wooded ridge, they look green, fresh and beautiful. To the left of them in the distance is the cemetery, thick with tall cypress trees. There is a large cross at the top of the road that leads down from the cemetery to our house and to the church opposite. It is a simple country church, small with a plain classical facade. Above the door is a lintel, which carries a stone cross in its centre, replicated again at the apex of the triangular façade. Below the apex is a small open arch, in which is suspended a lone bell.

There is a small grotto at the side of the church occupied by a statue of the Virgin and another statue of her across the horse’s field. It is life size and is made of a silvery metal that glints in the sunlight. The silver Madonna, I decide to call her.

‘Madame, regardez! C’est vos chiens!’ My daydream is broken by a small, dark weather-beaten woman. She is standing between the horse and the house, holding a bundle wrapped loosely in newspaper. There follows much animated discourse. She is wearing an apron over a lacy petticoat, which falls below the hemline of her overall. A woollen hat is perched on her head, covering one eye and she wears ankle socks, slippers and sabots.

‘James, quick, get up, someone’s speaking French to me!’ I shout behind me. James leaps out of bed while I smile stupidly at her and wave. So begins the first of many one-sided discussions with Pepita, a Spanish neighbour, and so also begins the infamy of Sam and Luke, a scourge on the neighbourhood for the first year of our life here.

A few moments later and we are now all at the kitchen door – Charles and Laura, James, who has hurriedly dressed, and me. ‘Bonjour, Madame,’ we say sheepishly.

She shows us the bundle in the newspaper. To my horror it contains two dead chickens.

James is speaking to her in French. I squirm in shame, not only because of the dogs and the dead chickens, but because I am unable to respond in any way other than mute guilt, which I can convey only in much eyeball rolling and sighs of regret. I make an instant decision to learn French as quickly as possible. In the meantime, there appears to be no way to end the discussion, as James’s words are falling on deaf ears.

She continues, in full flow, with much flinging of arms and pointing at the chickens, occasionally reaching to her hat and repositioning it. I stand behind James, and Charles and Laura stand behind me. James offers her money, which calms the waters momentarily. The flow of incomprehensible words falters and James grabs the opportunity to wish her bonne journée and close the door. The horse continues to stare at me quizzically through the panes of glass in the door. The dogs, who have been standing beside us listening intently, wag their tails and nuzzle my hand as we all regard each other in silence.

‘I’ve seen where she lives. It’s just up the road,’ says Charles. ‘She’s got a lot of flowers. Buy her a plant, she’ll be fine.’

Laura looks at the dogs, then at me and says: ‘If I were you, I should buy a dozen or so and leave them outside the kitchen door with a note saying ‘Exchange your dead chickens for plants here’.

‘This house is a dreaming house,’ says Laura over breakfast. ‘I had vivid dreams last night. Did you?’

My dreams had been broken by constant bouts of breathlessness from the dust. Not to mention the scuttling of nameless wildlife under the floor and in the ceiling. ‘First job is to wash down the floors in the bedrooms and put up the beds,’ I say.

Which is what we do, with cold water from the makeshift shower in the garden and much elbow grease. The men go in search of bed legs and frames in the lorry load of furniture in the salon, and I go off to find a plant for Pepita.

As I walk up the road to the house of the dead chickens, plant in hand, I rehearse to myself: ‘Bonjour, je m’appelle Madame Atkinson, je suis desolée pour les poulets.’

Pepita’s house is a small, low building with a panoply of flowers in front of it. Roses of all descriptions mingle with carnations and large yellow and orange chrysanthemums. In front of and behind the house are old rusty buckets filled with seedlings, and empty tins for feeding the chickens, geese, turkeys, ducks and rabbits that live in the clusters of small outbuildings behind the house, giving the place a bedraggled but romantic air.

