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A Word in Advance

All of these stories are true or, to be strictly accurate, some are true, some have a kernel of truth and a shell of embroidery. Some were my own experiences, others were told to me and I appropriated them for my own purposes, which bears out the saying: ‘Never talk to an author if you don’t want to appear in print’.

Which of these stories is true and which is semi-true, I have, of course, not the slightest intention of telling you, but I hope this will not detract from your enjoyment of them.

Gerald Durrell




Esmeralda

Of all the many regions in La Belle France, there is one whose very name adds a lustrous glitter to the eye of a gourmet, a flush of anticipation to his cheeks, that drenches his taste buds with anticipatory saliva, and that is the euphonious name of Périgord. Here the chestnuts and walnuts are of prodigious size, here the wild strawberries are as heavily scented as a courtesan’s boudoir. Here the apples, the pears and the plums have sublime juices captured in their skins, here the flesh of the chicken, duckling and pigeon is firm and white, here the butter is as yellow as sunshine and the cream on top of the churns is thick enough to balance a full glass of wine upon. As well as all these riches, Périgord has one supreme prize that lurks beneath the loamy soil of her oak woods, the truffle, the troglodyte fungus that lives beneath the surface of the forest floor, black as a witch’s cat, delicious as all the perfumes of Arabia.

In this delectable part of the world I had found a small and charming village and had put up at the tiny local hostelry called Les Trois Pigeons. Here, mine host, Jean Pettione, was a jovial fellow whose face had been turned by wine to the russet colour of a pippin. At this period in autumn the woods were in their prime, a rich tapestry of colours from gold to bronze. Wishing to enjoy them, I got M. Pettione to do me a picnic lunch and drove into the countryside. I parked the car and walked off into the forest to enjoy the panoply of colours and the strange and magical shapes of the toadstools that grow everywhere. Presently, I sat down on the sturdy carcase of an elderly oak to enjoy my lunch and just as I had finished there was a rustling in the dead ginger-coloured bracken and an enormous pig appeared. She was as surprised to see me as I was to see her. We gazed at each other with interest.

She weighed, I guessed, somewhere in the neighbourhood of sixteen stone. She was sleekly pink with a peach bloom of white hair and a few decorative black spots placed by Nature as carefully and seductively as the dark patches that ladies in the 1600s used to adorn themselves with. She had small golden eyes full of wisdom and mischief, her ears drooped down each side of her face like a nun’s habit and then there, jutting out proudly, was her snout, delicately wrinkled, the end of it looking like one of those splendid Victorian instruments you use for clearing blocked drains. Her hooves were elegant and polished, and her tail a wonderful wind-up pink question mark, propelling her through life. She had about her an aura not, as one would assume, of pig but a delicate fragrant scent that conjured up spring meadows ablaze with flowers. I had never smelt a pig like her. I searched my mind as to where I had last encountered this magical romantic perfume and at last I remembered. I had got into the lift in the hotel I was staying at and the delicious lady who was travelling downwards with me also had wafted this delectable aroma to me as the pig was now doing. I had asked the lady in the lift if she would mind vouchsafing to me the name of her exquisite perfume, and she told me it was called Joy.

