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About the Book

What do you do if you reach your thirties and still don’t feel grown-up?
 Why fritter away your life in front of a computer when you could be wielding manly power-tools?
 How do you learn to be a hero if you suspect you may be a wimp?

These and other pressing questions are what drove Michael Wright to give up his comfortable South London existence and set out, with just his long-suffering cat for company, for La Folie – a dilapidated fifteenth-century farmhouse in need of love and renovation in the heart of rural France.

Inspired by his much-loved newspaper column, C’est La Folie is the gloriously entertaining account of his struggle to make the transition from chattering townie to solitary paysan at one with the livestock, the locals and the landscape of his adopted home.

Witty and winningly honest, this tale of a new life abroad with a cat, a piano and an aeroplane is as much an elegy for rural France as a hymn to the simple pleasures of being alive.

To explore life at La Folie further, visit www.lafolie.co.uk
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For my parents, Anne and Peter,
who made it all possible


AUTHOR’S NOTE

Jolibois is the name I have given to the nearest town to La Folie. Though you will not see it on any map, it is not hard to find. And perhaps you will not feel the urge to try. For there are many other little towns, and many other incarnations of Jolibois, waiting to be explored and appreciated, all over France.


A NOTE ON THE PAPERBACK EDITION

This new paperback edition contains the complete and unabridged text of the original hardback version of C’est La Folie, with the odd tweak and twiddle where necessary.

I am very grateful to those readers who have written to me, thanking me for the book. Several have expressed doubt as to whether the story is true or not. I should therefore like to emphasise that yes, it is true, and that a quest to be searchingly honest lies at the heart of the narrative.

Many people have written to ask when a sequel will appear. The truth is that this first book was more of a labour of love, and harder to write than I would ever have imagined. But I am now working on a follow-up, and will do my best to finish it before the world ends.

Several months after C’est La Folie first appeared, I am relieved to report that Jolibois life still burbles along in the same old key, and that the townspeople have not felt the urge to drum me out of the region – though this may be because the book has not yet been translated into French.

At La Folie, meanwhile, the cat still purrs on the windowsill behind my desk. Gaston, my toothless old ram, gazes lustfully as ever at the plump white sheep in my neighbour’s field. I have not yet managed to crash my plane. And the Lone Pine still casts its long shadow over us all.

Michael Wright
La Folie 2007
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Quand on veut un mouton, c’est la preuve qu’on existe
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PRELUDE

I am three years old, and I want to be Queen Victoria’s train-driver.

No matter that I have missed the bus by a hundred years. I can daydream for hours about the Royal Queen, gazing at pictures of her carriage in the royal train.

My train.

I have regular temper-tantrums, too. Oh, what fun it is, to lie on the floor, screaming and foaming at the mouth. Some people have no respect for the railway timetable.

‘He’ll be in the loony-bin before he’s twenty-one, you mark my words,’ predicts Great-Aunt Beryl.

‘Oh, don’t be ridiculous,’ says my mother. Next day, she and my father take their barking three-year-old up to London, to see a child-psychiatrist.

The shrink gives me some coloured blocks, so he can watch me play.

Only I don’t want to play with the blocks. I want to tell him about the Royal Queen, and my job as her train-driver. Mum and Dad must be thrilled about this. After all, I could have told him I was Jesus, or Napoleon. Whereas instead I have plumped for a nineteenth-century railway-worker on a special contract.

Fortunately, the shrink is a switched-on fellow, and an idea occurs to him.

‘This child is bored,’ he declares, twiddling his chubby thumbs. ‘What he wants is books.’

And so I am given all the books I want, even though the only ones I really like are the ones about the Royal Queen. And after a while I decide that I don’t want to be the royal train-driver after all.

I want to be a Spitfire pilot in the Battle of Britain.

The advantage of 1940 over 1870 is that I am now only about thirty years too late. I haven’t yet twigged that I would need perfect eyesight to be a Spitfire pilot. I’m far too interested in having a pair of tortoiseshell NHS specs like my friend Hancock. So I read nightly under my blanket and stare at my bedside lamp until my retinas ache, in an attempt to strain my eyes. After a while, all I can see on the page is a green-red glow the shape of a lightbulb filament.

Books are good, because they allow me to drive trains and meet the Royal Queen and fly Spitfires in my head. And they provide an excuse for creeping downstairs to the kitchen, where my parents are eating their supper.

‘Daddy, what does naïve mean?’ I ask, peeking round the door of the kitchen to take in the warm smell of garlic and the candle-glow that envelops them.

Some nights they allow me to join them for a few minutes, with a crust of French bread and some watered-down red wine.

‘Wine-and-water is what French children drink,’ says my mother, topping up my glass with water from the tap, as if it were Ribena. Mum loves France. Her favourite cookbooks are by Elizabeth David, which I think is a funny name, because you don’t know if it’s a boy or a girl.

For herself and Dad, Mum cooks recipes from French Provincial Cookery which look brown and forbidding, but whose rich smells come from another world to the Bird’s Eye fish fingers and frozen peas that my brothers and I have for our tea, after Blue Peter and Captain Pugwash.

My father’s culinary gift lies in his appreciation. He venerates my mother’s cooking as if she were the Galloping Gourmet, and he always says her latest creation is really first-class.

I like the Galloping Gourmet, but not as much as I like Douglas Bader or Stanford Tuck. I like Achilles and Hector, too, and Don Quixote, Biggles, Mary Plain, Peter Rabbit and all sorts of other animals that can talk. And the more I read, the more clear I become about what I really want to be.

I want to be a hero.

But I don’t tell anyone about it this time.

Wanting to be a hero feels like a guilty secret, when you’re short and plump and not much good at anything except reading and screaming. So I keep it to myself, and count the days to my twenty-first birthday, hoping that Great-Aunt Beryl made a mistake.

But I’ll admit it now: I’ve wanted to be a hero ever since.

Deep down, perhaps all men do.

The question is, how does one train to be a hero, assuming one is not gifted with all the attributes of an Achilles, a Captain Scott, or a Skywalker? There is no Ladybird book on the subject. And evening classes in Heroism have yet to catch on in the home counties.

