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The Plunge

PENELOPE KITE STOOD at the door of her dream home and wiped her brow with the back of her hand. The late morning heat had brought the air to a steamy simmer. August was a hot flash that never subsided.

Uncut grass stood waist high in the courtyard, and a thousand cicadas sawed their jittery music. Every so often a large wasp built like a military helicopter would break away from the swarm around the fig tree and enter the kitchen in a show of menace.

She slapped a broken fly swat down onto the thick layer of dust that coated every surface, and missed yet again.

“What have I done?”

The stone-flagged kitchen floor offered no reply.

She sat down on a rickety wooden chair. It creaked ominously. She was definitely going to have to cut back on croissants.

“What have I done?” she wailed to the walls. Well, you polished off a whole bottle of cheap rosé last night, they seemed to say. That wasn’t clever.

Her head hurt horribly.

She had a sinking feeling that she had taken on more than she could chew in this crumbling wreck of a place, and there was no one to blame but herself.

In the days and weeks afterwards, as she went over and over these crucial hours until they seemed unreal, she would look back on her hot and headachy panic in the kitchen and think that it was nothing compared to what was about to break.

But Penelope was sure of one thing: she had not left the house to brave the searing brightness of the garden until a couple of hours later. So she could not possibly have known what was floating facedown in the swimming pool.
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IN EARLY SPRING, EVERYTHING HAD been so different.

Penelope had been energized by the cloudless blue skies of the South of France. Following a particularly gruesome family Christmas with her two children and their badly behaved families, she had escaped an Easter that promised more of the same but with added chocolate. Two wonderfully tranquil weeks in April had left her yearning to stay longer.

The Côte d’Azur had long since become Wimbledon-sur-Mer, but the Luberon Valley was charming. Penelope had visited this area of Provence many times during the course of her marriage and had always been able to relax in its sunny friendliness, even when her husband was as distant as the top of the long rippled ridge of mountain that hung like a blue curtain behind the ancient hilltop villages. Churches and crumbling fortresses and narrow streets had the slumbering feel of the warm south, and the orchards and vineyards below promised a land of plenty. The pace of life seemed more relaxed, less full of braying expats, especially English ones from the Home Counties.

By the end of the first week, she had begun to indulge in some delicious daydreams and succumbed to perusing photographs of houses for sale in the estate agency windows. A few days later, after a particularly refreshing carafe of rosé with lunch, she found herself entering the door of an agency in the pretty village of Ménerbes.

The woman behind the desk nodded as Penelope waited for her to conclude her telephone conversation in leisurely fashion. She was the very epitome of an elegant Parisienne in her forties. Her blond hair bounced in all the right places to flatter a beautifully made-up face that no doubt benefited from all the mysteriously effective processes of French dermatology. The tiny navy-blue jacket, nipped in at the waist, looked like real Chanel, too. She made Penelope feel enormous, and very badly dressed.

Finally, she replaced the receiver with a flick of the wrist that set the charms on her large gilt bracelet jangling, and assessed her prospective client. It was the kind of look engineered to deter time-wasters. There must be plenty of them about.

Penelope hoisted her best smile. “Bonjour, madame.”

“Bonjour. Comment je peux vous aider?”

A lovely stone house, Penelope told her in faltering French, that was what she was looking for. On a hillside, with a view and a garden—but not too much land. Three bedrooms and two bathrooms. A swimming pool, or space to build one.

Goodness, thought Penelope. Those daydreams were awfully specific.

“I have several properties that might interest you,” said the Frenchwoman in perfect English.

Penelope didn’t know whether to be relieved or annoyed. “Ah, good,” she said.

“My name is Mme Valencourt. Either you can make an appointment for viewing at a later date. Or—you can come with me now.” She held up a red lacquered fingernail. “Vous avez de la chance, madame. You are very lucky.”

“I am?”

“Mais oui, madame.”

Penelope could only guess what this stroke of luck might be as she was ushered straight out of the office and into a shiny red Mini Cooper that matched the nails. Perhaps she shouldn’t have drunk all that delicious rosé. It had made her bold.

“We must hurry,” said the estate agent, driving off at speed. With no mercy for other road users, they shot through the narrow streets and out into the countryside, past orchards brimming with snowdrifts of almond blossom. The first acid-green shoots were showing on the gnarled stumps of vineyards. Here and there, men in the fields were bent double in intensive contemplation of crop and soil.

They swerved violently. Penelope clenched her seat belt in one hand and gripped the door handle with the other, her foot instinctively moving to brake as they overtook a Mercedes into the teeth of an oncoming tractor.

Apparently oblivious to the cyclists and tourists who lay scattered in her wake, Mme Valencourt kept up a businesslike conversation in which she established Penelope’s credentials as a buyer (clearly satisfactory), history of visits to France, marital status and happiness with the divorce (also apparently satisfactory), and former career (distinct glimmer of respect). The car swept up narrowing roads into the Luberon Mountains, away from the chic villages so beloved of French cabinet ministers, their mistresses, and Paris Match photographers and into a landscape of holm oaks and pines.

As the road became emptier, Penelope’s heart rate eased slightly.

“La belle Provence!” announced Mme Valencourt, as they swung onto a potholed track that skirted a wood of scrub oak and spiky juniper bushes. Past a rusted tractor standing in an unkempt field, she stopped the car in front of a stone archway and gestured.

