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Dean Parrot was in love. 'Good morning,' volunteered the smiling assistant, her voice soft and gently overlaid with the most charming of French accents. “How might I be of assistance? Are you looking for somewhere to live permanently or just for the season?'

Her big, brown doe eyes struck Dean to the heart. He took in her cherubic face, the round cheeks, the wide mouth and the luxuriant flowing black curls almost as an afterthought. It was her eyes he was in love with. 

The pause became embarrassing. The harridan owner of the estate agency looked up from her computer screen. 'Erm, I'm not too sure,' muttered Dean, trying to collect himself. 'I will certainly want something soon. I am moving house and I will need somewhere to live.'

The harridan looked at him over her computer as if he were a piece of dog dirt she had inadvertently trampled in from the street outside and spread all over her threadbare carpet. Her look told him she did not believe he could afford the cheapest, nastiest, most uncomfortable of the over-priced holiday homes she was selling. The moment he had entered, instead of dealing with him in the obsequious manner he expected, she had immediately passed him over to her assistant, as off-handedly as she would have brushed off an offering from one of the seagulls that continually circled the harbour.

'Perhaps a rental might be a good idea in the short term' suggested the assistant, showing her perfect teeth in a welcoming smile, 'while we show you some of the better properties on our books. Not all of them are displayed in the window, we like to encourage a more discriminating clientele. Are you looking for somewhere just for yourself?'

'Yes, my wife died some time ago.' No point in enumerating the circumstances. 'Died' was sufficient for the time being; portraying him as a grieving widower with a broken heart.

Just as the assistant thought. No woman would let her man go about in a pair of baggy shorts two sizes too big for him and a polo shirt, frayed around the neckline, its front displaying what he had had for dinner last night.   

'Our house in the Charente is too big for a man on his own and brings back too many memories, not all of them pleasant. I lived by the sea in Wales for thirty years and thought a nice place on the Mediterranean would be ideal. I have friends around Marseille but the coast there is terribly crowded and expensive. Roussillon is much quieter.' Dean was careful not to mention the interest his arrival back in Provence might have aroused in the local drug squad.

'Very wise, monsieur. I'm sorry, I forgot to ask your name. I'm Véronique, by the way. Everyone calls me Véro. I know it sounds too much like vélo. The boys at school used to make rude jokes about it, but I don't care. You said you are moving, monsieur.......Parrot? Dean? Ok. Yes, you said you were moving?'

Dean settled in his chair. This was the longest conversation he had had with anyone for months. To stare into those big brown eyes and mutter banalities was the finest thing in the world. 'I have a buyer at last, or rather, again. They wish to move quickly and have already signed the compromis de vente. Usually, the notaire would take some time but all the searches have already been done for a previous buyer, who pulled out at the last minute. The termite and beetle surveys are still current. She says final purchase may only take three or four weeks, so I need to move fast.'

Véro fiddled with the mouse on its pad, flicking through a list of properties. 'Dean. You don't mind me calling you Dean, do you?' Dean nodded, grateful at being received into her inner circle. 'I could bore you with all of the properties we have on our list. We are about to close for lunch, but what I will do is to spend some time looking through what we have and paring them down to the most suitable three or four, which you could view this afternoon. Rather than come back to the office, perhaps you could meet me in café Sola at four? They do a classy lunch there and the wine list is excellent.'

'A good idea,' agreed Dean. 'I could do with a bite of something. 'But no wine. I don't drink any more.'

‘How peculiar,’ Véro thought. ‘But this is a strange one altogether. Still, there could be a quick sale here and a fat commission.’

Véro was late. ‘Typical southerner,’ Dean thought. ‘Takes a three hour lunch break and still can't turn up on time.’ Carol had always been on time, punctual to a fault, even turned up to her own murder on time. He felt a twinge of guilt. If he had not been so concerned in having Pierre beaten to a pulp on the other side of town, he might have been around to protect her. Irresponsible, perhaps, but hardly illegal.

