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Down and Dirty in the Dordogne

A Fresh of Breath Air

This is the story of how two middle-aged Brits gave up a nice life in Blighty after falling in love with a delightfully dilapidated old French property.

It’s no mean feat trying to restore a cavernous barn of a house (hovel) during the worst financial crisis of the modern age, especially when you’re faced with dodgy builders, red tape, rowdy locals, health problems, recalcitrant relatives, a house in England that simply won’t sell, and a multitude of escapologist cats – not to mention some resident skeletons.

Andrea Frazer gives the lowdown on the ups and downs that befall two fish out of water as the couple take the plunge and move across the Channel.
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​​PROLOGUE
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HOW IT HAPPENED
Life had become somewhat boring. Only Harry, our younger son out of four children, remained at home, and he worked full-time. Ian, my husband, was out of the house all day, too. I had previously been teaching Greek at two colleges, but they were both about twenty-five miles away, and I tired of the driving for what, in reality, was only a very small number of hours work. I still taught music at home, but that occupied very little of my time.

The house was absolutely immaculate (!) and I had a routine for each day’s cleaning. We had moved into the house, with five bedrooms and a double garage – yummy! – when it was brand new a few years ago, and there was simply nothing to do once we had landscaped the garden and put in an above-ground pool. Life felt empty. This was not me. There was no challenge in my life: it was simply too easy. Well, that was like a red rag to a bull for the gods of fate, and, very soon, life would be nothing like easy, but full of challenges I never thought I would have to face.

We had started our married life in Sussex in a tiny flat only two miles from where I had lived all my life. After about a year we had weathered getting a mortgage, where begging was very much the order of the day, and a woman’s salary was sneered at when making calculations of eligibility, and had taken the momentous decision, for me, to move seven miles down the coast to the next town to buy our first house. We went on to buy two further houses in that town and spent in total twenty-four years there bringing up four children.

We were very much in a rut and would have stayed that way if Ian had not declared one day that he was not going to look for his next job based on where we lived but was going to look for a job he wanted and relocate if necessary. Well this was a bombshell. I had barely got over moving seven miles from where I was born! Subsequently, he got a job one hundred miles away and we moved to Wiltshire, a major event for me but one we didn’t regret.

Now here we were in our new five-bedroomed house.

Just over a year after my mother died, Ian came home from work and said that there was a possibility that he might be able to get voluntary redundancy, and expressed his opinion that he would like, if possible, to move to France, as he had harboured hopes of doing that since his fiftieth birthday, when we had had a holiday there with friends, and had discussed with me retiring at fifty-five and doing just that.

Hold your cotton-pickin’ horses, I thought, as he explained the situation to me. He was only fifty-two, and I thought I still had three years to talk him out of it. Of all the countries in the world, France was probably at the very bottom of my list for places I would like to live, just below North Korea. Don’t ask me why – it just was.

I would have to get my skates on to talk him round to our original idea of retiring to Greece, something of which I believed I was perfectly capable. After all, we had been together since we were both seventeen in 1972. We had more or less grown up together, and had faced many bogies during this time. This was our third recession together and surely a little bit of wistfulness about France could be easily buried.

Ian had got three per cent in his “O” level French mock examination, and I had only done a wee bit in junior school, and only oral at that. Written French was a complete mystery to me.

Surely the world was our oyster and not our huître. I had spent years getting a Fellowship Diploma in Greek for our retirement and now I was being asked to give it all up for a language that sounded to me like someone being sick in a bucket.

He wasn’t giving in at the first tackle, however. ‘We’ve got that villa booked for May,’ he announced with a crocodile smile. ‘Why don’t we do a little practice house-hunting then? My parents are coming with us, and they can give us their opinion.’ I resisted the urge to reach for the arsenic – whether for me or for him I had no idea – and pointed out that we certainly couldn’t afford to live in the Dordogne.

‘That’s okay,’ he agreed, with another of his dangerous little smirks. ‘At least it will give us an idea of the French property market, and what French houses are like – a sort of overall view.’

Of course, I fell for it, ‘You do understand that this is just an exploratory exercise?’ I asked him, as he pored over details of yet more properties.

‘No problem,’ he replied. ‘It’s just to get a feel for things.’

‘And you will remember the list you made: must have heating, be reasonably modernised if it’s old, must not need rewiring or re-plumbing. We’ve got to tick all the boxes, even if it is just an exercise,’ I reminded him. ‘And we must be in walking distance of a little bar/restaurant and a bakery, have lots of land, but have no direct neighbours.’