“Voilà. Le Chant d’Eau. The name of the property is The Song of the Water. It is an old farm.”

Penelope’s gaze followed her companion’s manicured finger.

The property was decrepit. A couple of substantial outbuildings were suffocating under thick ivy. The two-story farmhouse itself was built of pale stone in the traditional style. The wooden window shutters were flaking lavender-coloured paint. Several were hanging askew. Penelope could just picture the way it could be renovated. A lovely summer sitting room, with a terrace for dining under the stars. No, stop it, she told herself, don’t get carried away. Her affected seriousness about buying was only to ensure that she wouldn’t be patronised.

But . . . a run-down farmhouse in Provence, she mused, as the door was unlocked with a large iron key. Think what I could do with it!

The dark hall smelled musty and mousy. Penelope caught her breath. Mme Valencourt skittered ahead on her high clacky sandals. Half walking, half feeling her way forward, Penelope followed. In a room that was revealed as a kitchen, the estate agent unlatched the window and pushed open the shutters with a painful creak. Light flooded in, illuminated the dust that dredged every surface.

The house had clearly not been lived in for some time. Penelope tried the light switch, but nothing happened.

Mme Valencourt opened the back door. Penelope caught her breath for a second time. The rear of the house looked out high over the Luberon Valley, which opened in a wide panorama before her. Close by was Saignon, like an enchanted fortress on a cliff. In the valley stood the town of Apt. Farther off, the large red monolith of Roussillon, and beyond it the famously beautiful village of Gordes standing proud on its rocky outcrop. On one side the mountains of the Petit Luberon range stretched away to the Rhône, and on the other, just visible over the hills, stood the bare peak of Mont Ventoux, with its seemingly snow-covered limestone summit.

“See, madame, you are lucky! This is not on the market yet. You are the first to see it.”

“It’s lovely.” Penelope could hardly breathe now. The setting was incredible.

“There are some problems, of course.” Mme Valencourt shrugged, as if to imply that it wouldn’t be an authentic Provençal house without authentic Provençal problems. “But those can be overcome. Of course, you can buy a perfect new house, but it will not have the atmosphere, the old stones, the views. Those, you cannot fix if they do not exist.”

“No. Quite.”

“Look around. Take as long as you like.”

“Thank you.”

The traditional Provençal beams and tiled floors were intact. The bedrooms upstairs—three of them—were all a good size, with high ceilings. The bathroom was a disgrace, but the panorama over the valley from above the stained basin more than made up for that. Penelope wondered whether it would be too decadent to install a wet room so she could enjoy the view while she showered, then slapped herself down. She was only here out of curiosity.

Outside, the grass was green and springy. Plum trees were coming into blossom. What looked like a quince held puffs of delicate rose-pink flowers.

They walked towards a lower terrace where a couple of olive trees offered the silver undersides of their leaves to a pleasant breeze. Mme Valencourt led the way to an ivy-covered wall and what appeared to have once been a door. After some effort, the estate agent pushed open the door against the resistance of a pile of decaying leaves. Penelope peeked inside, and stifled a cry of delight.

A substantial if dilapidated rectangular swimming pool lay inside a walled garden. Roman steps led down to the bottom of the pool, though this was difficult to make out through the murky leaf-infested water. Cypress trees that must once have been elegant stood brown and lifeless at the four corners of the pool. In the corner was a ramshackle pump house with half a door hanging open on what remained of its hinges. Tall arches in the far end of this enchanting walled space revealed the valley beyond.

It was perfect.

Penelope was so lost in thought on the way back to Ménerbes that she scarcely flinched when Mme Valencourt pulled out to overtake on a blind bend and avoided a mobile pizza van so narrowly that they could have reached out for a slice of margherita.

“What did you think?” asked the agent as they drew up outside her office with a squeal of brakes.

“That I can’t possibly buy the first house I’ve seen,” said Penelope. “That would be silly.”

Over the next few days, Mme Valencourt managed to combine striding about ancient farmhouses with dress and coiffure so immaculate that Penelope could only gaze in silent envy as she, red-faced and sweating profusely after another death-defying drive, staggered through the old oak door of yet another property perched above the Luberon Valley.

None of them was as lovely as the first.

At last, after another morning of fruitless endeavour, the Frenchwoman turned to her in the white sitting room of a house that had been renovated to suit a die-hard minimalist—the bathroom was a white cube, the walk-in wardrobe held only white clothes, and there was no sign of anything as vulgar as a cooker in the sparkling white kitchen—and declared flatly, “This is not for you.”

“No, I agree.”

“It is too clean, too chic. Le Chant d’Eau at St Merlot—that’s the one for you.”

Bit rude. Or was she simply being truthful? Penelope drew herself up, well aware that her Marks & Spencer wrap dress did not cut the mustard. No doubt Mme Valencourt had evaluated its forgiving elastane content with a laser-eyed glance, along with the shortcomings of the comfortable—and very reasonably priced—suedette boots she was wearing.

Penelope had her pride. “I don’t know about that.”

“It’s old and in need of attention.”

Now she was definitely being rude. Penelope made an effort to pull in her stomach.

“But it could be brought back to life,” went on Mme Valencourt airily.

“That’s good to know.”

“It has been neglected for many years. The owners lived in Lyon and hardly ever came here after the first few years.”