I rehearse my speech one last time and knock at the door. From within I hear chair legs being scraped back, followed by mumblings, then silence. I knock again and hear someone shouting behind the door. The door opens and before me stands a vision that eradicates all memory of the speech I had rehearsed – a nose, a huge, enormous cauliflower nose. I am mesmerised by it. It is truly enormous, wide and mountainous. The face behind it is a crater, with the nose a series of them, each one enveloped by another. It stands in the middle of the face and spreads itself over it, glorious in its supremacy. An equally enormous stomach accompanies it.

The possessor of the nose and stomach is as taken aback by me as I am by him. I have obviously disturbed him. He hasn’t completely woken up, or, for that matter, dressed. He has failed in an attempt to pull his blue strapped worker’s overall over his astonishing stomach.

He says something to me, but I understand nothing and have the same feeling of shame and inadequacy I had earlier with Pepita. I am unable to explain about the dogs, the chickens, or the plant for his wife, so mutter a ‘bonjour’, interspersed with a ‘poulet’ and a ‘merçi beaucoup’ and retreat down the road to safety. This is my first meeting with Roger Merlos.

The morning is hot and beautiful. As I walk back down the road from Roger and Pepita’s I see a tractor turning into the vineyard next to our house. It’s only my second day in France and already I feel immersed in French life and culture. I know I’m about to immerse myself even deeper into it as a man descends from the tractor. He is our worker, Boujema, found for us by Richard Doughty.

Well built, stocky, with a tanned, lined face and black, intelligent eyes, he strides towards me, laughing and gesticulating. He holds out his hand, and shouts ‘Bonjour!’ again over the noise of the tractor, which is still running. I say bonjour sheepishly and shake his hand. His hands are enormous, his handshake strong and his smile wide. He talks and laughs simultaneously as he introduces himself. He points towards the spraying machine attached to the tractor, then at the washing we had hung on the line last night, then he leads me to the vines and points to the grapes, laughing and gesticulating.

I look at the bunches of grapes on the vine for the first time at close quarters. They are only three inches or so in length, tiny green hard balls. In fact they look rather like a diagram of a molecule. In contrast, the leaves seem enormous, green veined with serrated edges, scores to each vine. Boujema points again to the washing and the car, remounts the tractor, revs it up to full throttle, waves and sets off. The air is filled with a fine blue spray that covers everything. Now I understand; washing in, car moved, door closed.

‘Ah, bonjour Madame.’ I meet the plumber, the electrician and the carpenter. The house is teeming with people. Charles, James and Laura are finishing breakfast, while the plumber drills holes in the newly laid cement floor in the salon, carefully positioning himself and his tools amidst the furniture mountain. The carpenter is measuring a corner of the room for the proposed staircase and the plumber’s son is busily unravelling metres of electric wire. ‘Okay,’ says Charles. ‘Let’s get down to it.’ Charles and James are going to fit the kitchen cupboards. Laura and I gather up paint pots and brushes and ascend the ladder to start painting the upstairs rooms.

We have got used to living with builders. Serge, the mason, is hard at work with his two employees, replacing tiles on the roof. In his forties, he is tall and tanned with a slow walk and an intelligent face. He works methodically, descending the ladder periodically to gather up more tiles. Each time he descends he lights a cigarette, then climbs back up, cigarette in mouth, carrying rows of tiles in the hod on his right shoulder. He wears only shorts, the sun beating down on his torso, which is already a deep, rich brown. His two workers are pointing the outside walls that have been denuded of the white cowpats. They, too, are tanned dark brown and I wonder how their skins can withstand such intense heat.

The cement floor in the salon has dried and the furniture mountain, although still there, is diminishing slowly. The kitchen cabinets are also installed and operational, thanks to Charles and James. The walls of the kitchen, which were covered in some strange form of carpeting as well as the flowered paper have had a coat of paint and are now white. The carpeting, we discovered, was there to hide the saltpetre and damp in the wall. Laura and I have painted room after room, placing appropriate baggage in them. Endless washing of floors and general cleaning have created some sense of order. We still have no staircase, but have become adept at scrambling up and down the rickety ladder. Most important, we now have a bathroom and lavatory upstairs.