He grinned at me like the big bad wolf contemplating a roast pork dinner, and off we went, two babes, into the dark, dark woods of the French property world.

Well, May came and we flew off to France with Ian’s parents, David and Brenda, to start our holiday in the Dordogne.

It certainly was a beautiful area with swathes of lush green fields and stands of trees interspersed like charms on a bracelet. We also strayed into the Double Forest, an area that had been, in days of yore, a swamp which was replanted by Napoleon III, and now was mixed woodland with charming open areas containing picture-book villages and hamlets.

At both sides of all the teeny-weeny roads were ditches, modern-day evidence of the need still to keep this land drained and, as the itsy-bitsy roads had neither cat’s eyes nor white lines, I dreaded the thought of having to drive here, on the wrong side of the road, with no side-lines to keep me out of said ditches, or centre-line to keep me from straying on to the wrong side, even though there was hardly room for two sides on many of the routes.

All this was set in a slightly rolling landscape that, to me, made it appear a cross between leafy Sussex and undulating Wiltshire. How could I help not but be captivated with its natural beauty?

The larger towns, Bordeaux, Périgueux, and Angoulême, were very widely spaced, and smaller towns had the charm of the mid-twentieth century, with no department or chain stores – and the French say the English are a nation of shopkeepers! – Here they were, almost to a man – or woman – keeping some of the tiniest shops I have ever squeezed into.

When the scenery did threaten to get a bit urban, it justified itself with ancient architecture and charming ironwork balconies and gates. It was only in the shops that I found the jarring note of the French language. Maybe, but just maybe, I could live here if I either wore earplugs or saw out my existence as a hermit.

We had made all our appointments in advance, so already had a viewing schedule for the Monday, Wednesday and Friday of our week away. This was only fair, as the four of us had only hired one car, and we needed to leave it free for Ian’s parents to have a say in what we did on some of the days. This turned out to be a lucky arrangement. I would like to point out that, due to David’s frequent postings with the RAF, he had never been on holiday with them before, so it was a new experience for all four of us.
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The search begins; Deaf estate agents and ghosts; Our hearts are lost; Tragedy and disharmony; Surprise decision, surprise chateau, and surprise teabags; What price loyalty? We decide to flee.

THE SEARCH BEGINS

We had made our instructions absolutely clear as to what we wanted, and set out on the Monday with high hopes. The first property we were taken to was miles away on little country roads and it became obvious that the estate agent was having difficulty finding it. Finally we arrived at the property which was positioned on a strange five-way junction and appeared to be split across it, with the house on one side and the outbuildings on the other. It was also only a couple of hundred yards from a chicken farm. Not only was the smell gut-wrenching, but the current owner foolishly told us that we would only be disturbed about once every six weeks when they slaughtered the birds. The whole place was also absolutely covered in pine-cladding, including the ceilings, and was poky, all the bedrooms having been built in the eaves from what had obviously, once upon a time, been a bungalow. While we were there the estate agent was also trying to put pressure on the vendor to lower her asking price, in hushed and hissed whispers. She needn’t have wasted her time because as far as we were concerned it was a reject!

The second house sounded very interesting, and was in the woods looking down a hillside. From the outside it looked fine. Inside, the smell of fresh paint assailed our nostrils, and left us in two minds. Had the owners just decorated, or were they trying to cover up something?

The house opened up into what we identified as the kitchen. We knew it was the kitchen because there was an old stone sink balanced on piles of bricks in it. The next thing we really took notice of was the fact that it had a pool, which we were very anxious to see. How naïve we were. The pool was an above-ground one, which was quite acceptable as we already had one at home, but ours wasn’t covered by a thick layer of green scum and mould, and sagging at the sides.

Brenda and I took this opportunity to use the facilities. These were the final straw. As she came down the stairs after her visit, I looked at her, she looked at me, and I drew on my minimal French to inform the estate agent that this house was horrible, and that we were leaving – now.

At the next house we were to meet the agent in what turned out to be a really beautiful little village, and our hopes soared. If the house were here, Ian would be laughing. We must have looked very happy when the agent introduced herself to us, and said that we were going to view what had been a glass-blower’s house.

She got back into her car and asked us to follow her, at which point she drove out of the village and miles down the road, where she eventually stopped in a seedy little hamlet, outside a rather run-down house. Our optimism immediately evaporated.

