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			We Get Hooked

			We never dreamed of finding olive trees on the property when we first walked through the crumbling stone archway on top of the hillside and discovered the view that literally took our breaths away. It wasn’t just the deep blue of the Mediterranean in the distance, wedged between two hills. Nor was it the vastness of the sky, the majestic cork oaks, or the valley below the house with its vineyards, olive orchards, and cypress sentinels that could have been painted by Cézanne. It was the whole setting: the bumpy dirt track leading up the isolated hillside that rocked us against the doors of the real estate agent’s car, the wildness and utter emptiness of the maquis, the foreboding mountains just beyond, and then suddenly discovering the crumbling stone archway with its old tarnished bell bearing the promise that some island of civilization lay just beyond.

			[image: ]

			We had been staying that autumn at a Swedish friend’s house in Beauvallon, about fifteen minutes from Saint-Tropez, so I could finish a book. Our two youngest children were attending the local French schools. When we decided to prolong our stay in Europe that summer, Christina reasoned that we would never have a better opportunity for them to learn French properly. Another year and Diana would be entering high school, making it far more complicated to change school systems, let alone languages. Simon, four years her junior, was still of an age where school was more day care than education, and at any rate, he had inherited an adventurous streak and an ability to make friends anywhere in any language (as we had seen a few summers earlier when vacationing in the Cyclades in Greece). There was no pressing reason for us to return to the Washington, DC, suburbs. I had a good contract for the book, a decent laptop, and could write anywhere. Why not just stay in Europe? Christina reasoned. After all, four of our five children had been born in either Sweden or France. In many ways, it already was our second home.

			As Christmas and the end of our six months in Beauvallon ap­proached, all four of us were overcome by a sense of the specialness of our circumstances. Reality—in the form of American public schools, endless driving on the Washington, DC, Beltway, and the demands of work—was about to come crashing down on our heads. If our long walks up and down the hillsides and through the vineyards with Churchill, our yellow Lab, had been our way of getting acquainted with our temporary surroundings in Beauvallon, house-hunting became our psychological prop, our gimmick to keep reality at bay.

			We never thought we would buy a house in Provence. Not seriously. We had some money saved, but we had never had a discussion of how we would finance a second home. It was just a dream, a pastime, a way of learning more about a region of France that both of us loved—until we walked through that crumbling stone archway.

			“It’s a bit far from the village,” the real estate agent was saying. “And it’s a bit more expensive than the other places I have shown you. But I thought at least you should see it. It has just come on the market this week because of an inheritance.”

			Christina said nothing. After all, she is a Swede and has that flinty quality born of harsh winters and short, glorious summers that give Swedes the ability to appear detached, even bored, at moments of high emotion. But I could tell from the flare of her nostrils, the slight opening of her lips, and the sudden intake of breath that she was thrilled.

			She was also at heart a businesswoman and didn’t want to let on to the real estate agent that we might actually be interested in this ridiculously expensive cold stone house on an isolated hillside with its overgrown yard and tiny pool. And so far from the sea!

			“This is our dream house,” she whispered to me in Swedish.

			“The beach must be a good ten kilometers away,” I said.

			“Yes, that’s true,” the agent said. “But you told me you weren’t interested in any of those pink villas by the sea.”

			I was almost grinding my teeth. The real estate agent, whose name was Véronique Bardot, told us that she was related through her ex-husband to the famous French film star Brigitte Bardot, who had contributed to making Saint-Tropez the haven of the rich and famous. Judging from our cool response to that information, she immediately deduced that the Tropezian lifestyle was not something we envied. In other words, this place was perfect for us. She had us on the hook, and she knew it.

			“There’s no way we could afford it,” I said, looking at the spec sheet for the property.

			“Maybe not. But it’s always fun to look. Qu’en pensez-vous, madame? What do you think?”

			Christina gave me an abandoned look and laughed.

			“It’s spectacular. If we were ever going to buy something here, this would be it,” she said. “We’ll never find anything like it again.”

			Later, back at our Swedish friend’s pink villa by the sea, we attempted to have a rational discussion.

			“It’s more than twice the price of the other places she showed us,” I ventured.