“Why ever not?”

“They were old and now they are both dead, and their children are selling it. I will take you to see it again.”

* * *

BY THE time Penelope returned to England, she congratulated herself on having spent an interesting two weeks in the Luberon. She had seen a bit more of local life than just wandering from her rented gîte in Ménerbes to the restaurant to drink rosé. There had been some interesting trips and—now that she had survived to tell the tale—a thrilling amount of danger provided by Mme Valencourt’s reckless disregard of other road users.

She had a lot of fun talking up the house hunt, the loveliness of the valley, and her adventures. And it did the family no end of good to think that she just might move abroad and leave them to it. Since she’d taken early retirement, they had taken her too much for granted as an on-call unpaid babysitter, errand runner, chauffeur, and cook.

She did it all willingly and for love—but they might have been a bit more appreciative.

“Typical,” said Justin, “always thinking of yourself.”

At twenty-nine, he had grown disconcertingly like his father. He was certainly as self-centred, with the same willingness to blame her for everything. No wonder his girlfriend Hannah looked increasingly sour. And their two-year-old son Rory was a holy terror.

“If I were only thinking of myself, I would not be looking after Rory this weekend while you and Hannah go away for a break,” Penelope reminded him. “Or collecting him from playgroup on Thursdays and giving him his tea while Hannah goes to Pilates.”

“I thought grandmothers wanted to be involved. We’re doing you a favour.”

“Thank you for that.”

“We could easily pay someone to do it, no problem.”

He had his father’s arrogance about money, too, now he looked to be making a success of his job at an investment bank in the City.

His elder sibling Lena was less rude, mainly because she was pregnant again and was counting on Penelope’s support. Lena’s husband James was trying to get his own adventure holiday business off the ground, and seemed to be away more than he was home, spending large sums in the process. Penelope was often called in to help with Zack and Xerxes, mini dictators of four and three respectively. Xerxes! What would they call the next one, for heaven’s sake—Genghis?

“What am I going to do without you? You can’t go!” wailed Lena. “Is this about all the plates the boys smashed because you wouldn’t let them play football in your kitchen?”

The rows went on, with a few satisfying results. Lena promised to start disciplining her boys. Justin apologised and assured her that Hannah hadn’t meant to be rude when she was overheard calling Penelope “an uptight, mean Home Counties throwback who has no idea about the modern world.” That had hurt, at the time. Especially when Penelope thought of all the years of her relative youth she had devoted to being a good mother after she married David, a charming widower with a sad, baffled smile and two small children. On the plus side, it prompted her to book an appointment at an expensive hair salon in London for an overhaul.

She emerged with a choppy bob that showed off the thickness of her natural red-gold hair. Despite the inevitable signs of age in her body since she turned fifty the previous year, Penelope was proud that she had not yet found a strand of grey. Not that any of her friends believed her, but it was true. After that, she embarked on a mission to shop.

This was a rare event these days. Clothes shopping could be so traumatic, what with middle-aged spread and the shock of the initial glimpse in the changing-room mirror. But this time Penelope found it quite empowering. Despite appearances, she felt younger in heart than she had for a long time. After twenty-odd years of trying to be a good wife as well as a good mother despite feeling quite unhappy quite a lot of the time, she had left David five years previously after one affair too many. His affairs, not hers. Until the separation, Penelope had remained utterly faithful.

* * *

PENELOPE MET friends for lunch at Café Rouge, tried to get interested in playing bridge, continued to do her bit for Lena and Justin and their families, and experienced all the usual irritations of living in the South of England: the sense that living close to London brought as many disadvantages as advantages; the endless traffic hold-ups and roadworks; the rudeness of young assistants in shops; the grumbling of people who then said, “Mustn’t grumble”; the rain and the chill of depressing grey days; the television programmes featuring desperate searches for the few bargain antiques that hadn’t yet had their day on-screen.

The unrelenting drizzle had become a deluge on the day the telephone rang from France.

“Allo? Mme Kite?”

“Oui,” said Penelope.

“Clémence Valencourt, calling from the Agence Hublot in Ménerbes. I thought you might like to know that Le Chant d’Eau is now available for purchase.”

Caught on the hop, Penelope was lost for words. In Esher, the song of the water rattled the guttering as the wind hurled the cloudburst straight at Bolingbroke Drive.

“Madame? Are you there?”

“Yes, yes . . . I’m sorry, I couldn’t quite hear you. The property at St Merlot? I thought it was for sale when you took me to see it.”

“Yes . . . and no. Technically, it could not be sold as there was a problem because one small parcel of the land had the wrong title attached.”

“So . . . what is the situation now, then?”

“The title has been corrected and legally registered. The property can now be sold with no more problems. There are some other people interested in it, but I know that house is right for you. I am never wrong about these matters.”

The Frenchwoman had some nerve.

“Yes, tatty and old, just like me,” said Penelope sharply. “I understand what you are saying.” Even on the phone, this Frenchwoman made her feel huge, though five foot six wasn’t exactly Amazonian, and the 5:2 diet, though brutal, seemed at last to be having some small effect.

“Not at all,” said Mme Valencourt. “The house has been sadly neglected, but it is very special, with a great beauty that only needs some love and attention to shine.”