Inside, the house was very small, and in absolute disarray with children’s toys, coats and wellington boots, and enough clutter to furnish the needs of at least two jumble sales. Also, there didn’t seem to be any garden. Slowly and patiently the agent explained to us that the garden was across the road, at which point she took us outside and pointed over the tarmac to a weed-choked, steep downhill run of ‘garden’, decorated with mounds of rubbish and a tumbledown building that might once have been a garage or a large shed. It was too dilapidated to identify which. Reject.

That was our first day’s viewing, and the parents-in-law were looking very down in the mouth. The next day they said they wanted to visit Cognac, and we left them to it preferring to go through the details we had for our other two days of viewing, and assess the prospects of hitting gold, although, of course, this was only a practice-run, wasn’t it?

DEAF ESTATE AGENTS AND GHOSTS

On Wednesday, we all started out again with a list of appointments, but a not so buoyant set of parents-in-law. We couldn’t understand why, as we had made our intentions perfectly clear, and they had seemed enthusiastic to go along with the idea.

The stipulation that we have plenty of privacy was one of our most important criteria, and we were aghast when the agent steered us towards an old house which had a terrace of housing just a few feet across from its frontage, and children over-running the whole little dividing section. A few yards before one reached the houses there were literally dozens of abandoned cars, motorcycles, and other vehicles. It looked like a wrecking yard and had absolutely no kerb-appeal whatsoever.

We were in the agent’s car this time, and we asked her what she hadn’t understood about being away from other dwellings. A few more bricks and this would actually become just another part of the terrace opposite. The people there were visibly into large families – large young families! We refused to get out of the car and she had the grace to apologise.

She took us next to a house that was in a small town, and on a corner, so it had no visible land at all. We only had this explained to us after we had examined the accommodation. The ground floor was all bedrooms, although we could not work out why, as there were people walking past the windows and French doors constantly.

On the first floor was the most fabulous room we could have asked for, vast and medieval, with suitably over-sized furniture, but the kitchen was a disgrace. On asking about the land, as there was supposed to be a pool as well, the agent informed us that this was – again – across the road, which we had noticed was quite busy.

It proved to be a beautifully kept piece of land, but the really outrageous thing was that the current owners didn’t want to sell the pool, and would retain that part of the garden which also contained the garage and the rear access! To add insult to injury, they also wanted to retain a strip of land from the front of the garden, including the gate, to have access to what would not be, now, the new buyers’ swimming pool. Reject!

Our third viewing for the day was a house that had just been renovated. This could have been interesting but, it had an unfortunate position on the corner of a T-junction which carried quite a lot of traffic, although it did have a proper pool.

Now, the French idea of renovation is nothing like that of the English, and we entered to find that it looked like there had been a time warp, and we were back in the 1970s, in a house that had been done up by Terry and June. The only thing that was missing was glam rock playing on the radio.

All the beams had been painted white (!) and the ground floor was covered in rich red tiles. The kitchen part of this open-plan living was in pine, and the walls were also clad with it. When we managed to get a couple of private words, we decided that the only thing to do with this place would be to relocate it somewhere else, then gut it, or possibly commit arson. Reject!

We had a busy schedule that day, and were now off to a maison de maître, defined as definitely a home of some class. I think I’d have placed it at the bottom of the class. The kitchen was through an empty room described as a dining room, and was a shed-ware horror that appeared to be situated in a not-very-roomy pantry. Although there was a huge living room, the signs of neglect were everywhere, not least in the Christmas decorations still stuck to the glass of the windows.

Upstairs, where I went on my own while Ian conversed with the agent, I found the bedrooms okay, but a further and very narrow flight of stairs led to a second floor. This was reached by a trapdoor which had been left conveniently open. I popped my head through, and was just getting the rest of my body through, when I froze. I wasn’t alone. There was a palpable presence up here, and it wasn’t living.

Now, I’m no psychic, nor am I gullible, but I definitely felt eyes on me, and something taking note of my every movement. I flew down the two flights of stairs and arrived, panting, in the garden where Ian and the agent were still gassing like old friends. ‘What about the garden,’ I asked, not wishing to discuss what had just happened, in case I was losing my marbles.

‘The garden is only part of what you can see,’ explained the agent, and I thought, here we go again. ‘If you look down this gravel road and past the first two fields you can just see the rest of the land.’ It was some 500 yards away!