I am not talking about the kind of shining hero who rushes in to save children from burning buildings, or flailing women from floods. Nor am I talking about being a public hero, fêted for great deeds. I have in mind a quieter sort of hero. Someone you almost don’t notice when you pass them in the street. The kind of person who, through the way he or she lives their life – bravely and simply and openly – can somehow be a force for good.
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THE END OF THE BEGINNING

My Surrey childhood was as safe and soft as a padded cell in an open prison. The only limitations were the natural restrictions of the Surrey mindset, where doing something wild meant buying a BMW instead of a Cortina, ambition was a well-paid job in the City, and art was the bloke who sang the high bits in ‘Bridge Over Troubled Water’.

No childhood rebellion, no fashionable expulsion for me. I had had my tantrums. I was the swotty goody-goody who begged to be allowed to stay at school for extra lessons on a Saturday afternoon, and played Chopin and Schubert instead of football and cricket. I could bash away at our tiny upright piano for hours on end, trying to play pieces that were far too hard for me. My school nicknames were Brain and Ritz Crackers. I was as rugged as a banana.

When I was nine, my parents went to live Abroad, in Bogotà. I was frightened of Abroad. Abroad meant dusty roads and sunburn. It meant women with moustaches and men with too much aftershave. Abroad, people tried to touch our hair, because it was blond. Abroad, people wanted to kidnap our dad, because he was the boss.

I was afraid of Alone, too. Alone meant that my parents had left without me. Alone was screaming in a foreign bathroom, while maids with moustaches muttered outside the door about what to do in a language I didn’t understand. Alone meant having no one to distract me from the alarming prospect of being myself.

Boarding school was better than Abroad. Better than Surrey, too. At Windlesham, it felt as if someone had flung open the windows of a stuffy room, allowing fresh air and the sounds and smells of nature to flood in. There were no uniforms, enough Latin, few rules and no bullying. There were girls, too, and you were encouraged to talk to them. At night, Greek myths and Chopin ballades were piped into speakers in all the dormitories, to help us sleep. I thought I had been sent to heaven.

One day our geography teacher took us to visit a real farm, and we drank warm, foaming milk, straight from a cow.

My best friend Toby and I made survival kits: army pouches filled with useful gadgets like pocket tin-openers and fish-hooks and matches dipped in nail-varnish to waterproof them. Toby lived Abroad, too, in the Malaysian jungle with his sister Alice, who was very pretty and always homesick. Toby was forever getting into trouble, and I think he was planning a survival adventure, to take Alice home. But I just liked collecting Useful Gadgets.

It didn’t matter that all the other boys – and a lot of the girls – could run faster, stand on their hands for longer, jump out of higher windows than me. There was mist on the sunlit downs. There were thrilling pillow fights. And there were pretty girls in my class, with one of whom – Clara Delaville – I fell desperately in love.

‘You can’t be in love,’ matron told me. ‘Children don’t understand love. It’s just a crush.’

I thought matron was an old bat.

I was convinced that if only I had a Spitfire, I could do a victory roll over the games pitches. And this would make Clara Delaville love me.

One sunny afternoon, another girl in my class led me into the woods. I didn’t love Amelia Blunt, even though she let me touch her boobs. They felt soft and smooth and strange. We were both twelve years old. Amelia’s mouth tasted of Bluebird Toffee, but I was afraid. So I told her I had carpentry; that I needed to finish making my green cheeseboard. And I ran away.

And then I turn my back for a second, and twenty years have slipped by. The green cheeseboard is finished. But London’s friendly red telephone boxes have been uprooted. Train doors no longer slam; they hiss. It’s not safe to walk in the park, darling.

For my job, I work as a theatre critic. People act out heroic stories on stage, and I sit in the darkness and criticize them. I have seen Macbeth nine times, and haven’t enjoyed it once. I think I may be poisoning my mind.

One day, I meet a girl in a black velvet dress at a Christmas party. She is called Marisa and she says she works in publishing.

‘What exactly is it that you’re looking for?’ she asks me, clutching my arm with the insistence of one who has downed one-too-many Moscow Mules. Bright, pretty, curvaceous, determined; tottering on heels too high for her; another child playing at being an adult.

‘I’m looking for someone like you,’ I tell her, because I have had one-too-many Moscow Mules, too.

After a year or so, Marisa and I move into a little house in East Dulwich together, with stripped wooden floors, a garden, and just enough space for my parents’ grand piano, which I have played since I was twelve years old.

We have lively dinner parties and watch mindless television. We drive to the RSPCA rescue centre in Kilburn, and adopt a kitten that has been saved from a laboratory. We don’t think we’ll get married, and we don’t think we’ll have children. Marriage and children are for grown-ups, whereas we are only in our thirties.

I join the local tennis club, play in a jazz band, make an easy living as a freelance journalist, criticizing people for money. Life becomes a catalogue of diversions designed to stop us having to think about the fact that, behind the distractions, there might be nothing there at all.

I have the idea that I am going to write a novel, but London keeps getting in the way. Unlike most first novels, this will not be autobiographical. It is going to be about a hopeless young man who sets himself a series of impossible tasks in order to make himself worthy of the woman of his dreams. I know it will be called The Labours of Jack Larry, but I can’t for the life of me think how to begin. How can I write about someone else’s heroic adventures, when I haven’t had any of my own?

I finally learn to fly, sweltering in the cockpit of a rented Piper Warrior in Florida. My instructor, Anand, is a small, polite and rather beautiful Indian man who, at twenty-one, already has fifteen hundred hours of flying under his belt. He is reassuringly perfectionistic in his approach, which I appreciate more than the way he shrieks ‘Sinking! Sinking! Sinking!’ each time I attempt to land us smoothly on Kissimmee’s runway zero-three. Yes, Anand, I can see we’re sinking. What the hell do you expect me to do about it?

Excited as I am finally to be fulfilling my destiny, sixty years on, I am simply unprepared for how difficult learning to fly turns out to be; for how it leaves my brain feeling like warm scrambled egg. I am not a natural Spitfire pilot after all. Flying is a lot more technical, and a lot less romantic, than I imagined.