Penelope pulled her cardigan tighter around her. “I think I see what you mean.” In her mind, she could see the vista of the valley, that extraordinary view from above the rocky fortress of Saignon, the rippled mountains and their winding tracks. The blue skies and warm sun. A glass of rosé on a little wrought-iron table on the terrace, perhaps with a painted terra-cotta bowl of black olives flecked with herbes de Provence . . .

“The price is very reasonable. The house, it is solid. And I will be able to assist you with finding builders to renovate it to your taste.” The Frenchwoman had lowered her voice to a seductive purr.

Unbidden, more images from Penelope’s persuasive daydreams re-formed . . . long summer days spent finally learning to paint. Wonderful fresh fruit and vegetables to grow and cook. A chance to meet some new and interesting people. That little writing desk in the corner by the open window. And her music, of course. She could start playing her cello again. A new setting would give her the impetus she had lacked in Esher, where she had lost the heart for it. A fresh start . . .

She pulled herself out of her reverie. “Absolutely not. I can’t take on a project like that. It’s a ridiculous idea!”
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THE HOUSE, TITLE, AND LAND were duly purchased and transferred, all the knotty legal issues scrutinised by a notary in Avignon. Penelope flew down to the South of France for two days, and spent most of them in the notary’s office listening to him read a homeowner’s version of War and Peace out loud, reciting the history of every aspect of Le Chant d’Eau, including its current status regarding energy consumption, lead paint, and insect infestation. Her house in Esher, which suddenly seemed a model of hassle-free home ownership, was rented out, and most of her possessions sent into storage.

“I am not doing this to spite you!” she said, yet again, to the children. “I am doing it for me, because I have a life too.”

They stopped speaking to her, and then came round for more arguments. Justin gave her a lecture on family responsibilities and the name of a private doctor who specialised in HRT and midlife crisis counselling. Lena fumed. Zack and Xerxes wailed and howled and kicked Penelope on the shins when she told them off.

Penelope loved her family very much, but she thought it would do them good to be without her for a while.

* * *

BY THE time she was all set to leave, it was August. The perfect time to move into an old house in Provence. No need to worry about heating it yet, and the days were still long. Penelope took three days driving down through France in a nearly new dark-blue Range Rover she had bought to feel secure on the roads. Nor did she want to worry about navigating the rutted track to the house or getting stuck up a hill in winter weather. It also had plenty of room for the essentials she brought with her. She gave herself treats along the way in the form of spa hotels, and stayed her first night in Provence in a boutique B&B in Avignon. She didn’t know when she was next going to be able to sleep in luxury.

First thing the next morning she drove to Ménerbes, where she shook hands with Mme Valencourt at the Agence Hublot and collected the key to the front door of her property. The rest of the keys were in a wooden casket in a kitchen drawer, apparently.

Excitement overcame Penelope’s residual fatigue after the long drive on her own. She had made it! She steered the Range Rover due east along the D900, the main valley road, with the imposing rippled backdrop of the Luberon Mountains on her right. Apple and plum orchards, now fruiting, lined the route. Ancient stone mills and farms dotted fields of cut lavender and vineyards. The lower hills were topped with white stone houses and castles and churches like drip icing on cakes. Olive trees waved their silvery welcome in a lazy breeze.

St Merlot was a sleepy village at the unfashionable end of the Luberon Valley, but that was its charm. Hidden in the creases of the ridge, the road ascended through Saignon on its rocky outcrop, and then continued to wind into the high folds of the hills.

Penelope noted the turning for the track to Le Chant d’Eau, marked by a small run-down house, and carried on up into the village. St Merlot was an authentic, unspoilt place, seemingly missing from the tourist itineraries, a sprinkle of sun-gilded stone on a mild hillock surrounded by dry-stone walls and wildflowers. It boasted no ruined castle or grand church.

The road passed through a small wood and then a cherry orchard. The oldest part of the village, with its winding streets and hidden alleys, lay to the left. She drew up on the right, close to a large place surrounded by plane trees. Behind the trees on two sides of the open space stood pale ochre-plastered houses with brightly painted shutters. One side bordered the road, and the fourth was open to the breathtaking view down the valley.

The square was empty apart from an old man reading La Provence on a bench in the shade. Parked up at the far edge was an equally elderly bus painted lavender-mauve, bearing the legend “Bibliobus” and the image of a shelf of books. On the far side was a small garage with a petrol pump, where a man in sunglasses and overalls was attending to a car. That was nice to see, she thought—some good old-fashioned service.

The épicerie-fruiterie across the street was another welcome sight. On the display outside, peaches and nectarines gave off the evocative sweet scent of properly ripened fruit. Penelope went inside. She was getting a very good feeling about this.

She bought some patties of fresh goats’ cheese, jambon cru, tomatoes, olives, peaches, an orange-fleshed Cavaillon melon, and a bottle of local rosé. That would do for lunch and supper.

When she asked for bread, the woman at the counter pointed towards the corner of the square. Penelope thanked her and wandered over there, blinking against the brightness. The boulangerie was a narrow yellow building with a few chairs and tables outside under a vine canopy. She bought a golden-crusted baguette and then, on impulse, added a slice of apricot tart to her purchases. It looked so pretty, it was impossible to resist. Penelope could see she was going to have problems here.

Her spirits sank at the end of the potholed track to Le Chant d’Eau.

The old farm had changed out of all recognition.