Véro came swinging into the café in a light blue chiffon skirt with tight black cotton top, showing her figure to its best advantage. Dean much preferred it to her office uniform of white blouse and knee length black skirt. 'I'm sorry I'm late,' she piped at him. 'Finding something exactly right for you was harder than I thought. Then I just had to change. That pencil skirt is fine for the office but it is too restricting for visiting properties. I found four that will suit, but we only have the keys for two of them. Perhaps we could visit those two today and view the others at a later date? Good. Let's do the furthest one first, walk off lunch.' 

And so followed four delightful afternoons, sweating along beside Véro, moving from house to house, apartment to apartment, none of them suitable. Of an evening he studied the properties in the agency's windows so he had two or three more he could propose as candidates for their afternoon jaunts. Véro seemed inexhaustible, always willing to stride out along boulevards and alleyways despite the heat and humidity, glad to get away from the office and her sour-faced boss.

Who eventually started dropping hints that she was spending too much time and effort on one particular customer to the detriment of her other duties. A series of sharp hints served to focus both Dean and Véro on the task of finding him a permanent abode. Their searches narrowed down in terms of distance and price, avoiding the expensive new developments with swimming pools on the edge of town.

At the close of the fourth day, they turned into the back streets of the Faubourg. 'This is the less desirable part of town,' Véro explained. 'It is not as romantic as the old town but is also less packed. In the high summer you cannot hear yourself speak in the office for the crowds outside, but the Faubourg is away from most of the tourists. The place I am going to show you is in an impasse, where there is little traffic and no passing pedestrians.'

'An impasse?' thought Dean. 'That must be a cul de sac. Funny that the French don't even use their own language.’  ‘I don't care what it's like,’ he said aloud. ‘It is good to get away from the noise of drunks and squalling brats.' Another climb, much gentler and shorter than most of those of the past days, plus four flights of stairs left him mopping his brow and panting.

'This is something special,' proclaimed Véro, flinging the door open. 'It may not look much at first but wait until you see it all.'

She was right. The front door opened straight on to the small kitchen, with gloomy spaces to left and right unilluminated from the hallway. 'Wait a moment!' The noise of uncoiling metal shutters from the left, followed by the evening light flooding through the living room. Dean ventured forward into the past.

'It's just like my gran's old house in Peckham!' he cried. 'Look at all this stuff! No-one has lived like this for fifty years!'

'My aunt used to live here,' said Véro. 'She moved in when the apartments were built in the seventies, brought all her old furniture with her from the house in Marquixxan when my uncle died. She said she wanted to be somewhere exciting, somewhere by the sea. We had to put her into a retirement home a couple of months ago. She is still fit for someone who is nearly a hundred, but her mind was going and she finds the stairs difficult, she’s not a spry young thing like you.'

Dean doubted that his step had ever been spry, even in his young days of pounding the beat in South Wales, though losing a couple of stones in recent years had speeded up his normal lumbering lurch. In the kitchen the few pans were blackened by age on the outside, shining like new pins on the inner. Plates were stacked neatly in the cupboard, their flower patterns worn down to a faint haze, glaze cracked into an imitation of an old woman's face. In the bedroom a knitted blanket covered the double bed which almost filled the room. Each pillow had a coverlet of finely embroidered flowers twining round the edges. Dean sighed with nostalgia.

'Come on to the balcony,' commanded Véro. 'To the right you can see the windmill and the olive groves. That's the Benedictine monastery in front of you. Nowadays it's the wine co-operative. Beyond it, round that pine tree, you can see the harbour and the castle. Lean over a bit and there is the marines' barracks overlooking the port. This property would be worth twice the asking price for the view alone if it had modern furniture and fittings. But nursing homes are expensive and we need a quick sale, which is why it is so cheap, only a hundred and ninety thousand.'