			“But they were horrible.”

			“It has no kitchen. I mean, it’s the 1950s!”

			“You can build the kitchen.”
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			“Seriously. There’s nothing. No cabinets, no countertops. And those horrible tiles on the floor.”

			But she wasn’t hearing any of it. “You like to do tile,” she said. “Besides, it will give you something to take your mind off your writing.”

		

	
		
			Girls and Horses

			Our children were having the time of their lives, and that certainly added to the underlying desire we dared not admit to buy a house of our own in Provence. Simon and Diana were sailing at Sainte-Maxime with their schools, which still retained the old French tradition of Wednesday afternoons off so the children could go to catechism classes (even though in post-Christian Europe, catechism was a thing of the past). Simon was tiny then. I think he knew that Christina had decided he would be her last, and so he stayed small for as long as he could. But he was strong and proudly carried the sail for his Optimist over his head to the beach, where an instructor would attach it to the hull of the small boat. The Gulf of Saint-Tropez was the ideal place to learn to sail. The winds were perfect and always brought the tiny one-person boats back to shore when the afternoon lesson was over, bobbing behind the instructor’s Zodiac like a row of baby ducks. Their summer tans deepened through the autumn, and by Thanksgiving, they were bronzed like gods.

			On the weekends when we weren’t visiting friends or off on some excursion, such as a bullfight in Arles or canoeing through the Gorges du Verdon, Diana would ride horses in the plain of Grimaud with her mother.

			Christina was a horsewoman. She had been raised on a farm south of Stockholm and had been a miserable student at Diana’s age, preferring to romp in the woods with ponies and boys instead of studying. Her mother finally understood the trick and offered to buy her a thoroughbred if she did better in the eighth grade. Almost overnight she went from being a below-average student who struggled in class to getting almost straight As. Later, her passion for horses nearly convinced her to abandon political science and a promising government career in Stockholm to become a veterinarian. Divorce from her first husband and the need to earn a living cured her of that.

			“Anders used to complain that I was married to my horse,” she said.

			“I can sympathize with that.”

			“But there was never any competition.”

			“Try to convince a man of that,” I said.

			Until recently, she had pretty much given up riding, except for summers in Sweden when she visited her thoroughbred mare, Dolette, which she had given to her best friend from university. When we first lived in France, we didn’t have the money for her to ride; once we moved to America nine years ago and were raising five children, she had no time.

			But this autumn she started to ride again in Grimaud, accompanying Diana on her middle school equestrian outings. She didn’t talk about it much—only about Diana and her crazy French instructor, who was named Tristan.

			“He had them jump over obstacles that were higher than a fence,” she said. “Nobody would even think of having you do such a thing in Sweden. And here is this French guy, standing there shouting at these twelve-year-old girls with hardly any training: Allez! Allez! Allez! And so they just went and jumped. And nobody thought anything about it.”

			It was outrageous, and it was wonderful. She made it almost sound like a great crime, but that was her way. No one got hurt, so we all laughed. Diana was always flushed with excitement when she came home from the riding lessons, and I was too dumb to understand that in telling the story of her daughter’s adventures, Christina was really conveying her longing to ride again.

		

	
		
			Ofilio and the Cistern

			We went back several times in the weeks before Christmas, and there was no hope: we were smitten. The more we learned about the property and the Swedish match magnate who had designed and built it in the early 1960s, the more the boom of fate seemed to swing in our direction, forcing us to duck and shift our weight to accommodate its new tack or get swept away into the sea of lost hopes and unrealized dreams.

			Madame Bardot was careful to warn us about the water.

			“You will probably have to drill a new well,” she said. “The one that’s here is insufficient, and the natural springs have gone dry.”

			Helping her to explain the property was a local stonemason named Ofilio Castellane. Ofilio was the caretaker for the three heirs to the property. He had keys to the gate in the archway. Keys to the tower. Keys to the main house, the pool room, the garage, the cellars, the metal security shutters. Everything was locked, and each key had its own tag, written in Ofilio’s rough block letters. He kept them in a sturdy plastic bag. He was Master of the Keys.