Since her last visit, the grass had grown to heights unimaginable in the early spring. As she opened the oak front door, a large lump of plaster detached itself from the ceiling and plunged to the tiled floor beneath, shattering and adding to the fine miasma of dust that hung in the air.

She took a deep breath. Keep calm. “This is my adventure,” she said to herself. She had to pull herself together and make a go of it.

She went back out to the car to unload bottled water, a primus stove, a camp bed, candles, matches, and cleaning equipment, along with wine and other emergency rations. She flicked switches and turned on taps in hope rather than expectation. Nothing happened.

For the first time in a very long while she found herself wishing she wasn’t on her own. That she had someone by her side to share responsibility—and, perhaps, equal blame—for this madness. She picked a piece of plaster out of her hair, now ever so slightly less well styled than when it was first cut but still good enough for Mme Valencourt to have nodded in what seemed like approval when she had gone to pick up the keys.

Her mobile chirruped.

“You have arrived?” It was Mme Valencourt.

“I have.” Penelope was absurdly pleased to hear from her, though she hoped that wasn’t too obvious. I managed to drive here all the way from England, she thought—I should have been able to make it from Ménerbes to St Merlot.

“Do you need a man, madame?”

“I beg your pardon?”

“A man, to help with the garden. The grass is very tall, is it not?”

Penelope had a sudden welcome vision of a strong man swinging a large scythe. She moved to the window and looked out. The large field of gently waving grass offered a tantalising glimpse of walled garden and pool beyond. “You are quite right, madame. I certainly do need some help. I had no idea the garden would be so out of control.”

“I think I know of someone who would be able to help, madame. He also offers other services. Would you like me to introduce him?”

“I think you’d better,” said Penelope, weakly. “And quite soon.”

“I will bring him tomorrow.”

“By the way, I’m going to need some electricity and water, too.”

“Of course. I will see to it.”

Penelope’s spirits rose. She hadn’t been expecting this level of after-sales care. She was impressed.

* * *

IT WAS past six o’clock when Penelope finally finished sweeping and dusting and making base camp in the house. She thought about rewarding herself with a cup of tea, but instead went out into the garden, feeling the twinges in her back as she straightened up. An eagle or some other bird of prey wheeled slowly overhead on the thermals. All was quiet, apart from the cicadas.

Penelope took in a deep breath of pine and thyme and allowed herself to relax. The incredible view, as ever, stopped her in her tracks. Le Chant d’Eau was high enough that the hill spurs that sloped down into the great valley appeared one behind the other as if cut out and placed in a Victorian diorama.

It was all going to be fine. One day soon, this hillside garden would be a gorgeous haven of scents and flowers. She and her friends would drift around in white linen clothes, picking sprigs of lavender and sipping glasses of ice-cold rosé. A bit of hard work—quite a lot of hard work—and she would have both a retreat and a social hub when it suited her to invite some guests.

“S-ss-salaud!”

The shout pulled her rudely back to earth.

It was followed by a stream of French swear words that even she could recognise. They seemed to be coming from a large thicket of bamboo nearby. The canes waved about in an agitated fashion, and then released a small, wiry man. He was staggering a little, a soggy roll-up cigarette fixed to his lower lip.

Penelope stared, uncertain what to do. Get off my land would surely not have been an appropriate response.

The man stumbled over to her, dropping ash off the tip of his cigarette. She hoped he wouldn’t spark a fire in the long dry grass. He fixed Penelope with beady, ratlike eyes.

“C’est à moi!”

Penelope still did not know what to say.

“Ce terrain—c’est à moi!”

This land was his? She felt her face redden and began to prepare a suitable French rebuttal to this ludicrous claim.

The man waved a hand over the garden where they were standing, and had to fight to keep his balance. “Mon terrain!”

“I’m sorry,” said Penelope haughtily and in English, to signal that she did not intend to engage with him. She pointed at herself. “Ma maison maintenant.”

The news that the house belonged to her now provoked an incomprehensible outburst. The man jabbed his own chest with a thumb and threw out both arms in a gesture that almost unbalanced him, such was its fervour.

Penelope stood her ground.

The impasse lasted for several minutes, during which Penelope took in his rough blue jacket and dirty trousers. His leather shoes were workers’ wear and badly scuffed. His eyes seemed to blur and then refocus with renewed anger. His hair stuck up in tufts, as if he had fallen asleep and hadn’t combed it afterwards.

No further words were exchanged. They stared at each other. Then, bristling with Gallic indignation, the man took a threatening step towards her. She started back.

Without another word, he gesticulated and then turned on his heel. He exited through the bamboo, and she caught glimpses of him as he made his way back down the track to the main road, weaving from one side of the path to the other.

Feeling rather shaky, Penelope abandoned further garden explorations and made for the cool cellar, where she had left her bottle of rosé. Until she acquired a fridge—and electricity, for that matter—her evening glass of wine was not going to be ice-cold as she liked it. But needs must. She poured a large measure into a plastic glass.

Mon terrain! Ma maison maintenant! The furious exchange echoed in her head.

She placed a camping chair outside the kitchen door on the patio, sipping as she let the stunning hillside vista work its magic.

Gradually her nerves calmed and her veins started to fizz with optimistic anticipation. It was just one odd man. Perhaps he was some kind of country tramp—did they still have them in Provence? Perhaps he had been squatting here, and was furious that she had forced him to move on. After a while, a phrase welled up from nowhere. Emotion recollected in tranquillity.