A hundred and ninety thousand for a one-bedroom apartment would have struck Dean as expensive a month ago, but since then he had seen similar properties advertised on the south coast for twice that. Even here in Collioure it was a good twenty thousand below the going rate.

'And there is private parking in the complex,' added Véro. 'Everywhere else in town you have to pay at the machine and the new mayor has police out looking for illegal parking all day and night. See how quiet and empty the roads are here. There is only one house at the end of the road, so no passing traffic and no late night drunks wandering by and singing under your window.'

'This is your last chance,' thought Dean. 'If you don't make the right decision now you will regret it for the rest of your life. Don't rush. The flat will still be here tomorrow. And so will she, if I play my cards right.'

'I'm very tempted,' he said aloud, 'but this is only the second place I have seen that I like. 'Perhaps you could show me a couple more tomorrow before I make up my mind.'

The woman's eyes dropped in disappointment. 'I'll certainly look to see what I can find for you. Perhaps we can meet at the same time tomorrow. Do you know Felix's wine bar on the rue Démocratie, the main road through town? I'll meet you there at four tomorrow. In the mean time, walk down to the front with me and you can see how close the beach and the shops are.' She wound down the metal shutters and locked up while Dean lurked outside on the landing.

'Where are you staying?'

'At the Triton.'

'That's perfect. You will see how convenient everything is to the flat. Look, we just walk down the drive. Only a couple of hundred metres to the road, right next to Hotel Triton. There is the bakery, twenty metres away, and Maggie's grocery another twenty metres beyond that. All neatly lined up facing the sea and waiting for you to pop in. Until tomorrow, then.' She leant over and kissed Dean on the cheek before turning away and flouncing off along the pavement to the town centre.

Dean watched her go hungrily, regretting that watching was all he ever managed to do nowadays. Next job, to check out the bakery, grocery and wine bar, all conveniently situated as Véro had promised. At the end of the road by the castle he found a children's playground, happily far removed from the flat he has just viewed, with a convenient bench under the shade of the plane trees. He spent a pleasant hour lounging there like any benevolent grandfather, keeping an eye on the lithe young mothers in their summer shorts and skimpy tops with little or nothing underneath pushing their offspring on the swings or encouraging them to trust themselves to the slides. If he could find somewhere suitable to buy, he would happily settle down here, especially since the alternative was a bed-sitter in Peckham or Catford, if the city boys had not yet moved in and forced the prices up to a ridiculous level. Peckham always carried the threat from the 'Rampant Lions' once they got out of Wandsworth nick. And then there was Véro, who would make any town worth living in.

By now the sun had sunk behind the castle walls, prompting him that supper time was close at hand. Where would he go tonight? Mussels at the ‘Triton’ were cheap and filling, but mussels two nights in a row might not agree with him. The ‘Saint Elme’ was closest but already filling up with families and small children. Dean had had enough of small children for one day. That left the restaurant du Port, which had the advantage of still being in full sunshine and to some extent, as yet undiscovered by tourists and their children alike. The owner led Dean to a table for two facing out across the bay to the castle and the main port on the other side. A truly romantic spot, he thought, wishing he had someone with whom to share it. Véro, preferably.

'A waiter will attend to you soon, sir,' said the owner obsequiously. 'Officially, we do not open for another fifteen minutes but you may order now, should you wish. Perhaps you would care for an aperitif as you wait?'

'I'm afraid I do not drink alcohol. A bottle of plain water would be most welcome.' For the second time recently Dean was met with a curious look. Here, where wine production was second only to tourism, teetotalism was obviously viewed as an aberration. Not that Dean wasn't tempted. A cold beer or white wine would be a treat, but would also send him back down the slippery slope, the slope which was littered with all of the great disasters in his life, culminating in the grand scandal of a drunken debacle in St. Romain. Life was so much simpler when alcohol was not involved.