			Ofilio had worked for the deceased owner, a French widow who lived in New Caledonia but spent the summers here after her husband died. For years, Ofilio had been responsible for clearing the thick brush around the house to protect it from the forest fires that periodically ravaged the region and for handling whatever maintenance needed to be done. Short, solidly built, with the rough hands of one who does manual work, Ofilio was also an entrepreneur. He told us that he managed several properties down in the village and would be happy to add ours to his rental offerings—for a fee, of course. Although it was clear he was angling for our business, we began doing mental calculations and realized that by renting out the house six to eight weeks per year we could cover a significant portion of our mortgage payments. All of a sudden a wild dream began to appear within reach.

			“What’s the problem with the well?” I asked him as we were doing a walk round the house to look at the septic system. I was learning things about leach fields and dry-well ventilation I had never expected to care about.

			“There’s not enough water,” Ofilio said dismissively.

			“Why is that?”

			“There’s not enough water!” he repeated, thickening his Provençal accent to indicate what an idiot these foreigners were not to understand something that should be self-evident.

			“Why is there not enough water?” I persisted. “Did they drill the well in the wrong place? Are there too many other wells in the same aquifer? Is the climate changing?”

			Ofilio just threw up his hands, completely fed up with my refusal to take his proclamation as writ. “I’m telling you, you’re going to need a second well. I can get you an estimate, if you like.”

			So that was it. Ofilio had a buddy who was in the well-drilling business, and he wanted us as clients. He would be caretaker of the property and clear the brush and handle the renters. All these services had a fee. He saw us as pigeons that had flown unwittingly into his coop. He was planning to pluck us slowly and often.

			Madame Bardot became my secret ally in dealing with Ofilio. It turned out that she hadn’t been able to get any answers out of him either, but because she was local, she couldn’t press him as I could.

			At my insistence, he took us to examine the pump house at the bottom of the driveway, just inside the gates. The metal door was stiff on the hinges, and Ofilio needed to kick away dirt and stones to get it to open. It was a tiny structure, so low you had to crouch to get inside, which I did. There was an electrical control box and a single pipe at the far end that looped from the ground to a hole in the wall leading toward the hill.

			“How does the water get from the well to the house?” I asked. He was standing outside the door and bent toward me slightly.

			“Cistern,” he said.

			“How big is it?”

			“Thirty thousand liters. When it gets below a certain point, it triggers the pump. It works automatically.”

			I had no clue how a cistern could trigger a pump in a distant well; all I knew about cisterns was what I had seen in Roman ruins in Europe and Jerusalem. I figured that if we were actually going to buy this property, I’d better learn as much as I could about it.

			“Where is the cistern?” I asked him as I crawled out of the pump house.

			“Up there.” He waved vaguely. Glum. He was beginning to catch my drift.

			“Where up there?” I asked.

			“It’s far.”

			“It’s on the property, right?”

			Véronique stepped in. “Oh, yes. Monsieur Castellane knows exactly where it is. He’s been maintaining the property for many years. He’s the one who knows all those details. If you have questions, you need to ask him.”

			She gave me a mischievous smile, as we both could hear Ofilio cursing under his breath.

			“Let’s go have a look,” I said.

			“It hasn’t been cleared,” Ofilio said. “We’d have to walk.”

			To Ofilio, that was a showstopper. Even though it was early December, it was still around seventy degrees Fahrenheit, and the sun burned through our clothes. Clearly to Ofilio, crashing through the brush in the midday heat was something that nobody in their right mind would do. But to me, it was an invitation. I love to walk, and the heat has never deterred me. After twenty-five years of carrying children on my back along rocky paths in Greece at the height of summer, the idea of venturing up to discover my own cistern on my own hillside sounded like a pleasant romp before lunch.

			“If you really want to go up there, just follow the old road. It starts beyond the gate to the left.”

			I was gazing in awe at the dense underbrush that rose steeply above the driveway, wondering just how much of it was part of the property. There was a total of around sixteen acres, cut like a jigsaw puzzle through other landholdings. Véronique had shown me a map, but there were no landmarks I could recognize, and I had no way of gauging distances. From down here, the maquis appeared like a thick carpet of greenery, broken by the carbuncled black spines and lollipop tops of the cork oaks. Up above there was a stand of sea pines and an occasional mimosa. Somewhere in the midst of that was the cistern.