Nevertheless, by now I have managed to criticize enough Macbeths to buy my own vintage aeroplane: a bright-yellow Luscombe Silvaire built in 1946. Two seats, side by side, squeezed into a tiny leather-lined cockpit, held aloft by a pair of fabric-covered wings and hauled along by a 65-horsepower Continental engine that looks as if it has been recovered from a peat bog. The Luscombe is no Spitfire, but it smells of the 1940s and I think it is perfect. I begin to discover the romance of flight, after all.

In London, the garden goes to seed, and then to weed.

Marisa and I split up. There is no fighting; no flying crockery. Just a sense that the parallel tracks of our lives are ready to diverge. So we hug each other, and wave our handkerchiefs, and steam off on our separate lines.

And then, one blustery January day, I am sent to interview an actor who is about to star in Macbeth. I leave black footprints on the sleeted pavement as I trudge to the rehearsal room, a one-time nursery school at the end of an East London street that looks as if it still hasn’t recovered from the Blitz. I sit on a child’s plastic chair, watching my tenth Macbeth, without rapture. And instead of thinking up ways of making yet another insecure actor sound fascinating and important, I decide that I am going to go and live in France with a cat and a piano and an aeroplane.

‘So what did you think?’ asks the director afterwards, pulling at the neck of his black polo-neck as if to let the steam escape.

‘Um … interesting,’ I mumble.

‘It’s such a great play.’

I nod, desperate to escape his labrador enthusiasm. ‘It’s made me see my whole life differently,’ I add.

‘God, really? That’s fantastic.’

I am not running away. I happen to think that England is a very good place to live, if one happens to like Marmite and hard cheese. But my London life is uncomfortably comfortable, and I need to create some proper problems for myself. I have had enough of living in a hamster’s sawdust-lined cage. I want a true adventure, instead of endlessly trying to gallop somewhere – anywhere – on my little plastic wheel.

I want to have sheep and chickens and manly power-tools, and to make friends in a foreign language.

I want to watch the seasons passing, and to learn about things that matter, by looking and watching and digging my hands into the dirt.

I want to become the man I always hoped to be, before life got in the way. Abroad. Alone.

In France, perhaps I shall find myself a dishy French girlfriend. And perhaps I shall at last be able to sit down and write The Labours of Jack Larry. I’ve read enough, absorbed enough, endured enough of the buzzing cacophony of London. In my heart, I am a country person who has lived all his life in towns. And I am tired of being this soft, fearful townie, watching nonsense on the telly, sitting through mediocre plays at the theatre, talking trash with my friends to distract myself from the fact that the meter is ticking and I still have done nothing with my life of which I can feel proud. One day, I would love to be a wise old man. I have been extremely successful at the getting-older part. The getting-wiser part is proving tougher to achieve.

More than anything, I want to be able to look my eighteen-year-old self in the eye when I tell him what I’ve been up to. I’m tired of his finger-wagging.

‘Do you mean to tell me that’s all you’ve done in the last twenty years, after the start I gave you?’ he says, as he stands beside my bed with his fresh skin and his blond hair. His face is half in shadow, so I cannot read his expression. But I’d say he isn’t angry; just bemused.
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MARCH: INITIAL VIRILITY TEST

So here I am, driving through rain-tossed rural France, hunting for aerodromes in the dark. Dawn broke an hour ago, and never recovered. The deluge is vicious. It makes me hunch my shoulders and long for hot buttered toast and Horlicks. And I don’t even like Horlicks.

My equipment for the heroic quest is slight. My steed, a Korean rental car the colour of a broad bean. My sword, a smattering of rusty A-level French. For guide, all I have is a soggy 1:500,000-scale aeronautical chart to lead me through the murk.

Later, when the sky clears, I may find that the Limousin is a bosky mélange of trees and lakes and rolling hills and gap-toothed old men bent double beneath bundles of sticks. But for now, black rain smashes itself upon the windscreen, making a March morning feel like a January dusk. It looks as if someone has blown the entire special-effects budget of a cheap thriller on this one scene.

I have no idea where in France I want to live. I only know that it must be near an aerodrome. If we’re drawing Venn diagrams, it should also be far enough south of East Dulwich for the cat to feel an improvement in the weather, yet still close enough to Blighty for me to sally back and forth from time to time.

As a child, my biggest fear was that my parents might die. As an adult, my biggest fear is that my parents will die. So I want to spend as much time with them as possible, while we’re all still breathing.

No one really close to me has ever died, except my grandparents. And even they died at a distance: Pa in hospital, covered in tubes; Nanny in an old people’s home, frightened and alone. I wish I had gone to see her, but I was frightened, too. I think I am more frightened of the people close to me dying than I am of dying myself.

So I don’t want to be too far away. I’d love to pretend that I could simply hop into my Luscombe, yell ‘Chocks away, Taffy’ and fly myself back across the Channel if I should run short of Marmite or PG Tips. But the Luscombe is a doddery old girl, restricted to fair-weather flying, and will only rattle away for about three hundred miles before the fuel runs out and the engine falls annoyingly silent. So that’s another reason for not living too far south. But first I must find a likely aerodrome. For I cannot bring an old aeroplane to France until I have found room at the inn to hangar it.

The barman’s moustache twitches as he slides a smoking coffee towards me.

‘Il n’y a pas d’aérodrome ici, Monsieur.’ He rolls his eyes at the other men in the bar as I struggle to unfold my damp chart, repeating a scenario I have played out in countless bars and tabacs all over France, where aerodrome denial is rife.

‘But what’s this?’ I ask, pointing to the little star beside the name Jolibois on my aeronautical chart. He pulls a smile like the twitch of a suburban net curtain. I stare at the floor, feeling as if I have just asked Mr Bumble for a second bowl of gruel, and wishing that I hadn’t.

At last, one of the early-morning drinkers clears his throat and murmurs something to the barman. The net curtain falls limp.

‘Ah, you mean the landing-strip that the pilots use?’ he huffs, sulkily polishing a glass.