At first, she couldn’t think where it came from. Then she smiled. It was one of Camrose’s quotes. From his beloved Wordsworth, of course.

She could hear Camrose saying it, pathology report in front of him on the mahogany desk. Taking off his glasses and rubbing his right temple. Strain in the cornflower-blue eyes, the cost of revealing the painful truths told by a body after violent death. “‘Emotion recollected in tranquillity,’ Penny. That’s all I can offer to the dead. Let justice do the rest.”

He was probably on a hillside himself right now, rambling down from a long afternoon above Grasmere: book of Wainwright walks in one pocket, poetry in the other; escapee from the new Home Office directives, bureaucracy, and political correctness that were anathema to the eminent and individualistic forensic pathologist Professor Camrose Fletcher. He had chosen retirement, the freedom to speak as he found, and the walking trails of his beloved Lake District.

For ten years he had been a wonderful boss, a loyal friend, and, for the duration of one magical conference in Stockholm, a lover. Not that that had changed anything back in London, and Penelope had continued to work happily as his personal assistant. They were both of that old-fashioned school of thought that decreed that what happened abroad, stayed abroad.

Penelope raised her glass to the north.

He would probably never know how much his integrity and faith in human nature had helped her.

* * *

THE BREAD and olives and cheese made a delicious al fresco supper, and tiredness began to overwhelm Penelope. She noticed that the level in the bottle of wine had dropped surprisingly. A fruity little number, she thought, giggling to herself—I must get some more of this! She made a mental note of the producer and, in the spirit of recklessness that had brought her this far, sloshed the remains into her plastic glass.

She was just thinking how wonderfully quiet the location was when the throaty roar of a car engine ripped into the silence, revved up loudly, and took off at speed. A red blur appeared briefly on the bend of the road below and disappeared, trailing a roll of thunder. Penelope frowned. She hoped this was not one of those racetrack roads where daredevil drivers disturbed the peace at night.

But as quickly as it had been disrupted, silence fell once again.

She slept on her narrow camp bed that night less like a log than a felled spruce pine.
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MME VALENCOURT STEPPED DAINTILY OVER the chunk of fallen plaster by the front door as she introduced a small old man straight from the pages of a Pagnol novel. He clutched a beret that may have once been blue between his nicotine-stained fingers.

“Bonjour, Mme Kite.”

Penelope was not at her best. And wailing at the kitchen walls and diving at wasps in the maddening heat all morning had not helped. Her headache was a reminder to stick to Perrier for a while and cross that particular rosé off the shopping list. She hoped this wasn’t the first ominous stage of becoming a cliché: the wine-soaked middle-aged expat.

“Please, I think you can call me Penny now.”

“Of course. Penny. And you can call me Mme Valencourt”—she paused and smiled—“a little joke, Penny!” Penelope was not so sure, as the Frenchwoman continued, “I would like you to meet M. Charpet. He is the gardener who worked for the previous owners.”

Penelope gazed at the Provençal stereotype in front of her. Judging from his walnut complexion and his gnarled hands, he had clearly lived his life outdoors. His age was difficult to estimate, but he could not have been less than seventy-five, she thought. A large and droopy moustache gave him a look of comic melancholy that made him rather endearing. She stood up and stretched out a hand.

“Bonjour, M. Charpet.”

She almost withdrew the hand in shock as he grasped her fingers and swiftly, with a neat bow, kissed the outstretched knuckles.

“Enchanté, madame.” He followed with a stream of incomprehensible French patois to Mme Valencourt. Penelope looked questioningly at her estate agent.

“He is saying, Penny, that he did not realise that English women could be so beautiful, even at your time of life.”

Ouch. Penelope was not sure how to react to that. Expediency demanded that she take it as a compliment. “Enchantée de faire votre connaissance, M. Charpet.”

Another stream of French was directed at Mme Valencourt.

“He wants to know when he should start.”

“But I haven’t interviewed him—there’s the matter of references, pay scales!” Penelope had a view of employment practice honed by the bureaucracy of the Home Office. “And then there’s hours, holidays, paperwork, surely?” Like all English expatriates, she was fully resigned to the legendary mountains of French bureaucracy.

Mme Valencourt smiled. “Paperwork?”

“Yes, paperwork—the piles of bureaucratic paperwork before you can do anything that everyone knows is what happens in France! What about the social taxes and employer premiums that the notary in Avignon was so clear about?”

“It is not necessary in this case.”

“But the notaire said—always keep the paperwork!”

“Indeed. But not in the case of M. Charpet. A simple handshake will do. He is a man of honour.”

The lugubrious face of M. Charpet suddenly brightened in recognition of a word he recognised. He clasped Penelope’s hand.

“L’honneur, madame, l’honneur,” intoned the new appointee, and broke into a wide and toothless smile.

“Let’s go into the garden,” said Penelope.

Outside, M. Charpet sniffed the air, then nosed in silence around the garden, managing, in under ten minutes, to find the stopcock for the outside water supply and the electricity meter, hidden behind several years’ growth of ivy.

“Il faut tout nettoyer, madame,” he remarked, pulling away great branches of vegetation to reveal a stone wall beneath.

He wanted to clean the garden? She supposed he must mean clear it.

In steadily improving French, Penelope enquired about the electricity and water.