* * *

Two weeks pass in earnest work and James is due to leave for England to do some consulting work. Charles’s and Laura’s time is up too. ‘I’ll only be gone a week or so,’ James reassures me as he stands in front of me, a briefcase in his hand. I think back to the time a year ago when we made the decision to come out here.

With two children, a son, John who has already left home, and Chantal, who is about to take A levels, along with James’s three children, Emma, Sophie and Andrew of about the same age, I hadn’t considered anything other than the life we had. Spending ten days or so each spring in the Loire valley, often with Charles and Laura, was something we always looked forward to. Having a holiday home in France was a possibility, but to move there permanently? James suggested we spend a month thinking it over before making any decision.

Two weeks after James made his suggestion, the decision was made in principle. The children liked the idea of their home being in France rather than in England and I liked my ideal of France – sun, beautiful countryside, good food and wine. Not speaking French and knowing nothing of rural life here didn’t disturb my idyll much then. I brushed it from my mind with a vague idea of resolving the problem later. James also wanted some vines; not many, but enough for a small, recreational business while he continued with a number of financial consultancies, grouping the work into one week or so a month spent back in England.

And now we are living the idyll. James looks incongruous, standing in front of me in a suit. ‘See you in a week’ he smiles and is gone.

The sound of Boujema’s tractor announces his imminent arrival and I hurry out to gather in the washing. He arrives twice a week, usually on a tractor and always with strange appendages attached to the back of it. Today it has a spraying machine on the back to spray the vines. This he does every ten days or so, in spite of the fact that the leaves at the bottom of the vines are still bluish from the last one. He revs his tractor up to what sounds like maximum and sets off through the rows, spraying the blue liquid on them. Sometimes he comes to trim the leaves, at other times he drags a huge mowing machine through, cutting the grass between the vines.

I look again at the vines. In ten days, the grapes have grown considerably. They are now definitely grape sized. They are still green, a fresh, young green, with tiny blue specks. The leaves around them are blue from the spray too, but not so the leaves at the top of the vine. The tendrils that ten days ago were green, delicate shoots are now wood-like and firmly attached to the wires on the canopy. I know that we have four hectares of vines. I haven’t, as yet, much of an idea of how much or what four hectares of vines represents.

It’s my first evening on my own and I decide to apply myself to French study. Armed with Chantal’s old school course books, Longman’s French Au Courant level one, Harrap’s Locutions Vivante and a large French dictionary, and determined to get to grips with the language, I open the Au Courant book.

First chapter, first page: ‘à quoi bon apprendre le français?’ Why learn French? ‘Pour pouvoir apprécier la culture et la littérature, les films et le théâtre, la radio et la télévision.’ The radio I have already tried and abandoned. Someone suggested always having it on as background to acquaint myself with the sound of French. The speed at which the commentators talk is alarming. Although I concentrate, it proves impossible to work out even what the subject is, let alone individual words or phrases. My incomprehension is total and instantly depresses me.

As for the culture, this is still a mystery, apart from my romantic and unrealistic view of it, and films and theatre haven’t entered my consciousness as even a vague possibility.

I open the french windows. It is hot; very hot. A sultry evening, balmy and without air. The dogs are lying asleep on the tiled floor next to me, occasionally moving a leg or their chins for a change of place and another cool tile. Hours pass and night falls as I sit at the kitchen table trying to make sense of the first chapter and the exercises. The cicadas are louder this evening than on previous evenings, and more insistent. Bats fly around the only street light, at one corner of the horse’s field opposite the house. They must be hunting small flies and mosquitoes.

There is a loud thud as something hits the floor. The dogs open an eye then leap up to inspect. I turn and look down to see an enormous black beetle with huge legs, and pincers as antennae. It advances towards me with a slow but determined gait. My heart stops momentarily before panic takes over.

I flee to the salon, cement floor, furniture mountain, stacked pictures and stuffed bags, and up the ladder to the bedroom where the window is open. Bats continue to swirl around the lamp opposite it and I see, at close quarters now, that what they are hunting are dozens of these beetles. Two of the bats fly into the room and swerve within six inches of my head. I gaze in horror for a second, then close all the windows in stomach-gnawing panic and fear.