Now, I have had many strange experiences in life, but until then I had never been privileged to meet, in an oak forest in Périgord, a large and amiable pig wearing this particular and expensive scent. She moved slowly up to me, placed her chin on my knee and uttered a prolonged and rather alarming grunt, the sort of noise a Harley Street specialist makes when he is about to tell you the disease you are suffering from will be fatal. She sighed deeply and then commenced to chomp her jaws together. The sound was like the noise made by an extraordinarily agile group of Spanish dancers with an abundance of castanets. She sighed again. It was obvious the lady wanted something. She nosed at my bag, uttering small squeals of delight when I opened it to see what was exciting her. All I could see was the remains of the cheese I had been eating. I took it out, circumnavigated her efforts to seize the whole thing and cut her off a slice. It slid into her mouth and there, to my astonishment, she let it lie, enjoying the fragrance as a wine expert will let a wine lie along his tongue, breathing its perfume, tasting its body. Then slowly and carefully she started to eat it, uttering tiny mumbling noises of satisfaction. I noticed that she wore around her portly neck, as a dowager would wear a waterfall of pearls, a very elegant collar of gold chain and dangling from it was a length of chain which had been snapped in half. So elegant was she that it was obvious that my new found friend was a pig that someone valued, and had lost. She took some more cheese, uttering little grunts of thanks and pleasure, letting each fragment lie for a moment on her tongue like a true connoisseur. I saved one piece of cheese as a lure and with it got her out of the wood and alongside my station-wagon. She was obviously quite used to this form of transport and she climbed into the back and settled herself down comfortably, staring around in regal fashion, her mouth full of cheese. As I drove back towards the village which I felt sure was her home, the pig rested her chin on my shoulder and went to sleep. I decided that the mixture of the scent of Joy with that of ripe Roquefort was not a combination guaranteed to attract a member of the opposite sex. I stopped at Les Trois Pigeons, removed the redolent pig’s head from my shoulder, gave her the last bit of cheese and went inside in search of the redoubtable Jean. He was busily polishing glasses with great precision, breathing heartily on each one to get the required shine.

‘Jean,’ I said, ‘I have a problem.’

‘A problem, monsieur, what problem?’ he asked.

‘I have acquired a pig,’ I said.

‘Monsieur has purchased a pig?’ he asked in astonishment.

‘No, I did not purchase it, I acquired it. I was sitting in the forest eating my lunch when this pig suddenly appeared and offered to share my food with me. I believe it to be an unusual pig since it not only has a passion for Roquefort cheese, but it was wearing a gold chain collar and smelled strongly of perfume.’

The glass he was polishing slipped through his fingers and fell to the floor, shattering into a multitude of fragments.

‘Mon Dieu!’ he said, his eyes wide. ‘You have Esmeralda!’

‘There was no name on the collar,’ I said, ‘but there can’t be many pigs answering to that description trotting about, so I suppose she must be Esmeralda. Who does she belong to?’

He came round the counter, glass scrunching under his feet, taking off his apron.

‘She belongs to Monsieur Clot,’ he said. ‘Mon Dieu! He will go mad if he has lost her. Where is she?’

‘In my car,’ I replied, ‘finishing off a slice of the Roquefort.’

We went out to the station-wagon and saw that Esmeralda, finding that a cruel fate was denying her any more cheese, had philosophically fallen asleep. Her snores made the whole vehicle tremble as if the engine was still running.

‘Oh! la la!’ said Jean. ‘It is Esmeralda. Oh, Monsieur Clot will be out of his mind. You must take her back to him at once, Monsieur. Monsieur Clot thinks the world of that pig. You must take her back immediately.’

‘Well, I will be happy to do that,’ I said, a trifle testily, ‘if you tell me where Monsieur Clot lives. I don’t want my life encumbered by a pig.’

‘A pig!’ said Jean, looking at me in horror. ‘That is not just a pig, monsieur, it is Esmeralda.’

‘I don’t care what her name is,’ I said, crossly, ‘at the moment she is in my car, smelling like a Parisian tart that’s been on a cheese jag, and the sooner I get rid of her the happier I will be.’

Jean drew himself up and stared at me.

‘A tart?’ he said. ‘You call her a tart? Esmeralda, as everyone knows, is a virgin.’

I began to feel that my mind was becoming unhinged. Was I really standing next to my station-wagon in which slept a highly aromatic pig called Esmeralda and discussing her sex life with the owner of a hotel called the Three Pigeons? I took a deep breath to steady myself.

Look,’ I said, ‘I don’t care about Esmeralda’s sex life. I don’t care if she has been raped by all the boar pigs in Périgord.’

