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It was good to be alive, again.

Spotting a gap between the cars parked on his side of the road, Marshall glanced in his rear view mirror, signalled right, braked, swung the Mercedes CL convertible to within a half-inch of the kerb, and brought it smoothly to a halt. Picking up his phone from the passenger seat, he got out, walked across the sidewalk to the tubular steel railing, leaned on this, and stared out to sea. 

The Golfe de la Napoule. Late June. A Saturday afternoon. And the bay was busy with pleasure craft, and speckled with “white horses”. Just a quarter of a mile from where Marshall stood, a blue and white motor cruiser headed towards the shore at high speed, porpoising over the waves, revealing its yellow-painted bottom and its strakes. Further out, a cutter was close-hauled, carrying full sail despite the freshening breeze, and heeling in a way that Marshall knew so well. In the distance, three large motor yachts were anchored in the lee of the Isles de Lerins, a favourite destination of such craft, while to the right, and in the far distance, with the grey-blue structure of the Massif d’Lesterel behind them, four sloops were sailing close together, heeling at the same angle, and obviously racing.  

Yes, it was good to be back. 

He pulled a number from his phone's memory and called it. With the phone to his ear, he stared out to sea. The number was engaged, but he held on, feeling that he had to give Michelle some warning of his resurrection. He watched the activity in the bay as he listened. He thought he could handle some of those boats better than they were being handled right now, and, in a few cases, he thought he could not do as well. He hoped to be out there himself next day, but who the devil was Michelle talking to? 

He hung on, staring out to sea, watching the activity and enjoying it, for nearly ten minutes. Then he gave up, slipped his phone into his jacket pocket, got back into the car, and drove on into the town. Passing the little park by the rue Laugier, he did experience a few moments of depression.  Several old men played Petanque and, for some reason, the sight of old men playing Petanque made him think of the passing of the years. It hadn’t done so until recently; not until his own hair had begun to turn grey, the bald patch on the top of his scalp to grow bigger, and his belly to bulge out over his belt. But it did now. Like white hair in others, and the sight of frail bodies, it served to remind him that worse lay not too far ahead.

He shook such thoughts from his mind as he drove onto the Quai St Pierre. Here, he parked the car between a Rolls and a Renault van, got out, and walked onto the quay. In the inner berths, between the jousting boats and several small motor launches and the first of the larger vessels, were four 8-metre-class cruiser-racers. The third of these forty-foot craft was called Khamsin, and she belonged to Marshall. McGruer’s of Scotland had built her in 1961 and Marshall had purchased her seven years before. Since then he’d sailed many miles in her, cruising to Corsica and Malta and the Greek Islands and racing her many times in the bay. Now the thing that marked her out from her sisters was the plywood sign in her cockpit. This read: A Vendre, and gave the telephone number of the broker. Marshall stared at it for some moments, then stepped aboard the boat, climbed down into the cockpit, untied the sign, which was attached to the wheel with cord, cast an eye over the vessel to satisfy himself that she was in the immaculate condition he’d left her in, and then took the sign back the car and placed it in the boot. He’d give the broker a call first thing Monday morning, he thought. 

He drove on into town, along the Croisette, then headed up into Super-Cannes, his spirits rising as he got higher. For this was the life he’d always wanted, the life he had lived up until a month ago. It was a life of leisure, a life of comfort. A life without stress, a life in which everything he did, he enjoyed. There was the sailing, of course, and there were parties at villas and on board yachts. There was the nude bathing at La Batterie and the gardening and the sitting on the terrace on a balmy evening looking out at the sun setting over the bay, with a drink in one’s hand, and music playing in the background. The slow movement of the Saint-Saens Third Violin Concerto in particular, and especially in the performance by Szeryng and the Monte Carlo Opera Orchestra under van Remoortel, seemed, to him, to sum up the languorous beauty of the Cote d’Azur. 

And it had been the beauty of this coast that had brought him here in the first place. In the eighties, his local library had had a book called The Golden Isles and the Azure Coast  (Author’s Note: Arthaud, Paris, 1961.) and so entrancing had he found the mainly black and white images that the book contained that he had known at once that this was where he wanted to be. Even now, all these years later, he could still remember many of the photographs in that book. Toy-like Provencal villas amongst the trees along the Corniche d’Or, with a streaked and empty sea below them, and the Iles de Lerins in the distance; a firework display above the Croisette in Cannes; boats anchored in the harbour at Monte Carlo: far fewer of them, and far smaller ones than there were today; an old but still magnificent Rolls-Royce heading up a hill in Monte Carlo. And diners at tables on a terrace high above the curving Promenade des Anglais at Nice, their figures silhouetted against a silver sea. 