			“How long does it take to get up there?” I asked.

			“Bof! ” he said. It was a gesture of exasperation, dismissive and a bit contemptuous.

			“How long?” I pressed.

			“Perhaps ten or fifteen minutes. You might want to wear gloves.”

			“I have some in my car,” Véronique offered.

			“We need you to show us the way,” I said to Ofilio.

			Now he was absolutely beside himself. “Putaign!” he said in his thick Provençal accent, not so quietly. I don’t think he cared whether I understood the curse or not.

			“They are serious buyers, Monsieur Castellane,” said Véronique. “They certainly have a right to know what is on the property.” She and Christina exchanged a knowing smile like two cats sharing a canary.

			With Ofilio grudgingly leading the way, we headed down to the bottom of the driveway and waited while he scoured the maquis along the dirt access road, looking for the path. After a bit, he stopped and pointed into the dense thicket. When we joined him, he gave us the verdict.
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			“It hasn’t been cleared in several years. Are you sure you want to go up there?”

			“Absolutely,” I said.

			So, with Ofilio slowly pushing through the tall brush, we started up the steep incline. Most of the maquis was heather, with dense wooly foliage and trunks as thick as a man’s ankle, and white or pink cistus, an oily plant similar to the turpentine bush that grows in the American South. But we also pressed through thickets of mature Scotch broom, careful to avoid the heavy thorns. Ofilio had pulled a pair of gloves out of his hip pocket and let the branches fall back behind him without a glance to us, punctuating his progress with a stream of obscenities, his bitter monologue of contempt.

			After about a hundred meters, Ofilio cut back in the other direction, and all of a sudden, most of the brush disappeared and we could see the white and ochre rocks of what appeared to be a road.

			“He must have let it grow down below so no one would come up here,” Véronique whispered. She was puffing and sweating, but not unhappy to have bested Ofilio in our little standoff. She was learning his ways just as we were.

			The road made another switchback, then traversed the hillside at an angle. There were so many rocks that the brush struggled to grow on most of the road itself. It looked like we were climbing a cantilevered dry streambed, although—if we were to believe Ofilio—there was no water up here.

			Finally we reached a small clearing off to the side and Ofilio stopped.

			“So where’s the cistern?” I asked.

			“You’re standing on it.”

			So this was it? There was nothing to see. I started to walk around the clearing and almost fell off the side into the thicket.

			“That’s the edge,” he said after I grabbed onto a tree branch. He was smirking as he pointed. “It goes from there, to there, and back around.”

			Several mimosa trees were beginning to bloom, crowding the view with thick bunches of small yellow fuzz balls. Véronique parted them and pointed out the house down below.
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			“It is far!” she said. “It must be over twelve hundred meters from here. So the water gets pumped up to here from the well, then goes down through the forest from here to the house.”

			“Carried by gravity,” I said. “It’s brilliant.”

			“You can tell he was a Swede,” said Christina.

			“A brilliant Swede,” I added.

			She was referring to the mysterious Stenberg, who had built the house and designed the water system. Ofilio was crouching down, fiddling with his bag of keys, trying to find the one that opened a heavy padlock seemingly embedded in the dirt. When he did, he stood up again and cleared dirt away with his boot, revealing a square metal panel attached at the back to a set of rusty hinges.

			“Are you sure you want me to open it?” he said.

			“Of course!”

			I was excited, and so were Christina and Véronique. None of us had a clue what we would find when Ofilio lifted the access door. Was it a gateway with steps leading down to an underground chamber? Or a bottomless pit teaming with spiders, scorpions, and snakes? He needed both hands to lift the panel, not because it was so large or heavy but because the hinges had rusted shut and the cement holding them started to move, threatening to break. So he eased the panel back and forth until it creaked upward, so rusty that it stayed up by itself. I bent forward to look inside and recoiled from the stench.

			“What’s that?” I asked Ofilio.

			He shrugged. “It’s a cistern. The house has been empty for over a year, so there’s no point.”

			“No point in what?”