‘Oh! Mon Dieu! She hasn’t been raped, has she?’ croaked Jean, his face going white.

‘No, no, no, not to the best of my knowledge. She has not been deflowered or whatever it is you do to a pig. In any case, it would take a particularly lascivious boar and one with no olfactory senses left, to attempt to rape a sow pig smelling like a high class whore on a Saturday night.’

‘Please, please, monsieur,’ said Jean, in agony, ‘don’t say things like that – particularly in front of Monsieur Clot. He treats her with all the reverence you would accord a saint.’

I was about to say something irreverent about St Gadarene, but checked myself for Jean obviously took the whole thing very seriously.

‘Look,’ I said, ‘if Monsieur Clot has lost Esmeralda he will be worried, won’t he?’

‘Worried – worried? He’ll be insane.’

‘Well, then, the sooner I get Esmeralda back to him the better. Now, where does he live?’

Having been brought up in Greece where distance was to be measured in cigarettes – of little use to me at the age of ten – I had become fairly adept at extracting directions from local people. One had to approach it with all the dedication of an archaeologist brushing away the dust of ages to reveal an artefact. The chief problem was that people always assumed that you had their intimate knowledge of the surrounding terrain and so it took time and patience. Jean, as a direction giver, surpassed anything I had come across before.

‘Monsieur Clot lives in “Les Arbousiers”,’ he said.

‘And where is that?’ I asked.

‘You know, his land joins on to Monsieur Mermod’s.’

‘I don’t know Monsieur Mermod.’

‘Oh, but you must know him, he’s our carpenter. He built all the tables and chairs for Les Trois Pigeons. And the bar, and I think he put the shelves up in the larder, but I’m not sure – that might have been Monsieur Devoir. He lives down in the valley by the river.’

‘Where does Monsieur Clot live?’

‘Well, I just told you, next door to Monsieur Mermod.’

‘How does one get to Monsieur Clot’s house?’

‘Well, you drive through the village . . . ?’

‘Which way?’

‘That way,’ he said, and pointed.

‘And then?’

‘You turn left at Mademoiselle Hubert’s house and . . .’

‘I do not know Mademoiselle Hubert or her house. What does it look like?’

‘It is brown.’

‘All the houses in the village are brown. How can I recognize it?’ He thought deeply.

‘Ah,’ he said at last, ‘today is Thursday. So she will be cleaning. So, enfin, she will hang her little red mat out of the bedroom window.’

‘Today is Tuesday.’

‘Ah, you are right. If it is Tuesday she will be watering her plants.’

‘So I turn left at the brown house where the lady is watering her plants. What then?’

‘You drive past the war memorial, past Monsieur Pelligot’s house and then, when you come to the tree, you turn left.’

‘What tree?’

‘The tree at the turning where you turn left.’

‘The whole of Périgord is filled with trees. The roads are lined with trees. How can I distinguish this tree from the others?’

Jean looked at me in astonishment.

‘Because it is the tree against which Monsieur Herolte killed himself,’ he said, ‘and it is where his widow goes and lays a wreath in his memory on the anniversary of his death. You can tell it by the wreath.’

‘When did he die?’

‘It was in June 1950, sixth or seventh, I can’t be sure. But certainly June.’

‘We are now in September – will the wreath still be there?’

‘Oh, no, they clear it away when it fades.’

‘So is there any other way of identifying the tree?’

‘It is an oak,’ he said.

‘The countryside is full of oaks – how will I know this particular one?’

‘It has a dent in it.’

‘So there I turn left. Where is Monsieur Clot’s house?’

‘Oh, you can’t miss it. It is a long, low, white building, a real old-style farmhouse.’

‘So I just look for a white farmhouse.’

‘Yes, but you can’t see it from the road.’

‘Then how will I know when I am there?’

He thought about this carefully.

‘There is a little wooden bridge with one plank missing,’ he said. ‘That is Monsieur Clot’s drive.’