I nod.

‘Well, why didn’t you say so, Monsieur?’ he says. ‘It’s up the road, on the left-hand side.’

So I knock back my coffee, and head off in search of the landing-strip-that-the-pilots-use.

The caffeine is already drumming in my temples as I step outside. The rain has stopped and a trickle of sunlight seeps from a curdled-milk sky. I regard this as a good omen, and immediately set off on the wrong side of the road, straight into the path of a juggernaut with his lights on full beam and his horn blaring.

I swerve, buttocks clenched, as we pass each other, lances raised, like knights at a joust. Except that his horse is rather bigger than mine.

The landing-strip-that-the-pilots-use turns out to be a sloping grass track with a dank bog and a small green hangar at one end of it. Through a crack in the hangar doors, I can just make out the ghostly shapes of several microlights, packed together as tightly as crisps in a bag. No space there for a Luscombe. But at least these planes look as if they fly every once in a while, unlike the dusty spam-cans I have glimpsed through the cracks in hangar doors all over France.

I trudge past the frayed windsock – faded from orange to potato brown – and out on to the runway, trying to picture a bright yellow Luscombe Silvaire landing here.

Then I trek back into Jolibois, in search of the local estate agent. Today is Monday. I’ve given myself a week to find a house near an aerodrome.

Jolibois is a drab medieval sprawl – more purposeful than quaint – wrapped in some grey outskirts that must have looked grim even when they were first built. I’m encouraged by the gleaming pipe-organ in the church, because I’ve been meaning to dust off my preludes and fugues. Besides that, there are several shops flogging health insurance; a hearing-aid centre; an evil 1960s fountain; a small yellow box called the Cinéma Lux; a tennis club beside a petite football stadium; and a swanky-looking theatre with posters for last year’s plays curling on the notice-board outside.

The shops are all shut – perhaps it’s a bank holiday –but there’s a light on in the estate agency.

‘We only have one old house that might suit you, and it’s this one,’ says the pretty estate agent in breathily accented English, after I’ve explained that I’m not quite sure what I’m looking for, but that it will probably be old and isolated and have a leafy view. Bright-eyed and petite, she reminds me of one of the woodland characters in a Disney cartoon. I’m busy thinking what a pretty town Jolibois is when she shows me a picture of a gloomy-looking farmhouse stuck to the side of a hill.

‘Does it have any windows?’ I ask, studying the picture.

‘I think so,’ she says, pursing her lips. ‘Yes, look, there’s one.’

‘J’ai vu la maison,’ says her colleague, Antoine, peering at me over his half-moons. ‘It’s a good house, but it needs a lot of work and the floors are all on a terrible slope. You’d have to do something about that, or you’d get sea-sick.’

‘Can I go and see it today?’ I ask the lady from the Disney cartoon.

‘Sadly not,’ shrugs Antoine, before she can reply. He waves his spectacles at me. ‘Not until the weekend. And there’s another problem, too. It’s the owner. The man’s an ecologist. Polish, I think. Very gruff and difficult. Doesn’t like visitors. You take your life into your own hands when you go up there.’

‘Ah,’ I say, encouraged.

‘Émilie can take you on Saturday morning.’

The Disney lady and I smile uncertainly at each other. Then she pencils me into her diary for the following Saturday. So the first house will also be the last house, for I am booked to fly home on Sunday. In the meantime, I head off in search of my next aerodrome.

At St Juste, a small market town twenty-five minutes’ drive from Jolibois, I discover a friendly little aeroclub whose members are in the process of building a new hangar. Waving me in out of the pouring rain, the club’s genial president even helps me write a letter, requesting a place on the waiting-list for my Luscombe.

‘To whom should I address it?’ I ask, my pen poised above the paper he has provided, as we listen to the rain drumming on the roof of his office.

‘À moi,’ he guffaws, dictating his name and an appropriately high-flown salutation. ‘And you, when are you moving to France?’

‘Very soon,’ I declare confidently.

‘Then you must meet our other English pilot.’

I must have pulled a face, for the president bursts out laughing again.

‘You English are so funny,’ he says. ‘Why is it that you always want to avoid each other?’

I shrug, embarrassed.

‘Ah, but Peter Viola is just the same,’ he continues. ‘Flies his own microlight in all weathers, and speaks good French. You’ll like him, I assure you.’

*

French estate agents are not like English ones. In Britain, you just walk in, tell the man in the shiny suit how many bedrooms you want, and then you leap into his car and go and look at unsuitable properties. In France, estate agents are rounded professionals with strange things like rigorous training and qualifications. They expect you to make an appointment as if you were going to see the doctor. And, like good doctors, they give you a very thorough examination.

‘In town or in the countryside, Monsieur?’ asks the chain-smoking vamp – Cruella De Vil in a tight purple trouser-suit and with a sultry pout – who interrogates me in St Juste later that day.

‘Well, the edge of a town would be all right, if it was leafy.’

‘How much land, Monsieur?’

‘N’importe.’ I shrug. I really don’t mind, just so long as the neighbours have some nice fields for the cat to depopulate.

‘And water?’

‘Ah, bien sûr. Water and electricity, too, please.’

Cruella eyes me wearily from behind a mascara portcullis. ‘I mean, Monsieur, do you wish to be beside a lake or a river?’

‘Sorry – yes, lovely. And not vital.’

‘Dépendances?’

‘No,’ I say. ‘I have no children. Just a cat.’

The sultry pout thins to just two strands of stuck spaghetti. ‘Dépendances, Monsieur … that is, how many outbuildings do you require?’

‘Well, how many would Madame suggest?’

The tip of her cigarette glows as she takes a deep drag.

‘How many square metres of living-space?’

In a panic, I try to guess the size of the little house in East Dulwich. I am about to say a hundred square metres, but that sounds like a football pitch, so I settle on sixty.

‘Soixante?’

Cruella stops writing and begins screwing the lid on to her pen. I can see her mentally cancelling the holiday in the Bahamas she has been planning ever since I walked in. Rattled, I guess again.

‘Seven hundred?’

‘Vous cherchez un château, Monsieur?’