			“You’ve got to throw chlorine in regularly to kill the bacteria from the mice.”

			Once my eyes adjusted, I followed a ray of sunshine to the bottom of the cistern, around eight feet below us. The water came only about halfway up. Causing the stench that rose from below was a large mess of rotting fur and flesh on top of the water. You could still see the tail and the toes of the dead mouse.

			“Do you get mice in your cisterns on the farm in Sweden?” I asked Christina.

			“Rarely,” she said. “We have proper lids to keep them out.”

			“I guess this is what they did in the Old Testament when they talked about poisoning the wells. The original biological warfare.”

			Ofilio was sweating, but finally he seemed actually happy. We had seen for ourselves that he had been right all along. Surely we must now see that our curiosity had been stupid and naïve.

			“That’s why you need another well,” he said. “Like I said, there’s not enough water.”

			“But wait,” I said. “Didn’t you say there was a natural spring?”

			“Two of them, actually—according to the property registry,” Véronique added.

			She was throwing down the gauntlet, and I wondered how Ofilio was going to respond. Another temper tantrum about the heat and the maquis and how hard it was to get up the hill?

			“They have been dry for years. Nobody even knows anymore where they are.”

			“You’re saying you don’t know where they are?”

			As I blurted this out, I could see that I was getting close to the red line. If he was going to maintain his status as Master of the Keys, he needed to demonstrate that he alone knew the secrets of the property.

			“Of course I know. They’re up in the ravine. But no one has cleared a path up there since the last fire, and that was ten years ago. What’s left of the basins will be clogged with vines. It’s a lot of work, and no one’s sure if there’s water anymore. It’s easier to dig another well.”

			Far from being turned off by finding the rotting mouse in the cistern, I was fascinated by the idea that somewhere buried in the wilderness of the hillside were two natural springs, sources of deep underground water. In French, the word for natural spring is source. As a writer and an investigative reporter, it was a word that resonated with me far beyond the literal meaning. It evoked deep underground caverns where all creation began, dripping off damp walls to form hidden pools, the murmuring of untold spirits. I could feel the beginnings of a proprietary instinct, that ancient attachment to land. Water was so precious here in this sun-parched wilderness that having control over two natural springs was a godsend. I, who had never particularly enjoyed drinking water, was about to taste the delicacies of these natural sources, to dip my toes in the living water of life. Did he say challenge?

			As we walked back down, Ofilio way out in front so we couldn’t pester him with more questions, Véronique stopped and pointed up the hillside and laughed. “It’s like Manon des Sources,” she said, referring to the famous novel by Marcel Pagnol about Provence in the early twentieth century. It was a tale of scarce water, gothic intrigue, and revenge and was familiar to all who lived here. (Indeed, how many young couples named their first girl-child Manon?) “You’ve got it all. The local characters who resent the foreigner moving in, the unexpected riches he finds beneath the ground. Really, I hope you are able to pull together the finances. If I had the money, I would almost buy this place myself!”

		

	
		
			Just Earn More Money, Husband!

			Since early childhood, I have had premonitions of things to come. In college, I studied Jung, Freud, and Groddeck and came to believe that in dreams, one could visit the actual future or far distant past, as if there were a parallel universe or state of being where they were all present at once, like a ladder going up and down through time.

			My mentor in graduate school, the novelist John Hawkes, liked to say “fiction precedes reality.” I never understood that as anything more than a cute elitist trope until I wrote the climactic scene in my first published novel, The Wren Hunt. In the book, the main character dons an old-fashioned diving suit and descends into the sunken streets of a “rose city” off the coast of an imaginary Mediterranean island. While he is underwater, his rival tries to murder him by severing the air hose. He survives—but just barely—in what I intended to be a variation of the pagan death/rebirth rituals I was studying at the time. Everyone who read the book loved that scene and asked me where they could find the rose city. But of course, I didn’t have a clue. I had made it all up.