The promised waiter duly arrived, a swarthy sharp-faced north African cast away on a strange shore. Not so strange! “Monsieur Dean, how do you do! How wonderful to meet you here. Are you on holiday? Has 'La P’tit Algerienne' released you for a couple of weeks?'

'Sharif, what are you doing away from Marseilles? Surely you can't have business here. And as a waiter! I don't believe it.'

Sharif smiled, gesturing to his boss, who nodded in reply. He produced a menu and an order pad and sat down on the other chair. 'I'm not paid for another ten minutes, so we have time for a quick chat. The boss here is quite amenable and an old customer of mine, though he no longer works in the retail business. The company has had a spot of bother since I saw you last. Our strategy in Marseille was too successful. Between us and the jihadis we squeezed out the Italians who were muscling in on our business. Fine. Then the jihadis realised that their aim of undermining western society to replace it with a Caliphate and ours of embracing capitalism and making ourselves rich were incompatible. For a while they had the advantage, being ready to die for the cause, while we were determined to live for ours, but Tariq has now sourced a steady supply of self-defence materials from the Bulgarians, which our people are using to great advantage.

'As usual, the press don't understand how business operates and are going crazy about this minor contretemps, forcing the police to interfere. They don't want to, of course, quite happy for us to sort matters out between ourselves. They've had me in their sights for some time, as you know from when you used to be so helpful to us, so I have moved out for a short holiday to avoid any inconvenience. The patron kindly offered me a job and somewhere to stay. It looks like I am here for the summer, serving the best food in town. Talking of which, here are more customers for me. Don't bother ordering anything for yourself, I know exactly what you will like.'

Dean watched the seagulls despondently pecking at the sand on the beach as he remembered his first meeting with Sharif. They had both been inmates of the Grande St. Charles prison in Perpignan at the time, alongside Sharif's friend Tariq. The two maghrébins had been coming to the end of a short sentence for possession of illegal substances, having miraculously avoided a much longer penalty for running a highly organised drug cartel. His own sentence for obstructing the police in the course of a murder investigation was dragging to a sweaty close. Despite the fact he was both white and ex-police, the pair had looked after him during a prison riot, in the course of which the trio had saved the life of one of the warders, an act which had brought a welcome end to their imprisonment from a grateful justice system.

Sharif was as good as his word, returning with a plate of spiced lamb on perfectly cooked couscous sprinkled with chopped coriander. The bill arrived at the end of the meal, together with the credit card holder and a little packet tucked underneath, which Dean quickly slid inside his wallet behind the credit card. 'We are a little short of supplies here,' explained Sharif, 'but there is always something available for old friends and colleagues.'

Dean smiled in anticipation of some comfortable evenings ahead, trotted off jauntily to the 'Triton' and a relaxing time smoking on the hotel's balcony.
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Sharif’s merchandise had always been reliable, producing sweet dreams and a clear head in the morning. Clear enough for Dean to turn up his nose at the breakfast the hotel offered. ‘Bread, yoghurt and orange juice!’ he sneered, “and I’m paying ten euros for this! Not a boiled egg or a slice of bacon in sight. The coffee is out of a machine, tastes like mud with sugar lumps.’ And it was so long before his meeting with Véro later that afternoon. At home he could mow the grass or walk into St. Romain to pick up some unneeded supplies. Here all he could do was what everybody else did. He gathered up a towel, changed into his bathing trunks, picked up a rattan mat and headed off to the beach.

Collioure has five beaches. Two are rocky and not conducive to a comfortable morning’s doze. The nearest to ‘Triton’ runs alongside the main road and is a favourite with families, the water not reaching above the head of an average toddler for a good thirty metres. Another session of watching the young mothers in their bathing costumes was attractive but also involved putting up with the noise and antics of their brats. The beach by the old port was too public for an overweight, pale ageing man in a floppy bathing costume. Only the beach behind the church was left. Less public, softer sand and a good sprinkling of ladies from an earlier era, happy to discard the top halves of their bikinis.