No, no. That’s not right, either. So I split the difference and make a final stab.

‘A hundred and seventy?’

With a smile like an iceberg, Madame writes down ‘200’ in her notebook. And now we come to the virility test.

‘En quel état?’ she asks.

‘Excusez-moi?’ What’s she saying now? Uncle is late?

‘How – much – work – are – you – prepared – to – do – on – the – house?’ she spits, each word shot out in a separate speech bubble.

I will soon learn that there are five levels of manhood in the French estate agent’s virility test:

1. Rénovée: I am a rich cissy.

2. Petits travaux: I’ll wield a paintbrush if you promise not to wobble the ladder.

3. À finir: I watch DIY shows on telly and have my own hammer drill.

4. Habitable: Who needs a bathroom when your tool-belt is as big as mine?

5. À rénover: I am a fearless caveman, skilled in the black arts of the mason, the roofer and the plumber, and only visit the blacksmith when I have a problem with my teeth.

My DIY prowess is strictly level 3 at best, although I do see myself as a testosterone-charged level 4 after half a bottle of wine with someone I’m trying to impress.

The fact is, I’ve always liked the idea of ‘doing up’ a house, heaving spade-loads of cement into a rumbling mixer, and splitting granite with nothing but a Swiss army knife and the sweat of my brow. I’m very keen and all that, for it is undoubtedly vital that the trainee hero chooses gruelling labour over cushy comfort every time. It’s just that I’ve never done anything more complicated than putting up a few lights and painting a shed the wrong colour.

‘If it’s habitable, ça va,’ I declare, puffing out my chest and banging my hand on the desk harder than intended.

‘Oh, really?’ Cruella blows a smoke ring at the ceiling. It looks strangely like a zero. I fear she has twigged that I don’t even possess a tool-belt, let alone a laser gadget for levelling floors.

‘Well, you know,’ I add, attempting a graceful retreat without her noticing. ‘I don’t mind if the place looks a bit shabby.’

‘Petits travaux,’ she sniffs, making a clinical assessment of my manhood on her pad. ‘In that case, Monsieur, I have nothing for you. Come back in a month, and I’ll see what I can do.’

Bracelets jangle on a bony yellow wrist as she offers me her hand.

‘Bonne journée, Monsieur.’
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THE OGRE

Saturday morning arrives at last, and I head off to meet Émilie, the Disney lady, in Jolibois. By now, I have been through a dozen Cruella-type interrogations, seen photographs of hundreds of properties, and been taken to view a surfeit of shambling houses built slap-bang in the middle of someone else’s muddy farmyard. Émilie is already standing outside the estate agency when I arrive.

‘Nice car,’ I say as I slide into the passenger seat of her shiny Renault.

‘Yes, my husband bought it for me as a birthday present,’ she says, checking her make-up in the rear-view mirror.

‘Nice husband.’

‘Oh, Fred is good. I’m very lucky.’

‘Unusual name, for a …’

‘He’s English,’ laughs Émilie. ‘You’ll like him.’

The sky looks as blue as Wedgwood china as we follow the directions to the ogre’s lair. The sunlight glitters on the road, still slick with last night’s rain.

‘So why do you want to live in France?’ asks Émilie.

‘For an adventure.’

She raises her eyebrows. ‘Here, this must be it,’ she says, turning off the road on to a track that seems to rise almost vertically into a dense wood.

‘Are you sure this is a good idea?’ I ask, clinging to the handle above my door as the track veers sharply right and left.

‘No,’ she giggles. ‘But you said you wanted an adventure.’

‘If he becomes violent, you’re in charge,’ I tell her. ‘You have to protect the client at all costs.’

‘OK …’

‘That was a joke, by the way.’

‘I know.’

‘Oh, this is nice,’ we chime, in our different accents.

The drive rises through a cathedral of trees, with great pillars of chestnut and oak. A soft glow suffuses the car, as the sun filters through the natural fan vaulting above us. On either side, strobing beyond the wooded curtain, I catch snapshot glimpses of bright open fields dotted with grazing sheep.

Onwards and upwards we glide, up this track which feels as if only the trees are stopping it from sliding down the hill. It reminds me of going up the drive to Windlesham at the beginning of term, only without that sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach.

Yes, this smells right.

And there, at the top, is a ramshackle house, with bright-blue windows in all the wrong places, and a foreboding pair of zinc-covered barn doors, and a garden so overgrown you could hide tanks in it, dominated by a lone pine as tall as a skyrocket.

And it is perfect.

We scramble up a steep bank towards the front door, and I am a child of five, steaming my tricycle past the Old Ladies’ house in a Guildford suburb, hoping the three sisters who hate children don’t see me. Émilie grins like a child, too; blinking her astonishment at this wild, unkempt place.

But, oh golly: there is the shadowy figure of the ogre moving inside the house. He looks as big as a minotaur. Huge, hunched shoulders and a biblical beard, like a vision of Satan drawn by William Blake. I let Émilie go in front of me. I always used to let Nicholas, my little brother, go first, too, when we cycled past the Old Ladies.

A key rattles in the lock. The latch of the gentian-blue door is turning. Wood scrapes on stone.

The beast is before us.

Monsieur Zumbach appears more nervous than we are as he leads us from room to room. A big, burly man, whose heavy-lidded eyes appear to have been roughly chiselled out by a medieval wood-carver, he nevertheless treads lightly, with the hushed fervour of a druid welcoming visitors to Stonehenge. There is much bowing, much pressing together of palms, and frequent peals of tense laughter, which become more boomingly infectious as we progress through the house. Deep and rough as his voice sounds, it is musical, too, as if an organist were stomping out arpeggios on a pedal-reed. Sometimes he whispers with excitement at his own pronouncements.

Nevertheless, as we wander from room to room, I feel a growing sense of awe, tinged with dread. For it dawns on me that I am not merely being shown a house here; I am being offered a glimpse of my future. And I’m not sure I’m ready for it.