			A few years later, during one of our summer trips to Greece, Christina and I visited the island of Kimolos, home to sea captains, stray cats, and a few goat farmers and winegrowers. There were no cars except in the main town, and the best beaches were on the far side of the island, an hour-and-a-half walk along a rocky path through rolling vineyards and fig trees and stone ruins. But once we reached that beach, the magic began. Snorkeling out some fifty meters from the sandy shore, I discovered beneath the shallow waters what seemed to be a clear pattern in the yellowish rose-colored stone. Could it be city streets and ruined houses, covered with generations of mollusks and sludge? It was all too regular to be random. Later, questioning the locals in the village, we learned that an ancient city built on a promontory over the beach had slid into the sea when the volcano on Thera (Santorini) exploded around 1500 BC. That was when I understood what John Hawkes meant when he said fiction precedes reality. The rose city was real, not just a projection of my imagination.

			Over the years, the premonitions and artistic vision I believed in as a younger man have given way to more traditional Christian beliefs, not out of doctrine but out of experience. I believe that God has a plan for each and every one of us. Although there are billions of us on Earth, it is a personal plan and has been tailored for our individual circumstances and our life’s journey. That’s how great he is, how vast and incomprehensible. In any single instant of human time, he can grasp the individual destinies of billions of people all at once without breaking a sweat. And he is a stickler for details! If we came upon this place on a hillside in the south of France, it was part of God’s plan for the two of us. He puts obstacles in our way to test us and mature us. He is there in our suffering. And yes, he also grants rewards. But like the suffering, God’s bounty is just a means for us to better accomplish his purpose. It is up to us to seek his purpose and to use his bounty toward his greater glory.

			As Christina and I began to go through our finances, we realized that we had tucked away money in lots of different places over the years and had more savings than we thought. Added to this was the state of the euro, which was still struggling four years after its introduction in January 1999 and had just regained parity with the dollar after a deep slide. When we put everything on the table, we had nearly 50 percent of the purchase price of the house, more than enough to meet the French down payment requirement of 20 percent…if—a big if—we could finance the rest. The French were far more conservative lenders than the US banks, as we knew from financing our previous house in the Paris suburb of Maisons-Laffitte.

			“You should be fine,” Véronique told us. “I will introduce you to a banker I work with. Let’s see what he can come up with.”

			Was it possible that God really wanted us to fulfill our dream of coming back to France—not permanently, but as temporary residents, with the luxury of owning a second home? For someone who has struggled financially all his life, I could hardly believe it. And yet, every time we bumped up against what I thought should have been a closed door, it stood wide open. It was as if this was his plan and that he wanted to shower us with gifts. I was beginning to feel we were being drawn forward by strong, sure hands, guiding and protecting us.

			“How are we ever going to pay for this?” Christina wondered when the banker had left the pink villa we were renting after several hours of filling out loan documents.

			“If this is God’s will, he will provide. Look how he watches over the sparrows in the air or the lilies in the field. Surely if he can care about them, he cares about you, about us.

			“Just earn more money, husband.”

			We drank some more of the rough, simple wine from the vineyard in nearby Grimaud and began to picture ourselves in this new place. I loved Christina’s rough, simple outlook on life. She always forced me to get real.

		

	
		
			Angélus

			Christina’s ex-sister-in-law came to visit us a few days after Christmas while we were still in Beauvallon. Mona was in her mid-sixties and had spent thirty-five years married to the wrong man. With our moral support, she finally divorced him two years earlier and was hoping to revive her creative talents, which she had put on ice throughout her long and often violent marriage. As a young woman, the daughter of a famous Swedish diplomat, she had a promising career as a celebrity photographer. But once she married Guy, a star architect whose career was riding a rocket of fame, she set her own ambitions aside. For years, he brutalized her emotionally and physically, chasing other women while expecting her to stay home with their children. He would disappear for days on an orgy of alcohol and sex, spending huge sums on nightclubs, limousines, and gifts for his latest flame. Then he would return home, hungover and broke, and berate her because they were poor. It happened again and again, year after year, with Levitical predictability. I don’t know how many times Mona crashed at our place in despair, wanting to leave Guy yet afraid she would destroy him if she did. “He’s really just a child pretending to be grown up,” she said once. We finally convinced her to stop making excuses, find a lawyer, and sue for divorce.