What finished it for me was when a train went past, so close to the property that we could see the expressions on the passengers’ faces. I invited Ian to look at the first and second floors, volunteering to stay outside, as it was such a lovely day. I simply couldn’t go inside again, let alone visualise buying and living in this haunted horror. Ian, of course, felt nothing, but was so put off by the split in ownership of the land, and the bad layout of the ground floor, coupled with the amount of work there would be to do, not to mention the railway line, that we were able to label this one, too, reject!

OUR HEARTS ARE LOST

At our final appointment at the end of our arranged viewings and, incidentally, our tethers, we came across a house that I had determined we would look at when we had found it exploring the internet, before we left the shores of good old Blighty. Ian had shown no interest in it whatsoever, which only made me more adamant that we should look it over, so here we were, fifteen minutes past the time the agent was supposed to meet us, and utterly alone outside a house that looked as if it had not been cared for since the Second World War, if then.

Having spotted us hanging about suspiciously in the tiny hamlet of Saint-Sylvain, which only boasted a medieval church, a lake, and seven or eight houses, the owner (who actually didn’t live there any more, and had moved away about a year ago, but had just happened to pop over today) came out to see what we were up to. With her came one of the largest dogs I have ever seen.

This looked hopeful, and we waved the property details at her. She spoke no English. That was great, because we spoke virtually no French. So, there we were, with no estate agent to verify our credentials, a non-English speaking owner who seemed not to have been informed of our arrival, barely a word of French between us (and certainly not a whole sentence) and the Hound of the Baskervilles eyeing us up as if we might provide a dainty snack for him.

The first room we were shown was the dining room. On the outside walls of this room were signs for a now-defunct restaurant and, apparently, this had been a regular haunt of the Resistance during the war, one customer actually being shot by the Germans as he tried to flee the building. Nice friendly place this must have been, back then!

The house had three large downstairs rooms, the middle one containing a kitchen sink and a plastic shower cubicle. This, with a lavatory in a nasty little cubicle under the stairs, comprised the water supply for the whole house. With mime and the odd word here and there that conveyed her meaning, the owner explained that this was the room in which, when she had been preparing to replace the fibre-board floor, she had encountered two skeletons, and a coin dating from the early 1600s.

Where had she moved them? we enquired, to the best of our ability. She hadn’t. That was all right then, wasn’t it? No archaeologists would come snooping round here looking for human remains. Aargh! She did show us the coin, however.

The house had two staircases (which, for some mad reason, I’ve always wanted): one which led to two inter-connecting bedrooms on the north side – something I’d always refused point-blank to consider when house-hunting in the past. The other, at the south end, led to a place large enough to be a barn, but with all its rooms pulled out, so that it was possible to see right up to the roof tiles, and beyond, in some places. Large areas of the floor were outlined in red paint-sprayed lines, and warned of unsafe floorboards.

The third downstairs room had a wooden floor that swayed like the deck of a ship, due to the fact that it had been installed only about four inches above the earth, as the building had no foundations, and it was rumoured that the Resistance’s weapons were buried in the ground thereunder.

This was not of the remotest interest to me, however, as I had just caught sight of the wall, to the right, as one entered the room. It was columbage, with the most beautifully arranged thin tiles at an angle of about forty-five degrees, the beams in between, time-scarred and leaning at a charming angle that was not scary. Rather, it was enchanting, showing how long the property had stood there, and redolent of centuries of history. I was in love. There hadn’t been a box to tick for that.

At that point, she produced a UFO magazine in French and, there, on the front cover, was a large black and white picture of this house, with a flying saucer hovering over it. This was priceless stuff. By the time she’d got to the story about the two kilograms of gold that were rumoured to be secreted on the property, we were hooked. This was straight out of Enid Blyton. All we needed were three friends and a dog called Timmy.

Needless to say, we ditched our soulless little list of boxes to be ticked, went with our hearts, even though it was a complete wreck with hardly any ceiling lights, and virtually no sockets, using jury-rigged connections involving a multitude of extension leads, giving only a slight impression of it having electricity at all.

Outside, as we sat in the car waiting for Ian’s parents to get back from their sulk-induced walk, we watched a hare lope lazily along the road past the house, and heard the busy drilling of a couple of woodpeckers, the tympani accompaniment to the cooing of doves. All the scene really needed was for Walt Disney to pop his head round one of the trees and ask to make a film about the area, no doubt casting the coypu in the nearby small lake in major character roles.

The real joy was to hear these animals, hunted to extinction many years ago in the UK, and it was a delightful sound from the past that could not be experienced in our home country.