I feel it in the kitchen, where five black carriage-lamps are screwed to the rough-hewn walls, all at different heights, and two benches are set on either side of a simple wooden table in the middle of the stone floor. The combination of sandalwood incense and melancholy choral music gives the gloomy, heavy-beamed space the atmosphere almost of a chapel. I feel it as we step down into what the breathless ogre calls the salon d’hiver – the winter sitting-room – where chestnut logs are crackling and spitting in the wood-burning stove, next to an open fireplace big enough to roast a pair of oxen. And I feel it most as we walk through a pair of doors into the dusty shell of the cavernous salon d’été, when I gaze up at its great roof-beams, forty feet above our heads. The ogre slips outside to open up the zinc-covered barn doors, allowing light from across the valley to flood in through the tall French windows.

This place is like the defunct meeting-place of some secret sect. The roof is no more than a layer of bare tiles sitting upon beams of gnarled oak. Two of the walls appear to be composed largely of dust held together with ancient stones, and the other two are built out of sugarlump slabs; breezeblocks whose slathered mortar has oozed out of the joints like buttercream filling from a Victoria sponge. Two huge cattle-troughs project into the room on one side, with the old oak stalls still supporting the wall above them.

‘A music room,’ I murmur, and see the beast clasp his hands together, as if in prayer.

‘Monsieur Wright, it makes me so happy to hear you say that,’ he says, his eyelids crisping into a grin. But there is an unmistakable catch of sadness in his voice.

As we walk through rooms in various states of disrepair, and stumble through the jungle outside, the house weaves its spell, and I feel as if someone has just told me an awesome secret.

‘What do you think?’ asks Émilie, as we stand on a dusty cement floor, gazing up at the open roof of the cavernous summer sitting-room.

‘I feel nervous. A sort of sinking feeling.’

‘Nervous, why?’

‘Because I have a horrible feeling that I am about to buy a house in France.’

‘I know,’ she smiles.

‘How do you know?’

‘Because I’d like to buy it, too.’

What disarms me is the fact that this place has everything I have been looking for, down to the smallest detail. It’s like something a genie might have created, with a spell. And on top of this, it is surrounded by five acres of wild hillside studded with fruit trees and oaks. So I would be able to have my own sheep. Zumbach describes how he thinks the place may once have been an inn – un relais –on a tributary of the old pilgrims’ route to Santiago de Compostela.

‘You can still see the cairn marking the route on top of the hill behind the house,’ he says, pointing at the wall behind the grease-encrusted gas stove.

But it is the aliveness of the place, as much as its history, that leaps at me. The way the house seems to grow out of the rock on which it is built. The vivid green shoots in the fields, on which the deer get drunk. The trio of goldfish lazing in the stone pool outside the back door. The riot of young trees, spreading within the protective boundary of their elders. The lone pine, tall as a church steeple, bisecting the view of the valley beyond. And the interior of the house itself, so ancient and yet so unfinished, because Monsieur Zumbach – from what I can tell – was interrupted by the departure of his wife just when he was in the middle of renovating it.

‘I always … mais ma femme …’ he says, shaking his head. We wait while he gathers his thoughts. ‘It was a good joke the devil played when he made us desire each other.’

‘I know I’m not meant to say this,’ I tell the ogre, as he makes coffee for me and Émilie in a scarlet pot, ‘but I can’t quite believe I have found this place. Or that nobody else has already bought it.’

‘Je sais. I could tell,’ he says, his eyes sparkling with pleasure. ‘The house has been waiting for you.’

Our eyes meet for a few seconds. Then he glances at Émilie, hesitates, and glances back at me.

‘Monsieur Wright, I take it you are not entirely sane?’

‘Quite correct,’ I reply with a sigh.

‘Good, good.’ He presses his fingers together. ‘Because I must tell you that you do have to be mad to live here. Are you married?’

‘No, I’d be thinking of living here alone.’

The ogre roars with laughter. ‘C’est parfait!’ he exclaims. It’s perfect. ‘Parce que ça, ça c’est La Folie.’

‘La Folie?’

‘That’s the name of this place: La Folie. And to think of living here all alone, c’est de la folie, too. Completely mad. That’s all right for me, because I’m Polish, which comes to the same thing. But you …’

‘Actually, I was thinking of bringing a cat, too.’

Monsieur Zumbach clasps his hands and shakes them vigorously, as he raises his eyes skywards. ‘You will not regret such a decision,’ he beams, though I am not really listening, so I miss the significance of his words.

I want to repay his frankness with an admission of my own. ‘I suppose I’m also hoping I might find myself une copine française here in Jolibois. What do you reckon?’

‘Monsieur Wright,’ he says, suddenly serious, pouring steaming coffee into three unglazed earthenware cups. ‘I can honestly tell you that you will not find such a person here for you in Jolibois.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Quite sure,’ he says. And then emits a nervous laugh, with an apologetic wave at Émilie.

‘I take it you are not from these parts, Madame?’

Émilie smiles and shakes her head.

‘These are just right for this place,’ I tell Zumbach, changing the subject, holding up my coffee cup: a plain earthenware beaker, with no handle or lip. I make a mental note that if I buy this house – when I buy this house – I must try to find some that are just the same. For they match the place perfectly.

Zumbach looks at me long and hard before breaking into a sunlit grin. ‘So you’re really thinking of living here all alone?’ he asks.

I nod.

‘C’est de la folie,’ he repeats, in a peal of laughter.

In the car, Émilie and I are silent for a while.

‘Well, he certainly liked you,’ she says.

I don’t reply. My head is jangling with images. The sparkling landscape has changed. The present has become the future. And I’m struggling to adjust, conscious that these great trees, that strip of grassy earth down the centre of the drive and this grey stone bridge over a French river will soon become more familiar to me than the graffitied lamp-posts and wheely-bins of East Dulwich.

Back at the estate agency, I confirm that I want to make an offer for La Folie, a house I only saw for the first time an hour ago. Not a cheeky offer, either, albeit that it undercuts the asking price. I want to pay what is right. Antoine and another lady in the office – a willowy thirtysomething in a rust silk dress – exchange glances.

‘Monsieur Zumbach and I came to an understanding.’ I cough.