At this point, Esmeralda turned over and we were enveloped in a miasma of perfume and cheese. We moved away from the station-wagon.

‘Now,’ I said. ‘Let me see if I have this straight. I go down there and turn left where a lady is watering her plants. I drive past the war memorial and Monsieur Pelligot’s house and continue straight until I come to the oak tree with a dent and then I turn left and look for a bridge with a missing plank. Is that right?’

‘Monsieur,’ said Jean in admiration, ‘you could have been born in the village.’

I did find my way at last. At Mademoiselle Hubert’s house, she was not watering her plants, nor was her little red mat in evidence. She was in fact sitting in the sun, asleep. Reluctantly, I woke her to ascertain the fact that she was indeed Mademoiselle Hubert at whose house I was supposed to turn left. The oak tree did have a dent in it, a considerable one, so I judged that Monsieur Fierolte must have imbibed an inordinate quantity of pastis before plunging his Deux Chevaux into the bark. The bridge when I found it did have a plank missing. The countryman’s instructions are always accurate even if they may appear somewhat mysterious when they are vouchsafed to you. I drove down the rutted road on one side of which was a green meadow, bespeckled with a small herd of cream-coloured Charolais cattle, and on the other side was a glittering field of sunflowers, their beautiful yellow and black faces all upturned in adoration of the sun. I drove through a small wood and there, in a clearing, stood Monsieur Clot’s house, long and low and white as a dove’s egg, its roof made from ancient tiles as thick and dark as bars of chocolate, each emblazoned with the insignia of golden lichens. There were two cars parked outside, one a police car and one a doctor’s, and so I slid the station-wagon alongside them. The moment I switched off the engine, rising above Esmeralda’s snores I could hear a strange cacophony from the house – shouts, bellows, screams, weepings and wailings and the general gnashing of teeth. I assumed – quite rightly as it turned out – that Esmeralda’s disappearance had not gone unnoticed. I went to the front door – which was ajar – and, seizing the Freudian brass knocker representing a hand clasping a ball, I banged loudly. The uproar inside the house continued unabated. I banged again and still no one came. Taking a firm grip on the knocker, I beat the door so ferociously that I feared it might come off its hinges. For a brief moment the bedlam in the house ceased and presently the front door was flung open by one of the most beautiful young women I had ever seen. Her long hair was in disarray, but this only added to its charm, for it was the rich sunset hue that every autumn leaf endeavours to achieve and seldom does. Her skin had been touched and lit by the sun so it had the quality of peach-coloured silk. Her eyes were enormous, a wonderful mixture of green and gold under dark brows like the wings of an albatross. Her pink mouth was of the shape and texture that makes even the most faithful of husbands falter. Tears the size of twenty-two-carat diamonds were flooding from her magnificent eyes and pouring down her cheeks.

‘Monsieur?’ she questioned, wiping her cheeks with the back of her hand to clear them of the shimmering tears.

‘Bonjour, mademoiselle,’ I said. ‘Could I see Monsieur Clot if you please?’

‘Monsieur Clot will see no one,’ she said, gulping, and the tears renewed their flow. ‘Monsieur Clot is indisposed. He can see no one.’

At that moment, a very large, paunchy gendarme appeared from the back room, where the uproar had now renewed itself. His eyes were as dark as blackcurrants, his nose resplendent, a rich wine red, covered with a patchwork of blue veins, and over his pouting mouth lay an enormous black moustache like the skin of a dead mole. He gave me an all-embracing glance in which suspicion and malevolence were nicely blended. Then he turned to the beautiful lady.

‘Madame Clot,’ he said, in a rich syrupy voice, ‘I must leave now, but rest assured, madame, that I will make the utmost endeavours to unmask the fiends who have perpetrated this outrage, the ghastly assassins who have dared to bring a tear to your beautiful eyes. I will move heaven and earth to bring these brigands to justice.’