TRAGEDY AND DISHARMONY

We were both obviously excited at what this house had to offer but, as Ian’s parents had given up in disgust, saying they had thought they were going to be viewing brand new villas and bungalows, and gone off for a walk, we kept our feelings to ourselves all the way back to our holiday accommodation.

We had got to the position now where we weren’t even all eating together, as Ian’s parents wouldn’t touch any French foodstuff, and had refused point-blank to use the barbecue in the kitchen; so when we got back we made ourselves some enormously overstuffed baguettes, and went out on to the terrace preparatory to having a good old gossip about our last viewing.

We had barely taken a bite of our food when the mobile phone rang, and I answered it, only to find our son Harry on the other end, with the news that one of our two beautiful, brown-spotted Bengal kittens had been killed by a car, and he had found its body when he got home from work. I was heartbroken, and getting a hug out of Brenda, for comfort, was like trying to get blood out of a stone. They weren’t a touchy-feely family like the one Ian and I had created. I shed many a tear that night, and missed my mother sorely.

They went out on their own again on Thursday, and refused to see any more houses. We pootled around a couple more on the Friday, but our hearts weren’t in it. The death of one of the kittens that we had thought of taking to France, believing that they’d last longer than a humbug, had rattled us. Would the other one even make it to when Ian was fifty-five? And what about the house we had both fallen in love with, but failed to discuss, as we each kept it to ourselves?

The holiday villa itself had been a disappointment, consisting more of bedrooms, which we could not use, than living space, which we felt short of, there being only one living room when we could have done with two. The main reason we had booked it was because it had an indoor swimming pool, and it was only the beginning of May, so this assured us some water play. We had to pay extra for the heating of it, but that didn’t matter, I packed my rubber ring, and we both looked forward to this novelty.

It turned out to be severely under-heated to the point where it was hard to stay in it for long, so chilly was the water, so Ian tracked down the cupboard where the controls were and turned the temperature up. After all, we had been charged quite a bit extra for this touch of luxury.

We did have to contact the owners, however, as the water was cloudy and scummy with bubbles, and the water needed a jolly good clean. We had a small pool and a Jacuzzi at home, so Ian knew about water management. It turned out that we didn’t use it much, what with everything else that happened in this week, and Ian’s parents didn’t use it at all.

When we had to clean up at the end of our stay, we knew there was a well-stocked cupboard of cleaning materials in the utility room. It was only when we had done our bit of it that David, who is a fanatical cleaner, admitted that, when last they were at the local shops, he had purchased bleach, and had used it with abandon. What a pity we had not explained to him about the fosse septique (septic tank). We just sort of assumed that he would know. He had probably murdered it, and it was with a feeling of guilt that we left for the airport.

Even our journey back had the man’s inimical stamp on it. We had decided to eat in Bergerac on the way back to the airport, and used the little restaurant we had popped into on the journey to the villa. Having perused the menu, David cornered a waiter who spoke some English, and pointed out the meal we had just ordered, as the same meal was being delivered to another table.

It was a steak with salad and mashed potatoes with small pieces of orange and capers. Very slowly and deliberately, he explained that he wanted his steak well done, that he didn’t want the salad, and that he preferred chips to mashed potatoes with some fancy rubbish mixed in. He’d managed to eliminate all the French touches and get English steak and chips.

On our way afterwards, we had to stop to ask directions and, of course, he said he’d do it, unfortunately stopping a very elderly Frenchman. When addressed in Geordie English, the old man just turned and walked away without a word. I think David felt the same. He had not enjoyed the holiday at all.

SURPRISE DECISION, SURPRISE CHATEAU, AND SURPRISE TEABAGS

We returned home without ever talking about the wreck with the columbage, but, a few nights later, I said, after lights-out in bed, ‘And I suppose we’re just too cowardly to take on a property that needs so much doing to it, without a regular income?’

After a brief and ratty discussion, we came to the conclusion that we were. The subject resurfaced a couple of days later, as we were both bursting with the thought of the place, and we came to a rather shaky decision, especially as this was 2007, just before the financial crisis. Ian declared that, on checking, the tiny village seemed to have Internet access. He would be able to trade on the stock market as he had done in the past, and if he took voluntary redundancy, we should be able to get by.

We phoned the agent again and said we’d like to have a second viewing, only to be told that another English couple were coming back as well, as they were thinking of re-opening the restaurant. Help! When were they coming? We’d be there first. We promptly booked flights for a few days before the other couple were due to come back. There are no rules. All’s fair in love and war, and we were in love.