Once the two students in their thongs had failed to catch the eye of the lifeguard and left for lunch, Dean became restless, the sun prickling his skin, turning it to a mottled shade of pink. 'A swim,' he thought. 'It must be better than the Gower on a windy afternoon.' Better, but not as warm as he had hoped. He forced himself to advance gingerly, wincing as a tiny wave lapped at his groin, shuddering as the sea crept over his waistband. At last he trusted himself to the water, almost flopping on top of a youngster returning unobserved from a snorkelling outing. ‘Stupid oaf,’ muttered Dean to himself, unknowingly echoing the youngster’s judgement expressed in colloquial Flemish. 

‘It’s not too bad once you get in,' he muttered unconvincingly to himself.

He set off towards the buoys which delineated the approved swimming area. A dozen strokes convinced him they were too far away. With all the elegance of a basking whale he turned over on his back, watching as the marine barracks appeared in his view at the top of the hill, gazing over to the blood and gold Catalonian flag flying from the masthead above the castle. Gently and ineffectually he paddled with his arms in an attempt to stay in one place, succeeding only in displacing ripples of water over his face. ‘Enough,’ he thought. ‘Too much exercise is not good for a man of my age.’  He allowed the sea to propel him slowly towards the shore, easing himself to his feet before attempting the final shingle bank and hitching up his sagging blue trunks.

To be confronted by Véro in a brilliant white bikini showing off her honey coloured skin and ample figure. ‘Monsieur Dean,’ she exclaimed, ‘I thought it was Daniel Craig appearing out of the water.’

‘And you must be Ursula Andress. Or is that the wrong movie?’

“After a compliment like that I’m not going to argue. Will you wait for me while I take my afternoon dip?’ Without pausing for a reply she plunged unhesitatingly into the water, cutting through it at a fast crawl to the furthest of the buoys before turning on her back and churning up the water parallel to the beach with a determined backstroke.

‘Daniel Craig, eh!’ thought Dean to himself. ‘There is a similarity in our figures, I must admit. Except that his stays still when he walks and mine bounces. Perhaps I should do something about that. A lunchtime swim with Véro every day might be exactly what I need to get myself in trim.’ He wrapped himself in his towel and sat down to watch Véro, a vision of strength and elegance. 'The beauty of youth,' thought Dean. Carol's elopement with Pierre had initially sapped his interest in women, or at least real women rather than ones in magazines or on the cinema screen. 

Only Sophie had excited him, but she had been, what? Seventeen? Nearly forty years younger then him, a mere child. Besides, despite her stage persona, she was a notorious virgin, determined to succumb only to the perfect example of physical and intellectual manhood. Dean did not count, so Sophie did not count. Véro was a different matter. Only twenty years younger and obviously a woman of the world. The age difference was no problem and looking at her made him feel as enthusiastic as he had been at twenty-five.

Half an hour passed in thought and admiration before he was able to stand ready, towel in hand to wrap it round her shoulders, allowing himself to linger over the process. Rather than object, Véro leaned into him as if enjoying his proximity.

‘Listen,’ she said, ‘instead of waiting for our meeting time this afternoon, why don’t I go and get changed. Then we can have a quick lunch together. There are a couple of things I need to talk over with you away from the office.’ Smiling temptingly, she picked her way daintily back to the changing rooms, leaving Dean gazing after her open-mouthed before struggling with his wet bathing trunks beneath his inadequate towel, almost falling over as he tried keeping his balance and preserving his modesty at the same time.

Véro reappeared in her office uniform of black pencil skirt and crisp white blouse. ‘Not much walking today,’ she announced, much to Dean’s relief. ‘Just one visit and a look at a new development off plan. What do you say to a pizza for lunch? Albert has a new pizza place near Felix’s wine bar. By now it should be in the shade so we can sit outside and enjoy the breeze. You look like you need cooling down. Come along.’ She took his arm and guided him round the walkway behind the church, smiling seductively at the busker playing Albeniz on his guitar as she passed. ‘Wait here,’ she ordered as they arrived at the office. ‘I need to collect the keys and a set of plans.’