“Ah—l’électricité—il faut téléphoner à l’EDF, et pour l’eau, SIVOM.”

“How long will it take?” asked Penelope, addressing Mme Valencourt.

M. Charpet contorted his mouth into a clown-like expression of unhappiness. “Beh . . . une semaine, peut-être deux, madame.”

Two weeks? Penelope’s heart sank. “Et la piscine—the swimming pool? Is it usable?”

They picked their way gingerly past ferocious-looking bramble thorns. Given time, thought Penelope, the swimming pool in the walled garden could be spectacularly beautiful. In her imagination, she placed some old pottery urns and filled them with geraniums. Perhaps some reclaimed stone statues might be found to adorn the four corners of the pool when it was restored to its turquoise glory. The view through the arches was a sheer delight.

She was lost in her garden reverie as they opened the door in the wall to the reality. The old cypresses standing guard looked browner and more lifeless than ever. Penelope surveyed the bare bones of the pool, peering down at the brown rainwater and rotting leaves that nearly filled it. At least that meant it probably wasn’t leaking. Getting the house up and running in the searing summer heat was going to be hard work, but it would be bearable if she had a pool to cool off in.

An unpleasant and not entirely encouraging smell rose from the murky water.

She turned to M. Charpet with a questioning look.

The gardener looked grim. He took off his beret again, and shook his head. Then he exchanged some rapid-fire French with Mme Valencourt.

“What does he think?” asked Penelope brightly. Perhaps optimism would sway him.

“There is . . . he is just checking something,” said the estate agent guardedly.

Charpet went into the pump house and emerged with a large pole. He plunged it into a clump of sodden leaves and seemed to prod something solid.

“What is it?” asked Penelope.

“It could be a sanglier—a wild boar. Sometimes when there is no cover over a swimming pool, the animals can fall in at night.”

Penelope supposed that it must have been very determined to find water, as the only viable entrance to the pool garden for an animal would have been through the arches that opened onto a narrow terrace.

Prodded by Charpet’s pole, the mysterious entity seemed to puff up, like fabric filled with air. He pushed the leaves away.

They all made involuntary noises.

“Aye! Mon dieu!”

“Eee!”

“Bloody hell!”

The body was not animal. It was human.

* * *

THEY STOOD in stunned silence at the pool’s edge. “Mon dieu,” repeated M. Charpet, and then again for good measure. The body was facedown in the brackish water. It seemed to be wearing a dark jacket that deflated again and settled on its back, while one arm floated free of last winter’s leaves.

Abruptly, Mme Valencourt broke the trance. “La police. Il faut téléphoner aux gendarmes!” She pulled out her mobile and in a moment was speaking in a rapid staccato, too quickly for Penelope to follow.

She felt dreadfully sick again, but was unable to take her eyes off the corpse. A moment of giddiness overcame her, and she stumbled. The estate agent gripped her arm.

“Madame . . . Penny, quelle horreur!”

There were no words to frame what Penelope felt. A dead body, in her swimming pool. It lay in a soup of muddy twigs and leaves, pond weed, a plastic cup, and even an old playing card. The ace of spades floated incongruously just out of reach of the corpse’s wrinkled hand, as if it had just been flipped over to win some soggy game. She let herself be guided to the shade of the wall to sit down on the long grass. The estate agent stood over her, tapping a lacquered nail on the screen of her smartphone. M. Charpet stood a little apart from them, still holding the pole that had touched the corpse and muttering to himself.

No one dared leave the scene.

“How long has it been there?” Penelope managed at last.

Mme Valencourt gave her an odd look. “Madame, did you see anything when you arrived yesterday?”

“No, of course not!” Penelope stared at her wildly. All those legal searches on the house that the notary had intoned aloud in his office, all the asbestos checks and insect infestation checks and metal fatigue tests and environmental energy checks on the property . . . not one of them had included a Dead Body Check, had it?

“OK, OK . . . we are calm,” said the estate agent.

Penelope didn’t feel calm, but she knew she had to keep the lid on her panic. No doubt the police would ask exactly the same question. She thought back carefully. Had she looked at the pool yesterday evening and just not seen anything out of the ordinary?

Her head was pounding.

It was not long before they heard sirens in the distance. The first police officers arrived within twenty minutes. The farm track filled with a mass of blue cars, peaked helmets, and uniforms; an entire police force seemed to have descended on the crime scene. Penelope sat dumbstruck as gendarmes streamed through the door in the wall to the pool garden.

It didn’t seem quite real. In all her years working for Professor Fletcher at the Home Office Department of Forensic Pathology and at University College, London, she had worked on detailed photographic reports but had rarely seen a dead victim in the flesh. She certainly had not expected to do so in early retirement in Provence. She sat quietly, knowing that sooner or later she was going to be questioned and trying to marshal her thoughts.

Mme Valencourt was engaged in deep conversation with a beefy uniformed policeman. A dapper man in a dark suit arrived and immediately joined the discussion. They all looked over at Penelope. It was obvious they were discussing her.

Penelope closed her eyes and wished it would all go away. She felt sorry for the man in the pool, whoever he was, and then guilty that she felt even worse that it had to happen in her pool.

“Mme Kite?”

Penelope looked up. The estate agent had brought over the man in the suit.

“Mme Kite, I present to you Inspector Paul Gamelin from the headquarters of the Police Municipale in Cavaillon. He will be examining whether a crime has been committed here.”