The next problem was, where would we stay? We’d had the rented villa to stay in before, so Ian got on the Internet again, and eventually came out of the study to inform me that he’d found a chambre d’hôte called the Château de Puy Ferat. We thought, as there was no accompanying picture, that this would turn out to be a pretentious semi with delusions of grandeur, but at least it would be a bed for the nights we would be staying there, and it wasn’t too far from our prospective new house.

On our drive down there, we made jokes about loo roll holders with coats of arms, and suits of armour to hang our clothes on. We really let rip at the thought of an ordinary house calling itself a chateau. Imagine our faces, then, when we saw signs for the place we sought, eventually turning off the road on to a drive that must have been half a mile long.

The chateau was sixteenth-century, and we were its only guests for the night, as well as a brace of scornful disbelieving nincompoops. The owners, in their halting English, informed us that the evening meal (with wine, 25 euros) would not be available tonight, as they were going to a party. They did have a social life, didn’t we know? And left us to it, the only two human presences in a huge stone-built castle.

I would normally have been quite spooked by the thought, but buying a house and moving to France permanently was a much more frightening proposition, so I just took it in my stride, much to Ian’s relief; coping with an event that would otherwise have seen me climbing the walls with fear.

I woke up the following morning, facing away from the bed, and felt Ian sit down (quite heavily) on his side of it, presumably after his shower. Then I heard him singing in the shower!!! Keeping my cool to a remarkable degree, I thought maybe it had been the owners’ cat, only to remember that it would have to have been able to open two heavy doors with turn handles to get to our room.

At breakfast I spoke to the couple who owned and ran it, asking them if the chateau had a ghost. ‘Of course it has a ghost!’ replied Monsieur Château, putting his nose in the air and wandering off as if he had much more important business to attend to than answering stupid questions posed by an English guest.

We went off to the house again and felt even more enthusiastic at this meeting. The agent, speaking no English, had brought her English neighbour with her to translate. The price was too high, although we didn’t know it had already been reduced considerably and, eventually we got the owner down to twenty-five thousand euros below the current asking price. This was just as well, as the buyer pays the estate agent in France. As we were selling a house in the UK, we would have two sets of estate agent’s fees to pay. In France it is around nine per cent of the purchase price, and we still had to find the notaire’s (solicitor’s) fees.

The estate agent had brought the ingredients of a delicious picnic, including wine and local strawberries as well as fabulous pastries, of which we partook on the mouldering decking, feeling like royalty that has just purchased its first palace.

I could already foresee what both the exterior and interior would look like and actually burst into tears when the owner had agreed to our final offer, announcing, ‘We have just bought the house I’m going to die in.’ I should coco. This may be a new adventure, but I sincerely hope it won’t be my last.

We raised wine glasses to each other, happy in the knowledge that it was us who had arrived first, and secured a firm price on the property. All we had to do was be whisked off by the estate agent and the owner, that very evening, to see the French equivalent of a solicitor, to get the initial details sorted out, and let her know that we needed a pre-sale marital agreement, so that when one of us died, half of the property would not be inherited by and split between our children. It was imperative to do this, and have it legally agreed that the surviving spouse inherited it, so that the children couldn’t oust him or her and sell the house from under their feet. Families do fall out, you know.

We went back to look at the house one final time and found ourselves sitting in the car by the gates, dazed at the audacity of what we had done, and watching another hare lope lazily down the traffic-free road through the village.

We had assumed that, as we were so out of the way, the other residents of our little bourg would be French. We had heard the lady across the way shouting at her dog, and that was definitely not in English. We had not yet had the pleasure of meeting the residents of the house behind the church, but heard the man calling to the post lady and decided to eavesdrop.

He definitely called to her in French, but seemed to have an unconventional accent. As the post lady began her side of the conversation, we discovered why he spoke like this. He was English, and his French was rudimentary in the extreme. Deciding to follow this up, we waited for the post lady to drive off, then hurried across the road and down the cul-de-sac calling, ‘Monsieur! Monsieur!’ just in case our ears had deceived us.

They hadn’t, and he was indeed from the north of England and he and his wife had been living in their house for about two years. Paul proved to be a very hospitable neighbour, and immediately asked us in to meet his wife Denise and take some refreshment.

Their house was in an immaculate state, and made us feel just a twinge of
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