Albert’s pizzas proved more than adequate, enhanced by a view of Véro’s cleavage as she bent forward over her plate. ‘I’ve got something very special for you,’ whispered Véro, wiping a stray dribble of oil from her chin. ‘Not many people know about this yet. You see those new buildings there, above your hotel? They are supposed to be the furthest allowable constructions in the town. This is a national heritage site, you know, so everything has to be approved by the authorities as well as by the mayor. Well, just beyond those buildings is an old olive grove. It’s overgrown and no use for anything, just perfect for a small new development.’

‘But you said that nothing further would be allowed,’ objected Dean.

‘Not unless it was agreed in Paris as well as by the mayor,’ added Véro. ‘But the mayor has a part share in the land, which he inherited from his grandmother and I have a cousin in the heritage department in Paris. My brother is an architect and he has drawn up plans for fitting fifty apartments on the site, complete with swimming pool and parking. They are not huge, smaller than the one I showed you yesterday round the corner, but brand new with all appliances fitted. The views over the bay are absolutely fabulous. Once they are finished they will be on the market for three hundred and fifty. My brother thinks they will sell like hot cakes, so we’re selling them ourselves, not through the agency.’ She looked at Dean hungrily. ‘He says we should sell a limited number off plan at a discount, at three hundred a time. That way we won’t have to go to the banks for the construction money and pay them a ridiculous amount in interest.’

‘When do you think they will be ready?’

‘The mayor is going to waive construction restrictions so they can be finished for the next summer season, so about a year.’

‘Not for me, then,’ sighed Dean. ‘It’s a great offer, but I will be homeless by the end of the month. Even three hundred is too much for me anyway, especially after I’ve paid my bill at the Triton.’

‘I was going to talk to you about that,’ Véro continued, unfazed by Dean’s disinterest in her proposition. 'How much is it costing you to stay at the hotel? With breakfast it must be around a hundred a day. Then you have to eat out all the time, which is expensive in itself even if you just buy a sandwich for lunch and a plate of mussels for supper. Not really enough for a big strong man like you.’

Dean tightened his stomach muscles and sat up straighter in his chair.

‘The flat I showed you yesterday is going to remain empty until it is sold. You’ve seen the state of the furnishings; it’s impossible to rent to the tourists as it is and the old lady needs every centime she can find for her care home bills. I could rent it to you as a private arrangement for a small sum, say three hundred a week. That’s almost half what other flats in the block fetch as a rental. You could stay there for three weeks for the same amount that one week at the Triton would cost. And you could entertain visitors if you wished.’ Her huge doe eyes sparkled as she stared across the table at him.

‘I have an ulterior motive, as well,’ she added. ‘If you spend some time there you might like it well enough to buy it for yourself and we could deduct the rental cost from the purchase price. What do you think?’

‘Well,’ Dean replied cautiously, ‘I do rather like the flat and my booking at the Triton needs to be renewed tomorrow, if they haven’t let it out to someone else already. Yes, I’ll certainly take you up on the offer. Three weeks is ideal, with the option to continue month by month. My house sale should be completed before then. Can I move in tomorrow?’

‘Of course. It’s empty, as you know.' 

‘Can we go and have another look at your aunt’s place?’

Inside all was light, airy and modern, despite its antiquated fittings and fixtures. ‘Like an old armchair you can relax in,’ said Véro.

‘Pardon?’

‘It’s what Matisse said of a good painting,’ Véro explained. ‘You should feel comfortable in it, just like you feel in this apartment. I have to be back at work soon, but I’ll leave the keys with you so you can move in at your leisure. Maybe we can meet for lunch again together tomorrow and settle the matter of the rent? Cash is always the best way, unless you want to spend time filling in lease agreements for the notaire and tax declarations for the internal revenue. French bureaucracy has nothing on Italian but if we go down the official path you’ll be lucky to move in at all this month.’