And, above all, he remembered the impression of strong and pure sunlight that many of the images had given. Its warmth leapt from the page. That alone, had made him feel good. That alone, would have been enough to make him want to come here.

Then he had come here. He came down the first time when he was at university. He took the train to Menton, he remembered, and then travelled back to St Raphael stopping off at Villefranche, Nice, Antibes, and Cannes. Nice, he had thought, was too big, too noisy, like Manchester, or London, by the sea. He had much preferred Cannes, which he had found to be cleaner and quieter, the latter relatively speaking. The next three years he spent his vacations seeing other parts of the world. Then he married and came down with his wife. They’d stayed in inexpensive back-street hotels and holidayed on a budget. By then, he had taken a degree in biochemistry and had begun work with a large pharmaceutical firm. But his wife wouldn’t fly and refused to make the long trip down a second time so they’d holidayed closer to home for a while. Marshall had, in the meantime, set up his own company, producing vaccines. Then the marriage started coming apart. 

A year later, he divorced. By now his company had done rather well, so, when he next came down to the Riviera, he stayed in the Martinez. A few years later, he drove SLs, sailed a Nicholson 55 out of Lymington, and stayed at the Carlton. Then, in 1998, he sold his company for several million to one of the big conglomerates and decided to retire. Not for him, more work, more money. In his view, money meant freedom, and when you had enough of it to live the way you wanted there was no point in wasting time earning more. In any event, you could make more money, if you needed it, but you could never make more time. So he’d sold his house in London, sold his boat, arranged to have a minimum of belongings sent down after him, and had driven down to Cannes.

Within a fortnight he had found a house he liked in an estate agent’s window on the Croisette. It was a white-stuccoed four-bedroom villa with green-painted shutters set in a nine hundred square metres plot on the hillside above the town, with a terraced garden in front of it, and another small garden with shrubs and trees behind. Marshall redecorated it and began to organise his new life. He went down to the harbour to look at the boats and got into conversation with the British owner of an 8-metre class sloop. The guy asked him to crew next day in the bay, where they raced against two other boats. Later, the crews of the three vessels, one British, two French, drank together in a bar on the quay, and Marshall was on his way towards forming a circle of friends in Cannes. Soon he was invited into the homes of expatriate Brits and other nationals and to parties on board luxury yachts in the harbour and in the bay. And it was on board of one of these, a hundred and fifty-footer called Wild Goose, that, six months later, he met Michelle.
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Marshall drove through the gates and parked his car where he always did - just inside the property facing the shrubbery and facing away from the house. Michelle's Jaguar was in its usual place. So she was in. He got out, left the car unlocked, as he usually did, and went through the front door, which was, as usual, open. He walked into the cool hall and called: "Michelle?" There was no reply, so he walked into the living room where Michelle got to her feet. She looked shocked.

And beautiful. Her sharp features, long black hair, flawless skin - after just a bit of plastic surgery - and hazel eyes, excited him as they'd always done. Today, she was in her bathrobe - unusual for this time of the day.  

"A warning would have been appropriate."

Marshall walked over to the window and looked out across the garden. "The hospital tried to call you several times yesterday and I tried to call you from the Boulevard du Midi just now. The line was engaged and I'm afraid I still haven't memorised your new mobile number." 

"I was out all day yesterday, and I arranged a delivery just now." Michelle pointed to a coffee pot on the table. "Do you want a cup of coffee?"

Marshall nodded.

Michelle was a creature of habit like himself. When she was home she always had a cup of coffee at this time.  She would drink it sitting at the small table by the window looking out over the garden, or, on warm days, under a parasol in the garden. Little things like this: a cup of coffee, a cold drink, were the small things that added the final touch to an otherwise perfect life; they were the gloss on the photo of existence.  

Michelle walked out of the room calling back: "So, what happened?"  

"I don't know," Marshall said. "Incompetent doctors, I suppose. I woke up naked and under a white sheet, in some sort of human filing cabinet. It gave me quite a shock to put it mildly. I gave out quite a scream apparently. I nearly had a second heart attack then and there. They wanted me to stay in hospital several more days, but I couldn't get out of the place fast enough.”

He stared at the garden and smiled. He had made that garden what it was, and now he would enjoy it once again. It had been this garden, and the boat, that he had decided he would most regret leaving as he had lain, apparently dying, in that hospital bed.

Michelle came back into the room with a cup of coffee in one hand. She handed it to him. "And, you feel Okay? You certainly look well." 

"I feel fine," he said. "They suggested I get myself checked out, and I'll find somebody competent to do that next week, but right now I just want to get back to normal...and to forget what happened to me back there." He sniffed the air. "Is there a smell in here?"

"What sort of smell?"

"I
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