‘What understanding?’ snaps Émilie, who heard everything. Seated behind her desk, the childlike fellow-explorer has metamorphosed, like Mr Benn, into Office Émilie.

‘I can’t really explain. All I know is that it doesn’t feel appropriate to try to knock him down.’

Émilie can’t rouse Zumbach on the phone. I imagine he knows with the same certainty I have that La Folie is sold, and is wandering the rugged hillside, beginning to make his farewells. So I head out to one of the restaurants in town – le Cheval Blanc – and ask the cheery patron if he has a table for one.

‘Bien sûr, Monsieur,’ he says, showing me to a table in the graceful old dining-room, complete with some very brown 1940s paintings depicting the place as the eighteenth-century coaching-inn it once was; the past refracted through a grimy lens. Nearby, a grey-haired couple in matching tracksuits are peering at each other in silence. The markings are unmistakable: les Anglais.

On the far side of the room, four young women in their early twenties are all talking at once around a table, as if they haven’t seen each other for a long time. This is more encouraging. I am determined to prove Zumbach wrong.

I order a beer and my mobile phone rings.

‘He’s accepted your offer,’ trills Émilie. ‘He’s on his way.’

‘Er, Monsieur,’ I say, waving apologetically at le patron and pulling a face of mortification. ‘I’ll be right back.’

And so, three hours after my first sight of La Folie, the Ogre and I are both signing the compromis de vente that commits us to the transaction: an ending for him; a beginning for me. We are to complete in July.

This is the biggest, fastest decision I have made in my life.

‘Oh, that’s not fast,’ says Émilie, while the willowy lady in the rust silk dress guides me and Zumbach through the pages of the form.

‘Put your initials here; your whole signature there,’ she murmurs.

‘We’ve just sold a house to an English couple who haven’t even seen it yet,’ continues Émilie. ‘They just liked the picture on our website.’

‘It’s an invasion,’ laughs the other lady. France must be changing so fast.

‘The fosse septique won’t need emptying until the autumn,’ says Zumbach, as he sees my pen wavering.

‘Très bien. I shan’t forget.’

‘You can hardly hear the train at the bottom of the hill,’ he continues. ‘And there are only four a day.’

‘It’s all right.’ I smile. ‘I like trains.’
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JULY: FAIR STOOD THE WIND FOR FRANCE

I’m still not entirely sure why I chose France for this adventure, rather than Spain or Chad or Patagonia.

There is a photograph of my great-grandfather looking severe in Paris at the dawn of the twentieth century, before he became an ice-cream salesman in Ealing.

My grandparents, Pa and Nanny, camped in the fields of Provence in the 1920s, sleeping in a leaky green bell-tent called Abdul the Damned. Even before they were married, the pair of them slipped away for a risqué holiday in St Tropez – and then swiftly raced home to Blighty, because Britain had ‘gone off gold’. With only a trickle of news about abandoning the Gold Standard crackling on the wireless – and only a trickle of youthful abandon surging in their veins – I suppose Pa and Nanny were more bothered about their savings than fumbling for each other’s secrets in the dark.

My mother fell for France, too, first as a teenager on a pen-pal exchange in Rouen, and then in Paris in 1956, smoking cigarettes with students in black polo-necks at the Sorbonne by night, and working in the offices of a company called Isolamiante by day, learning the dark secrets of le plafond suspendu. Suspended ceilings are still big business in France, and I like to think that my mother had something to do with it, simply by typing the words ‘Veuillez agréer, Messieurs, l’expression de nos sentiments les plus distingués’ on to her blue carbon-paper a hundred times a day.

My father was in France at the same time, drinking his way through a rugby tour with his Cambridge college. ‘The French cheated shamelessly,’ he once told me. ‘They would send one team to drink us under the table on the eve of a game. And then, when we were all nursing our sore heads the next day, they sent a fresh team to play in the match. But it was damn good fun.’

I am told that I was horizontal when I first saw France, gurgling in an expensive pram with a navy-blue hood and chrome-spoked wheels. When I was one, my parents took me with my older brother and sister on a family holiday to Brittany.

There are flickering cine films of me looking improbably beautiful at the time, a mass of golden curls and a dimpled beam as bright as a lighthouse. I like to think that my smiles reflect my love of this strange new land. Or is it that – as the camera whirrs – I have not yet discovered that I have no sense of direction, short sight, flat feet, and a hopeless tennis backhand?

Learning to be resourceful and self-reliant is all very well, but I’m jolly grateful when Simon from across the road in East Dulwich offers to help me load and drive the van with all my worldly goods to France.

Simon is one of my heroes, in that he sails through motorbike crashes, skiing accidents, lost car-keys and catastrophic engine-failures with spectacular élan, always with a smile and a wry wince of theatrical mortification. Although he works as a journalist, you’d think he was a 1950s racing driver. Tall, slim and eccentrically old-fashioned, here is a man who never seems happier than when he is giving up his time to help a friend, especially if the favour involves driving cars or vans, or – better still –riding ancient motorcycles on dusty foreign roads. With his collection of heavy old bicycles and wooden tennis racquets (‘the Hazel Streamline has never been bettered,’ he assures me), Simon belongs to an era when the world was simpler, chivalry was rife and people didn’t react to every minor mishap as if it were a major crisis.

It takes us nearly five hours to heave everything into the rental van and tie it up in a cat’s-cradle of string. The last thing to go in is one of Simon’s vintage motorbikes. He says we may be glad of it. At midnight we finally slam the tail-gate and disappear into our opposing houses, like two duellers retreating their ten paces.

I don’t sleep. At five in the morning, we are out there again, whispering so as not to wake the other neighbours in the street.

‘As long as we get there by noon tomorrow, we’ll be fine,’ I declare. I turn the key in the ignition, and the van rumbles into life. ‘That’s when I have to sign the papers at the notaire’s office.’

Six minutes later, the beastly thing conks out on the corner of a dodgy Peckham housing estate, one mile into our six-hundred-mile journey from London to the Limousin. An amber warning light rages on the dashboard. Figures dart in the shadows. Turning the key in the ignition yields only an eerie silence. Our journey has ended, no sooner than begun.