I decide to risk going back down to the salon. I have to do something, even if it’s just to close the window downstairs. I approach the kitchen, the dogs by my side. They have now been struck by the seriousness of the moment and advance as gingerly as I do, tails wagging gently.

On the kitchen floor, the huge bug is lying on its back, occasionally moving its front legs. If it did have malicious intent, it has no longer. I approach and suddenly feel great pity for it.

With the aid of a long handled floor brush, I gently right its body. It moves slowly. With care, I remove him from the kitchen floor to the road, spotlighted underneath the outside lamp. The dogs regard it with benevolence for a moment, then Luke pounces on it and eats it.

As I shut the windows, there is more movement in the middle distance. A procession of a hundred or so people advance from the direction of the cemetery. They carry candleholders with small opaque shields, protecting the burning candles in them against the light summer breeze and accentuating their flame. The darkness is flooded with their golden hues. A low chant accompanies them as they pass by the wrought iron cross at the bottom of the road, then head directly towards me and the church. I gaze at them, spellbound and enchanted. As they reach the church, they stop momentarily near the monument in front of it, their words now clear.

They are singing Ave Maria softly as they slowly pass the house. I watch in wonder, then rush upstairs to see more of them from one of the bedroom windows. They continue their progress along the road around the horse’s field, reaching the statue of the Virgin at the far corner, where they gather, the flames from their candles flickering light into the dark while the soft melody floats on the air towards me. What is this procession? Is it the feast day of the Virgin? I feel suddenly a sense of history, events of the past here in Gageac merging with the present; a permanence, a tradition of village life centring in and around the château and church.

They resume their pilgrimage around the field and on to the church and its small grotto, where they kneel in prayer. Then, one by one, they extinguish their candles and drift away in small groups, leaving me baffled yet with a sense of calm.

All is silent, save for the cicadas as I drift into sleep, the pleasure of a soft bed with clean sheets a prelude to it. The bedroom has two windows, one looking out onto the horse and the street light of Gageac and the other onto the courtyard, dominated by the beautiful lime tree. My bed is next to the courtyard window and as I slip into sleep I mull over the events of the evening.

How extraordinary my first night on my own in Gageac has been. Watching the past, present and future merge in a religious rite that has always been there. I must find out more about the church of Gageac and I must visit the cemetery. How long has Gageac existed? How absurd not to know anything about it. And how absurd to have reacted so neurotically to the small black bug earlier in the evening, even if it wasn’t that small. And the bats … I sit up in sudden fear and panic. A low, hissing noise emanates from the courtyard. I am absolutely not imagining it! I listen intently, heart pounding. There is heavy breathing, deep and low, outside the window.

A screech fills the air. I sit bolt upright in the bed, frozen by horror and gripped by panic and fear. The dogs bark downstairs and I catch briefly from the window the flight of a white owl from the lime tree.
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Chapter 2

‘CHANTAL, PLEASE COME WITH ME TO THE CHÂTEAU. I’LL CARRY THE flowers and you say thank you in French.’

My daughter has arrived from England for two weeks and James is back too. I hardly noticed the time pass after the bug experience. I missed James, but spoke to him often on the phone. I missed the children too, but was cheered by their imminent arrival. And I had worked hard on the house. We now had a staircase and electicity.

‘But Mum, what if she replies?’

Madame de la Verrie, la Comtesse du château, called while I was out trying to grapple with French money, the French language and French drivers. She had brought some flowers to welcome us to Gageac – a kind and generous gesture which now requires another nerve-wracking attempt at conversation. Chantal, at least, knows some French. She was home when Madame de la Verrie called.

‘What’s she like?’ I ask.

‘Very nice; she just wanted to welcome us to Gageac. We didn’t talk a lot.’