‘I don’t think we’ll bother with all that,’ agreed Dean, loath to have more to do with officialdom than was absolutely necessary. ‘Lunch tomorrow seems a good idea. At the Restaurant du Port at one?’

‘That would be lovely. I’ll leave you to settle in; there’s work to be done.’ Grasping his arm, she leant over to kiss him on each cheek, more fervently than Dean had been expecting, before disappearing down the stair-well. Opening the sliding glass doors Dean edged out on to the balcony, watched her disappear along the road and out of sight, her behind moving temptingly as she walked. He sighed, lay on the bed on its ancient knitted coverlet. Slept. Dreamed the kind of dream he thought he had outgrown years ago. Only a sample of Sharif’s best merchandise could have made him happier.

Moving one large wheeled suitcase two hundred metres does not take long, even if it has to be packed at one end and unpacked at the other. Shopping at Maggie’s grocery took no longer, leaving Dean with a couple of hours to kill the next day ahead of his lunch engagement. Ensconced in his own flat he made coffee exactly the way he liked it, thick and sweet as Sharif had taught him. He spied a tiny foldable table tucked into one corner of the living room. Puffing like an old steam locomotive he lugged it out onto the balcony, following it with a folding chair. He lounged luxuriantly against the railings, one hand drooping over the side as he sipped the coffee and nibbled his third croissant of the day. The occupant of the flat below must also be taking his leisure, whilst doing business on his mobile phone.

Dean took little notice at first, fully engaged upon thoughts of his lunchtime meeting. Gradually it dawned upon him that his neighbour was speaking in some form of Arabic. Not the crude version that Dean had picked up from the mixture of criminals in Perpignan or the Algerians and Tunisians he had worked with in the restaurant in Toulouse, but a more refined, almost academic version spoken with the emphasis of someone accustomed to be obeyed.

‘Explosive,’ said the neighbour, ‘pillars of fire’, ‘devastating’. 'Mohammed wants us to throw everything we have at it. Yes, don't forget the truck. Remember how important it was at Nice last year.' Much of the rest was lost in complicated grammar and rapid exchanges which Dean could not follow. 

Explosions ending in pillars of fire? A devastating effect at the behest of the Prophet? A runaway truck to mow down defenceless pedestrians? Surely there were dangerous matters afoot here, perhaps car bombs and massacres? Given his rudimentary Arabic he could not be certain, nor had he understood enough to take the matter to the police. Two heads were better than one. He would consult Sharif.

His mobile phone buzzed. ‘Dean, darling,’ began Véro before apologising profusely, confirming their lunch date was still on, but warning she had several clients in the office so could be a little late. Dean basked in the glow of that ‘darling’, impervious for a moment to his surroundings.

As he descended from his amorous cloud he was aware the neighbour below was still talking, becoming ever more imperious. Dean investigated his phone, switched it to ‘record’, slouched back in his chair with one arm slopping over the balcony rail, the phone casually held pointing downwards. Gradually, the conversation became more amicable with lots of ‘I agree’ and ‘that’s right’ thrown in between longer passages. Dean could feel the phone making protesting vibrations of the kind associated with a failing battery. ‘Farewell my friend, God is good,’ said the unseen neighbour to his interlocutor as Dean’s phone gave a final lurch. A balcony door below slid shut. Another was closed and locked in the stair well. Dean leant out in an attempt to catch a glimpse of his neighbour. 

A tall, dark man emerged. Probably an Arab of some provenance, though difficult to tell from above. Neatly clad in light summer trousers and short sleeved white shirt, a goatskin shoulder bag dancing from one hand revealing the edges of a laptop within; tan Oxford brogues which looked to have cost more than a month’s rent on the apartment. Not a man in a hurry, he ambled across to a silver Audi before pausing to look searchingly around him, opening the door and driving off. 