He gazed at her like a starving schoolboy regarding a cream-filled doughnut.

‘You are too kind, inspector,’ she said, flushing.

‘For you, nothing is too much trouble – nothing,’ he said and, seizing her hand, he pressed her fingertips into his moustache, rather as, in times gone by, a man would help a lady on with her muff. He brushed past me, hurled his bulk into his car and, with an excruciating tangle of gears, drove off in a cloud of dust, a St George in search of a dragon.

‘Madame,’ I said, ‘I see that you are upset, but I feel that it is possible I may be able to help.’

‘No one can help – it is hopeless,’ she cried, and the tears started to flow again.

‘Madame, if I were to mention the name Esmeralda, would this mean anything to you?’

She fell back against the wall, her wonderful eyes staring. ‘Esmeralda?’ she said, hoarsely.

‘Esmeralda,’ I said.

‘Esmeralda?’ she repeated.

‘Esmeralda,’ I nodded.

‘You mean Esmeralda,’ she said faintly.

‘Esmeralda the pig,’ I said, to make the point clear.

‘So you are the fiend in human form – you are the thief who has spirited away our Esmeralda,’ she screamed.

‘Madame, if you’ll just let me explain . . .’ I began.

‘Thief, robber, bandit,’ she wailed, and ran down the passageway screaming, ‘Henri, Henri, Henri, the thief is here demanding a ransom for your Esmeralda.’

Wishing all pigs in Purgatory, I followed her down to the room at the end of the hall. A riveting sight met my gaze. A powerful, handsome young man and a portly, grizzled gentleman with a stethoscope round his neck were endeavouring to restrain someone – this I took to be Monsieur Clot – who was desperately trying to rise from a recumbent position on a purple chaise-longue.

He was a tall man, slender as a minnow, wearing a black corduroy suit and a huge black beret. But his most striking attribute was his beard. Carefully nurtured, carefully cosseted and trimmed, it cascaded down as far as his navel and was a piebald mixture of black and iron grey hairs.

‘Let me get at him, the misbegotten son of Satan,’ Monsieur Clot was yelling, struggling to rise from the chaise-longue.

‘Your heart, your heart, remember your heart,’ shouted the doctor.

‘Yes, yes, remember your heart,’ shrieked Madame Clot.

‘I will deal with him, Monsieur Clot,’ said the handsome young man, glaring at me from ferocious gentian-blue eyes. He looked the sort of muscular young man who could bend horseshoes out of alignment with his little fingers.

‘Let me get at him, let me tear out his jugular vein,’ shouted Monsieur Clot, ‘the illegitimate thief.’

‘Your heart, your heart,’ the doctor shouted.

‘Henri, Henri, keep calm,’ shrilled Madame Clot.

‘I will disembowel him,’ said the muscular young man.

The trouble with the French is that they love to talk but not to listen. One sometimes gets the very strong impression that they don’t even listen to themselves. When you get embroiled in a turmoil of French citizens like this, there is only one thing to be done. You must out-shout them. Filling my lungs to the utmost capacity, I roared ‘Silence’ and silence fell as though I had waved a magic wand.

‘Monsieur Clot,’ I said, bowing to him, ‘may I make it clear that I am not an assassin or a bandit and that I am not, to the best of my knowledge, illegitimate. Having said that, I feel I can vouchsafe to you the fact that I have in my possession a pig whose name is, I believe, Esmeralda.’

‘Ahhhh!’ cried Monsieur Clot, his worst fears confirmed.

‘Silence!’ I barked and he fell back on the chaise-longue with a delicate, slender and beautifully manicured hand spread, like a butterfly, over that portion of his anatomy in which he suspected his heart to have its abode.

‘I met Esmeralda in the forest,’ I continued. ‘She shared my lunch with me and then, when I had ascertained in the village who her rightful owner was, I brought her back.’

‘Esmeralda here? Esmeralda returned? Where? Where?’ cried Monsieur Clot, struggling to rise.