			Mona was one of the most thoroughly good people I have ever met. With Guy, she was always blaming herself and wondering what she could do to rescue their marriage. She had a soul like mist that lingers over the earth after a rain, only to be burned away by the sun. It’s a wonder Mona survived the real world. She was devoted to her children, now in their twenties, and lived in a tiny Paris studio on money she inherited from her mother and whatever Guy decided to give her in cash. Now she had started to write illustrated children’s books.

			She brought us her firstborn, called Angélus. It was beautiful, simple, and profound. It told the story of an angel who adopted a pet human. The human was always doing self-destructive things, but Angélus managed to arrive just in time to prevent the worst from happening. At one point, the angels compared notes on their pet humans and commiserated with Angélus. What a lousy human he got stuck with!

			Much later, I learned Mona’s story. She and Guy had a second son who died when he was three. “I can still see him, standing in his crib with this angelic smile,” Christina said. “He had a childhood cancer. When he learned to talk, he used to say that he couldn’t go out and run around like other children because he was going to die soon. Mona and Guy never got over his death.”

			We took Mona to visit the house one glorious afternoon in late December when the sun made the cork oaks shimmer. In the distance, we could see the lighthouse above Sainte-Maxime and the ocean beyond, a pool of deep blue held in place by the sloping hills. Mona caught her breath in that typically Swedish way, half astonishment, half punctuation, sexy and pure all at once.

			“This is your paradise, Ken,” she said. “You must come to write your books here. This is meant to be.”

			All of a sudden it clicked. Our natural springs, a gift of God in this parched land where water is so precious, and Mona’s imaginary guardian angel. We decided to call the house Les Sources d’Angélus.

			Angelus Springs.

		

	
		
			At Least You Can Give Me 
Some More Wine

			The early months of 2003 were momentous, if one happened to be following the news. The drumbeats of war that had been steadily building reached fever pitch as the world prepared to punish Saddam Hussein. But this was very different from the first Gulf War. For one, Saddam hadn’t done something so obvious as invade another country. That made determining how severe a threat he posed a question of intelligence, interpretation, and judgment.

			On a personal level, I had friends who were now senior officials in the administration and others who were leaders of the Iraqi opposition who were willing to share what was going on behind the scenes. Since I had just finished correcting the galleys of Preachers of Hate, my book on Islam and the terrorist war on America, I threw myself into reporting on the buildup to this new war with feverish intensity. One of the first pieces I wrote exposed a joint effort by the State Department and CIA to disembowel the Iraqi opposition. I found this curious, since my Pentagon sources were telling me that the war plan called for the US to oust Saddam, then stand up a new Iraqi government run by the opposition.1

			Then came the French. Secretary of State Colin Powell thought he had worked out a deal with his “good friend” Dominique Galouzeau de Villepin, the French foreign minister, for France to join the coalition against Saddam. Instead, Villepin held a surprise press conference in New York, where he announced that France would never support a US-led military intervention against Saddam. When Powell saw him on the video monitors at the UN, his jaw dropped. He couldn’t believe that Villepin could be so duplicitous.

			Thus began the era of “freedom fries,” Air Force One servings of “freedom toast,” and bad French jokes. Former undersecretary of defense Jed Babbin put a wickedly simple spin on it: “Going to war without France is like going deer hunting without an accordion. You leave a lot of useless noisy baggage behind.”2

			One night at dinner at the end of January, I turned to Christina half in despair.

			“If we hadn’t made the ten percent down payment, I’d be ready to cancel the whole thing,” I said. “Buy a house in France? Are we mad? I don’t think things have ever been this bad.”

			“We still haven’t been approved for the loan,” she said.

			That was true. Plus, we had asked to increase the amount because the euro had appreciated significantly over the past month.

			“If they turn us down, that’s it,” I said.

			Christina said nothing. After a moment, she jiggled her empty wine glass.

			“If we’re not going to have a house in France, at least you can give me some more wine.”

			

			
				
					1 Kenneth R. Timmerman, “Does State Have a Post-Saddam Strategy?” Insight, Feb. 4, 2003. http://www.kentimmerman.com/news/iraq_inc_0203.htm.

				

				
					2 Babbin made that comment on
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