‘Checking he’s not being followed,’ mused Dean. ‘A professional. One of the money men, sending the kids off to blow themselves up while he lounges back in the lap of luxury. All that 'pillars of fire' stuff' just like the extremists we were banged up with in Perpignan. God, how I hated those fanatics! Sharif had better watch out if they are in town.’

With fanatics in mind, Dean made a point of being early for his appointment at the Restaurant du Port, to the owner’s consternation. ‘I am sorry, monsieur, but we are not open for some time yet. I cannot even serve you a drink since we have only a restaurant licence.’

‘If you remember,’ Dean replied, ‘I don’t touch alcohol, though I would appreciate a glass of water while I wait; the sun today is fierce. Is Sharif in yet? I’d like a word with him if possible.’

The owner’s eyes narrowed. ‘This is not a place of business, monsieur. If you and Sharif have any commercial transactions not connected with food and drink, perhaps you could conduct them elsewhere.’

‘I quite understand your reluctance, patron. I can assure you no such transactions, as you put it, will take place. Instead I wish Sharif to do me a favour. An Algerian friend has left me a message on my mobile. Sadly, he has over-estimated my command of Arabic and I am unable to fully comprehend what he says. I was hoping that Sharif could translate it for me. Unless you could help instead?’

‘Like you, monsieur, I have only a vague grasp of the language, mainly the result of listening to arguments in the kitchen. Sharif tells me you have derived some fluency yourself in that situation so you will appreciate how limited my vocabulary must be. He is taking a morning coffee indoors before beginning his shift. I will ask him if he is free to assist you in a little matter of translation. And nothing else.’

‘And nothing else,’ Dean agreed.

Sharif emerged, wearing black trousers and a dark blue shirt with the name of the restaurant embossed on front and back above a stylised view of the castle and church. ‘Did you enjoy your present the other evening?’ he enquired.

‘Very much so. And I would be happy to purchase more if you have sufficient. Not now, partly because I promised the patron that I would not engage in a commercial transaction of that kind. Mainly because I have more important business. I have made a recording of one side of a telephone conversation and I need you to translate it for me.’

‘Pass it over here. This is a smart machine, better quality than the one I have.’

‘A present from a grateful client. The sound quality is excellent but the battery life is shorter than I expected.’

‘Never mind.’ Sharif turned the phone over in his hands, laid it on the table, pressed the ‘speaker’ button and began the recording.

‘This will be the biggest event in the whole of France, people will see it for miles around.’ said the disembodied voice.

Sharif paused the machine. ‘That’s no maghrébin,’ he opined. ‘He’s from the east: Syria, Iraq, Saudi even. The sort of Arabic we learn to recite in the madrassa. An educated man for sure. Some traces of a French accent; he must have lived here a long time. What else has he got to say?’

‘Listen to me, we just have to get this right. Mohammed will have our heads if we fail on this one. There’ll be no future for either of us.’

‘Looks like they are setting up some kind of a deal. Could be advertising. You know, like those planes that trail banners behind them.’

‘You have to be careful to de-risk the process.’

‘Remember that British politician who tried the same stunt and got the banner caught up in the plane? Nearly killed himself when it crashed as a result.’

‘We have to get this right, no cock-ups. Nice last year was a complete disaster.’

‘I don’t like the sound of that,’ interjected Dean. ‘How many were killed when a madman drove his truck into the crowds on the fourteenth of July?’

‘Don’t jump to conclusions,’ counselled Sharif. ‘All sorts of deals went wrong in Nice last year, including some of mine.’

‘Let’s get our men in early, we don’t want the curious to see what we are doing. Is the supplier in Marseille reliable?’

“See, he could easily be talking about part of my own operation,’ Sharif warned. Dean looked around
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