We set off towards the château. Approaching it from the bottom of the road, the sunlight glinting on the richly coloured tiles of the roof contrasts with the pale grey stone of the walls. The near tower and the sheer scale of the château as a whole are both awesome and beautiful. Each of the towers, one slightly smaller than the other, has two weather vanes, delicate silhouettes against the blue sky. ‘Wow, it’s beautiful,’ murmurs Chantal. We turn left at the bottom of the road and follow the low wall alongside the grounds of the château, past a side gate with a small avenue of beech trees, eight each side, which leads to an entrance; a small arch with wooden doors, painted in pale grey. There is a notice set in the wall. It tells us that the oldest section of the château dates from the eleventh century and that it was originally a fortified prison. An enigmatic statement at the bottom of the notice informs us that ‘walking around the garden will be tolerated’.

‘That’s not the entrance, Mum. Keep going,’ says Chantal.

As we turn the corner towards the main entrance, its beauty strikes us again. The high walls of the château are surrounded by a wide moat, which is now grassed. A small roofed turret on one corner compliments the change in style on the top of the wall from castellated to tiled. The main, gated arch leads into a courtyard. We enter and are both taken aback by the stillness, the heat, and an overriding sensation of peace. It is silent. The feeling of history and permanence that struck me as the procession passed by the house returns. Humanity changes, the rest is timeless. Doves coo up in the towers, the only sound, echoing the serenity of the place.

On the wall of the château in front of us is a wisteria, dazzling pale lilac against the grey and white stone. The main doors are open, leading to a central staircase. ‘God, Mum! It’s gorgeous.’ Chantal whispers. As we approach the doors, Madame de la Verrie appears. In her seventies, she is small, slim and elegant, with white hair pulled back into a bun. She welcomes us warmly and invites us into the main salon to the right of the staircase and through a large dining room.

Its simplicity and elegance are captivating. A large, pale carpet, probably from Aubusson, covers a section of the floor, which is dressed with small and beautiful terracotta tiles, deeply patined. Louis XIV chairs are scattered here and there, with a small sofa. To the side is a writing desk with photos and some roses.

Monsieur de la Verrie arrives, smaller still than his wife, wearing a jacket and hat, which he removes in order to bow and shake our hands. He is eighty-six and has spent his life here, as did his mother before him. I hand over the flowers to Madame. Their generous welcome is evident, even though I can’t understand them. Chantal is thanking her for the flowers and her welcome, I am smiling stupidly, mute and embarrassed. I look at them as Chantal carries on a conversation. They are as much a part of the château as its towers and walls and courtyard, as much a part of Gageac as the cemetery with its tall cypress trees, the church and the cross at the bottom of our road. I want to know more about them all.

The warmth of Monsieur and Madame de la Verrie’s welcome has been humbling. We stand to leave and are led into the courtyard again with its silent beauty where they bid us farewell.

We stroll back along the road to the house. To the left of us is our garden. It is a three-acre wilderness. In fact, through the haze of the midday sun it, too, looks rather beautiful; a riot of campanula and poppies, wild iris and teasels. At the bottom of the field is a row of artichokes that has grown to gigantic proportions, pale silvery green crowns with purple centres.

Our visit to the château fresh in my mind, I want to explore our surroundings a little; I want to know more of the people who have lived here in the past.

Between the church and our house is the monument du mort, the war memorial. Like thousands of others in villages the length and breadth of France, the four corners of its base are stone representations of cannon shells. They are linked by an iron chain that encloses an obelisk, topped by the crossed swords insignia of the Combattants de France. At the base of the column are listed those who lost their lives in the first and second world wars, twenty five for the 1914–18 war, one for the 1939–45, one also for the Algerian war. Their names are carved baldly in the stone; no indication of their ages or where they died. But for most of them it will have been in the mud of Flanders, a long way from the sun and warmth of Gageac.

I walk past the church and the monument to the bottom of the road where a large, wrought iron cross stands on a stone plinth. And then left towards the cemetery, the cypress trees dominating the near horizon. They stand behind the walls of the cemetery, brooding and peaceful.

Entering the cemetery through the iron gates, the stillness that I found in the courtyard of the château returns. The cypress trees are immense, towering over the graves; sentinels of peace and protection. The dead are laid to rest by families; Famille Queyrou, Famille Prevot, Famille Tessandier. Some family plots have stone crosses as ornaments, some small wrought iron enclosures, while others have large, marble slabs on which the family names are engraved.