Penelope felt a bit wobbly as she stood up.

Inspector Gamelin shook her hand. He was in his forties, with a tanned, narrow face and greying hair. He looked grave as he spoke to her in excellent English.

“I understand you have only been in this property since yesterday, madame.”

“That is correct, yes.”

“I will ask you to come to the police station to make an official statement in due course.”

Penelope nodded.

“But I ask you now to tell me everything that comes to your mind. What did you hear, what did you see?”

“Nothing. There’s nothing I can tell you!”

“Can you confirm that there was no man in the swimming pool yesterday, when you arrived?”

A deep breath. “I’m sorry, I cannot be sure of that.”

Gamelin narrowed his eyes. “Why not?”

“Because I didn’t go into the pool garden yesterday. I intended to—I came out into the garden after I had done some cleaning in the house and brought my things in from the car. As you can see—as Mme Valencourt will confirm—the house is not in a good state. I spent my time after arriving here trying to make it habitable. Dusting, sweeping. I stopped some time after six o’clock.”

And perhaps it was just as well I didn’t go into the pool garden, she thought. She didn’t know what she would have done if she’d found the body by herself. It would have been thoroughly unpleasant. It was just as well this was the way it had happened.

“I came outside but didn’t get any farther than the bamboo over there,” she continued, “because there was a man who—”

A series of shouts from the direction of the pool interrupted any further exchange.

They hurried back into the walled garden, where the uniformed policeman who seemed to be in charge was directing operations. The body was already being hauled out by a number of men in white overalls, while another took photos of the scene.

Penelope’s first thought was that they couldn’t consider this to be a crime, or they would be proceeding much more carefully, to preserve any evidence. They must be sure that the cause of death was an accident.

Half repulsed, half fascinated, Penelope watched as the corpse was lifted from the water.

Muddy drips blotched the stone surround like dried blood.

She gasped.

“What is it?” asked Mme Valencourt. She seemed to be observing Penelope closely.

“The man . . . I think I have seen him before.”

Inspector Gamelin was staring at her intently.

“I saw him yesterday evening . . . he came through the bamboo screen from the track and started shouting at me that this was his house!”

His tufty hair was now slicked to his head with rotting leaves, but he was wearing the clothes Penelope had noticed and the same shoes. She always noticed men’s shoes. The insolent mouth was slack and had lost the roll-up cigarette, but it was him all right.

“Although”—Penelope shook her head—“there’s so much puffy bruising around the temples and eyes that it’s hard to be absolutely sure.”

The discolouration of the face was intensified by a slick of foul-smelling pool debris that dripped from his hairline.

“I’m as sure as I can be that the man I met last night was wearing those clothes. And I think I recognise the face, but I can’t be absolutely sure.” She had dealt with enough of Professor Fletcher’s cases to know that what could not be proved forensically should not be suggested without a caveat.

Mme Valencourt translated as Penelope explained exactly what had happened the previous evening. Gamelin looked more and more serious. They were joined by another officer. Then the estate agent stepped away to call someone on her mobile.

“What’s happening? Who is—was—this man?” Penelope asked when Mme Valencourt returned to her side.

“I have spoken to le maire. He is coming down now.”

“The mayor?”

“The mayor of the village knows everything that goes on here, and everyone who lives here. He will be able to identify the body.” Mme Valencourt shrugged. “You would have had to be introduced to him soon in any case—and it should have been a great pleasure. It is a terrible shame that it has to be now under these circumstances.”

“Why should I have had to meet him?” Penelope bristled. Her experience of English mayors was of pompous small-town busybodies with ceremonial regalia clanking around their necks. She had no wish to meet one for a fascinating discussion about traffic management or borough spending priorities. The whole point of coming to France was that she wouldn’t have to do anything that was expected of her.

“You must always be introduced to the mayor.”

This all seemed rather formal to Penelope. The idea of walking into the mairie to introduce herself as the latest foreign newcomer was distinctly Home Counties. And certainly not during the unfolding of a dead-body-shaped crisis at her new house, before she’d even recovered from her moving-in hangover.

“Really?” She gave the word an edge that was apparently lost in translation.

“It must be done.”

“But—”

“Le maire de St Merlot . . . you will want to meet him. He is sympa.”

“Sympa?”

“Sympathique—nice. And also—” Mme Valencourt widened her eyes.

“Yes?”

“You will see.”

* * *

LESS THAN ten minutes later, a tall man of around forty-five strode towards them, loping through the long grass like Indiana Jones. Penelope immediately understood what the estate agent was trying to say.

In her student years at Durham University, Penelope had joined the French Film Society, a club mainly composed of rather self-satisfied ex-public-school boys rebelling in tight black suits, smoking Gitanes and wearing dark glasses at night. In the dull and fog-ridden streets of the town, the latter frequently led to collisions with bikes, lampposts, or worse. In the figure now standing before her, Penelope recognised the Gallic glamour they had been striving for. This was the real deal. Floppy, sun-streaked hair. Caramel tan. Cheekbones. He was gorgeous.

The mayor kissed Mme Valencourt three times on alternate cheeks and then turned to Penelope and introduced himself in fluent though heavily accented English.

“Mme Keet. What can I say? This must be a terrible shock for you.”

Penelope went a bit giddy. She could not frame
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