‘Slowly, slowly,’ said the doctor. ‘Remember your heart!’

‘She is outside in my car,’ I said.

‘And . . . and . . . what ransom do you demand?’ asked Monsieur Clot.

‘I don’t want a ransom,’ I said.

Monsieur Clot and the doctor exchanged eloquent glances.

‘No ransom?’ said Monsieur Clot. ‘She is an extremely valuable animal.’

‘An animal beyond price,’ said the doctor

‘An animal worth five years’ pay,’ said the muscular young man.

‘An animal worth more than La Reine Elizabeth’s crown jewels,’ said Madame Clot, bringing in the feminine angle with a touch of exaggeration to gild the lily.

‘Nevertheless, I do not want a ransom,’ I said, firmly. ‘I am happy to return her to you.’

‘No ransom?’ said Monsieur Clot. He sounded almost insulted.

‘No ransom,’ I said.

Monsieur Clot glanced at the doctor who simply, palms outstretched, shrugged and said, ‘Voilà les Anglais.’ Monsieur Clot shook himself free of both the doctor’s and the muscular young man’s grip and rose to his feet.

‘Then, monsieur, I am deeply, deeply in your debt,’ he said and snatched off his beret and placed it over his heart, his head bowed. Then he carefully replaced the beret on his head and ran across the room at me like a badly manipulated puppet and clasped me in his arms. His beard whispered like silk against my cheeks as he kissed me with all the vehemence that only a Frenchman can exhibit when kissing a member of the same sex.

‘Mon brave, mon ami,’ he said, clasping my shoulders, looking deeply into my eyes, the tears trickling like transparent tadpoles down his magnificent beard, ‘take me to my beloved.’

So we went outside, woke Esmeralda and she climbed out of the car to be embraced, patted and kissed by everyone, including the doctor. Then we all – including Esmeralda – went back into the house where Monsieur Clot insisted on opening one of his best bottles of wine (a Château Montrose 1952) and we drank a toast to the pig of pigs who was being fed chocolate peppermints by Madame Clot.

‘Monsieur Durrell,’ said Monsieur Clot, ‘you may think perhaps that we made a disproportionate amount of brouhaha over the disappearance of Esmeralda.’

‘Not at all,’ I said, ‘it is most upsetting to lose such a fine pet.’

‘She is more than just a pet,’ said Monsieur Clot, in a hushed and reverent voice, ‘she is the champion truffle pig of Périgord. Fifteen times she has won the silver cup for the most sensitive nose of any pig in the quartier. A truffle may lurk twenty centimetres beneath the forest floor and fifty metres away from Esmeralda and she will find it unerringly. She is like – she is like – well, she is like a pig Exocet.’

‘Remarkable,’ I said.

‘Tomorrow morning at eight, if you will be so kind as to come, we will take Esmeralda into the forest and you shall see for yourself the powers that she possesses. And then if you would do us the honour of staying to lunch we should be delighted. I may say that my wife, Antoinette, is one of the finest cooks in the district.’

‘Not only the finest cook, but the most beautiful,’ said the doctor, gallantly.

‘Yes, indeed,’ said the muscular young man, fastening upon Madame Clot a look of such burning adoration that I was not surprised to learn that his name was Juan.

‘I should be delighted and honoured,’ I said and, finishing my wine, I took my leave.

The next morning was crisp and sunny, the sky as blue as a forget-me-not, the mist lying in tangled shawls among the trees. When I arrived at the farm, Monsieur Clot, in his disjointed way, was putting the final touches to Esmeralda’s toilet. Her hooves had been rubbed with olive oil (the first pressing), she had been carefully brushed and special eye drops put in her tiny eyes. Then came the final touch. A minute phial of Joy was produced and a few drops were placed behind each of her drooping ears. Finally, a soft muzzle of chamois leather was put on her snout to discourage any inclination she might have to devour the truffles she found.