Reminders of France’s twentieth century wars are everywhere. On some of the gravestones are the names of those listed on the monument next to the church, with Mort pour la France inscribed on their plaques. Others carry salutations from old comrades associations. Some graves have only a wooden cross.

A large stone angel kneels over the Truchasson family vault, while the simple grave of Monsieur Cholet carries a small plaque indicating that he was a prisoner of war. And Gabriel Devaux, the sole casualty of the Algerian war, looks out of a photograph that was probably taken on his eighteenth birthday. An English name amongst them, the Hawkins family, highlights the presence of the English in these lands for centuries past ever since the Hundred Years War. Further along in the far corner is a simple tomb and on it lies a small, stone coffin. I read with a frisson, despite the heat: ‘Suzanne de la Verrie de Vivans, daughter of Pierre and Madelaine, who died, aged one.’ Later I learn she drowned in the small pond within the walls of the château.

I close the gates behind me and walk back towards the church. A cypress tree stands next to it. The door is open and I enter, eyes momentarily unaccustomed to the dark after the dazzling sun. It is cool and silent. Chandeliers hang from the ceiling, strangely out of character with the simplicity of the church. The altar has two large, wooden angels kneeling at either side of it. To the right of the altar is a statue of Our Lady and to the left, a large statue of Joan of Arc, brandishing a flag and her sword and dressed for battle.

I sit down on one of the chairs for a moment, a path of sunlight from the open door reaching almost to the altar. Dust is captured in its light, sparkling and dancing. The silence is broken by the sound of a tractor in the distance as I walk back along the carpet of light towards the door and the heat of the sun outside.

Chantal’s stay passes all too quickly, as does Sophie’s, my stepdaughter, who came for a short three-day break before going off to Boston. ‘Careful, Soph, Mum’ll rope you into visiting the neighbours,’ Chantal warns her before leaving for England and preparations for college. ‘French and flowers are what you need.’

James has gone again as he has business in England.

‘Come to lunch, darling. You’re on your own and there are some nice people I’d like you to meet.’ A welcome invitation has come from our French friend, Rosemarie Doughty. ‘Don’t worry darling, Odile speaks English and you can practise your French.’

Odile, the epitome of a French woman of a certain style, is beautiful, with a deep, gravelly voice due to the consumption of at least seventy cigarettes a day, she is strident and forceful with great generosity. At lunch, she speaks at what seems like humanly impossible speed, and my head hurts with the concentration of trying to comprehend. Periodically, I give up the struggle, and slip into reveries. I imagine trying to speak English as quickly as Odile and the others are speaking French and simply cannot. I imagine surprising them all by suddenly being able to speak French fluently and elegantly, understanding everything and using the subjunctive with style and panache. ‘Il faut que j’y aille’ – I must go now.

Please let the meal end, please let them not ask me another question. I must learn French.

‘I am learning English. I have a teacher,’ she is saying. ‘He is English and his wife is French. Do you know them?’ She continues: ‘You must come and have dinner at my house.’

The phone is ringing. Of all the stressful features of my first months in France, the most dreadful is the telephone. The prospect that there might be a French voice on the other end of the line requiring a response is too awful to contemplate. If James is in England, I have no option but to answer it myself. When he is here, he can be counted on to answer it and speak some French to the caller, and he also answers the door when someone knocks. Which is the next most stressful situation I can imagine. Our initial experience with Pepita is one I certainly don’t want to repeat, and absolutely not on my own.

Now I am on my own and the telephone is ringing.

‘Madame, je suis votre voisin. Votre chien est en train de détruire ma fenêtre. Il faut venir le chercher!’

Gilles Cholet has to repeat his message in a number of different ways before I understand that Sam is destroying one of his outhouse windows in a frantic attempt to reach one of his bitches. He wants me to come and retrieve him. A one-sided discussion takes place while he tries to give directions to
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