‘I’m afraid this is not a very good omen, Michael,’ says Simon delicately.

‘A little teething trouble, perhaps. I’m sure it’s nothing you can’t fix.’

Simon is good with engines, and I can’t think of anyone with whom I would rather break down on a long and significant journey. We’ll soon be on our way.

His face orange in the sodium glow of the streetlamps, Simon emerges from under the bonnet with a smile that could mean anything except that he has fixed the van.

‘Electronic fault,’ he mutters. ‘It’s not like with the old engines, where you can fix them yourself. They’ll have to send out a replacement.’

We both stand motionless for a few seconds, listening to a distant police siren, and trying not to think about unloading the van.

‘Oh well, it’s good this happened close to home,’ I declare, ‘and not in a traffic jam on the Périphérique.’

Simon peers into the shadows. ‘Yes, we’re much better off surrounded by murderous drug-dealers than French lorry-drivers, aren’t we?’

I glance at my watch. We must be in France by noon tomorrow, or I shall miss the completion date for La Folie.

‘I’ll just phone Helen and tell her to get the breakfast on,’ continues Simon, sounding a bit like Paris on the eve of the Trojan War.

‘Let’s try it one last time,’ I say. ‘Just in case.’ Simon folds his arms and watches from the pavement. I cross my fingers and nudge the accelerator.

‘Come on,’ I murmur, shutting my eyes. ‘This time. Please.’ I turn the key. A bird flits in front of the windscreen, making me jump. And the engine rumbles into life.

‘How did you do that?’ says Simon, with a slight edge in his voice.

‘Hop in,’ I shout, revving the engine till it screams like a jet. ‘We can still make the ferry.’

No, we can’t. Every time we slow down, the engine judders to a halt, the orange death lamp glows, and the rumbling swish of tyres on tarmac returns.

‘What are you going to have for breakfast on the ferry?’ I ask, in one of these silences. ‘The ferry ticket includes a twenty-five-pound food voucher.’

Simon smiles and nods.

‘I’m having the works,’ he says, narrowing his eyes to peer into the far distance, as if he can see his breakfast hovering like a mirage above the horizon. ‘Egg, bacon, sausage, mushrooms, tomato, baked beans, black pudding, fried bread, ketchup and a jolly good cup of builder’s tea on the side.’

Against the odds, we manage to squeeze on to a ferry that puts us only an hour behind schedule. But the restaurant is full, so we end up in the bar, where we spend our voucher on a limp sandwich each and twenty quid’s worth of crisps and fizzy drinks.

‘Good sandwiches,’ observes Simon. ‘And at least I got my cup of tea.’

Greasy and burping, we stand at the back of the ferry, watching the propellers churn up the green-brown waters of the English Channel, and our wake stretching behind us like a chalk road. ‘Goodbye, England,’ I whisper to myself, as the white cliffs of Dover recede into a grey smudge on the horizon.

It is a long, sweaty trip beneath the baking French sun. Every journey’s length is magnified by the heat inside the vehicle multiplied by the level of uncertainty of reaching one’s destination. And this one feels very uncertain indeed. With the van as our patient, Simon and I are a pair of trainee paramedics, attempting to keep a heart-attack victim alive. By the end of it all, I feel as drained as the water bottles we have heaped behind our seats.

We have arrived, though not quite at La Folie. Our night-stop is a quaint chambres d’hôte a couple of miles up the road from my future, where I picture Monsieur Zumbach pacing the empty rooms, stroking the walls, bidding farewell to his past. The place I’ve booked is an ivy-clad farmhouse, whose gnarled antiques are garishly offset by the lurid orange wallpaper. Dinner is a communal affair at a long oak table with four other Brits who are passing through. All of them are house-hunting.

‘Gosh, you are brave,’ says one of the wives, peering at me as if I were an object in a glass case when I describe my plan.

‘And so lucky, too,’ replies the woman opposite her, a gaudy parakeet with dangly earrings and enormous breasts. ‘Fancy finding your house just like that. Malcolm and I have been looking for months, but there are so few swimming-pools in the region. Isn’t that right, Malcolm?’

‘Yes, Maureen,’ says Malcolm, dressed entirely in grey, not looking up from the duck leg he is attacking.

‘I imagine that struggling French farmers don’t have much time for practising the breast-stroke,’ says Simon. ‘But you could always buy a farm with a big sheep-dip, and convert that into an excellent pool.’

‘Oh, no. We couldn’t do that,’ responds Maureen, shaking her head. ‘Could we, Malcolm?’

‘No, Maureen,’ says Malcolm, staring at his plate.

‘What’s the betting that you end up with Malcolm and the lovely Maureen as your new neighbours?’ asks Simon next morning, as we haul his motorbike out of the back of the van for the ride into Jolibois. Neither of us wants to climb back into that van ever again.

‘Fortunately La Folie doesn’t have any neighbours,’ I reply. ‘Would you mind doing this for me?’ I point to my chin-strap.

‘Told you the bike would come in useful.’

Émilie is seated at her desk, smartly dressed in a black suit, when we arrive for our meeting with the notaire.

‘Ah, you must be the lovely Émilie. How very charming …’ says Simon, who has a habit of turning into Terry-Thomas at the first sight of a pretty woman.

‘Yes, yes, we’ll see you later,’ I reply, pushing him out of the door and ignoring his protestations about how he just wants to look at the property details on the wall.

Another old friend is waiting when Émilie and I reach the notaire’s office: Monsieur Zumbach, breathless with nerves, all buttoned up in a shirt so well-pressed that someone else must have done it for him. A lady whom I take to be his ex-wife is there, too: a slim, birdlike woman with sculptor’s hands. It was she, I suppose, who carved the worry lines into his medieval misericord. I’m happy to see them leaning their heads together to murmur between themselves; that their connection has not been entirely sundered. I knew that the sale of La Folie was the result of a broken marriage. I was hoping that all the fragments would not have been lost.

To my surprise, the birdlike woman tiptoes over to me and presents me with a huge bundle of keys. ‘These are for you, Monsieur,’ she
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