‘Voilà,’ said Monsieur Clot, triumphantly, waving his truffle spade. ‘Now she is ready for the hunt.’

The next few hours were instructive, for I had never seen a truffle pig at work, least of all one so brilliantly versed in the art as Esmeralda. She walked through the oak forest that abutted Monsieur Clot’s farm with all the slow dignity of an elderly opera singer making yet another farewell performance. As she walked, she crooned to herself in a series of falsetto grunts. Presently she stopped, lifted her head, eyes closed, and inhaled deeply. Then she walked to the base of a venerable oak and started to nose at the earth and leaf litter.

‘She has found,’ cried Monsieur Clot and, pushing Esmeralda to one side, he plunged his spade deeply into the forest floor. When the spade emerged it had balanced on it a truffle the size of a plum, black and redolent. Pungent and beautiful though the truffle scent was, I could not understand how Esmeralda, coated as she was in Joy, could detect the fungus’ presence. However, to prove it was no fluke, during the next hour or so she found six more, each as rotund as the first. We carried these back in triumph to the farm and handed them over to Madame Clot who, her face flushed to a delicate pink, was busy in the kitchen. Esmeralda was put in her spotless pen and given her reward, a small baguette of bread split down the middle and stuffed with cheese, and Monsieur Clot and I regaled ourselves with Kir.

Presently, Madame called us to the table. Juan had – I think in my honour – put on a coat and tie and Monsieur Clot took off his beret. The first course, served in lovely earthenware bowls as thin, crisp and brown as autumn leaves, was a delicate chicken broth with fine fronds of onion and golden egg yolk swimming in it. This was followed by a plump trout, deboned and carefully stuffed with a mousseline of finely chopped chestnuts and fennel. Accompanying this were baby peas, sweet as sugar, and minute potatoes in a bath of mint. This had merely been the build-up to the final moment, the course we were all waiting for. Madame Clot cleared the plates away and put fresh ones, warm as newly baked loaves, in front of us. Monsieur Clot, with hushed ceremony, skilfully uncorked a Château Brane-Cantenac 1957, smelt the cork, slipped a few drops into a clean glass and savoured it for a moment. He reminded me, irresistibly, of Esmeralda with her cheese. He nodded his approval and then poured the wine, red as dragon’s blood, into our glasses. At that moment, as if on cue, Madame made her entrance from the kitchen bearing a platter on which reposed four rounds of fragile pastry, yellow as ripe corn. One was carefully placed on each of our plates. We were all silent, as if in church. Slowly, Monsieur Clot raised his glass, toasted first his beautiful lady and then me and Juan. We all took a sip of wine and rolled it round our mouths, coating our taste buds in preparation. The knives and forks were lifted, the fragile shell of golden pastry flaked away, like the shell from a nut, and there lay the truffle, black as jet, and from the interior of the pastry came that incredible fragrance, the scent of a million autumnal forests, rich, mouth-watering and totally unlike any other taste or smell in the world. We ate in reverent silence, for even the French cease talking to eat. When the last morsel had melted in my mouth, I raised my glass.

‘Madame Clot, Monsieur Clot, Juan, may I give you a toast. To Esmeralda, the finest pig in the world, a paragon of pigs.’

‘Thank you, thank you, monsieur,’ said Monsieur Clot, his voice trembling, his eyes filling with tears.

We had sat down to eat on the stroke of twelve for, as is well known in French medical circles, if lunch is delayed beyond midday it can prove instantly fatal to the French citizen. Such bounty had been spread before us by Madame Clot that, as I was finishing the greengage soufflé and cream, followed by a delectable Cantal cheese, I was not a bit surprised, on looking at my watch, to find that it was four o’clock. Refusing coffee and brandy, I said that I must go and that it had been the most memorable meal of my life. I asked and received permission to kiss Madame Clot’s damask cheeks three times (once for God, once for the Virgin Mary, once for Jesus Christ, as someone
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