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August 2010

IT WAS EITHER nine or ten. The church bell always missed the top of the hour by a few minutes, but then it chimed twice. It gave you a second chance. Lawrence looked down at the space on his wrist where his watch used to be, where the skin was a smoother texture, the hairs rubbed away, still paler than the rest of the arm even now, in the late summer. He listened again for the second peal of bells, counting them this time to be sure. Ten.

He was relieved to see his favourite table still vacant and he claimed it, placing his baguette down. Although the laminated surface was chipped and it wobbled, despite the folded beer mat wedged beneath one of its legs, it was the best table. Sunlight was filtered through the wisteria that scrambled over the wrought-iron canopy sheltering the terrace and he could lean against the warm plaster of the cafe’s wall and see everything going on in the square. 

Lawrence lifted the bread up automatically as Elodie swept by, allowing her to give his table a cursory wipe with a cloth. Tattoos had crept further down her outstretched arm, as though the rose pattern was growing of its own accord. He scarcely needed to order these days; Elodie asked, with an upward inflection and a raised eyebrow, if it was the petit crème and he nodded in reply.

It was busier than usual for a Sunday morning, even in August. At the other end of the terrace, a family with three children were settling in to their seats in a flurry. They were Dutch, judging by the language as the mother lifted a toddler into one chair and separated two squabbling blond boys. It was a while before Elodie placed Lawrence’s coffee on his table. She took the couple of euros he offered and went to stand over the Dutch family as they decided what to order.

He took a sip of his coffee and surveyed the square. There was a sense of purpose and expectation among the inhabitants of the village that morning. Strands of bunting, in French tricolour and the Provençal red and yellow, had been strung across from the town hall to the plane tree that sheltered the square. On the far side, beneath the thick stone walls of the old town, a few people were unfolding trestle tables, unloading cardboard boxes from the backs of small vans, setting out their displays. A yellow poster tacked to the tree trunk set out the order of the festive day: the vide-grenier, the games of boules, the meal in the evening and the dancing to follow.

It was usually a peaceful place now, undisturbed, but it had been a vicious little town in its time. A plaque on the fortifications told some of the history, that the walls were built when village was fighting against rival village, believers against heretics, enemies thrown from the tops of the walls. Every day when he passed the war memorial in the village and saw the weathered stone carving of a sad-eyed soldier, the plinth lined with surnames that were still familiar nearby, he was reminded that it wasn’t so long ago. There, too, were the crosses of Lorraine that marked where the Resistance fighters fell. Everywhere was a war zone once, if you looked hard enough.

On the side of the square to Lawrence’s right, opposite the town hall, the bakery was busy. The bell above the door sounded as each customer entered and left. An elderly lady emerged, carrying a large white cake box quartered with narrow blue ribbon. She wore a navy dress, a formal Sunday outfit. She held the box in front of her as she walked across the square towards the gate in the old town walls. 

The bells started to chime again, no longer sounding the hour but a more tuneful peal. The church was at the top of the hill in the old town, at the end of a coil of streets that wound their way around to the centre. The lady with her cake box started to walk more quickly, picking up her feet over the uneven cobbles, the bells reminding her that she had to hurry.

It was as she approached the arched gateway in the walls that Lawrence heard the shots. The first shot cracked above the noise of the church bells. A second shot fired, then a third. He knew that sound, but he had to be mistaken. There couldn’t be gunshots here, not on a Sunday morning in August, as an old lady carried her cakes home from the bakery. It must have been a motorbike backfiring. He told himself sternly, as he’d often had to do before, not to be so stupid, not to imagine things, not to overreact.

Then a fourth shot came and he stopped counting. It was a rifle shot, that much he knew, coming from the old village behind the walls, from near his own house, and there was more than one gunman. Lawrence screwed his eyes closed. He did not want to see what he expected to see. He did not want to see the woman, her cake box thrown aside, her body prostrate on the cobbles, her legs splayed and her black shoes at an unnatural angle to one another. The images played out in his mind the way they hadn’t done in a long time; he saw them, as always, in slow motion and close up, framed as though he were filming them.

It wasn’t until he opened his eyes that he realised he was crouched on the floor beneath the table, kneeling on the dusty terrace. He grasped for the baguette, which had fallen on the ground beside him, as though it were a weapon. There was a warm, wet patch on his left shoulder. Lawrence sat back against the wall and reached his right hand up to his shirt. Near the neck, he thought. As he felt under the collar of his shirt, he realised that it didn’t hurt as much as he thought it would. It scarcely hurt at all, a slight burning. But then, he knew, that was sometimes the way. It would hit him later. He pulled his hand away and looked at it. It came away light brown, the colour of coffee. It was coffee.

He peered through the thicket of chair legs in front of him to see a procession of black trousers and thick-soled shoes, marching in step in the direction of the cafe. They had rounded the stone trough of the fountain beneath the plane tree. There were still shots, but they were intermittent now. He sat up and looked at the men. There were perhaps a dozen of them, in waistcoats and black felt trilbies, red neckerchiefs knotted around the collars of their white shirts. They carried hunting rifles. They may have been in unusual costumes but he recognised them all the same: they were the villagers and he knew them. They were not shooting at him, nor at anyone else. The rifles, loaded with blanks, were aimed at the sky.

Lawrence scrabbled to his feet, dusting off the knees of his beige chinos. He righted the bentwood chair he had been sitting on and stood his coffee cup back up in the pool of spilt liquid in its saucer. He tried to act as though nothing had happened.

Four of the men carried between them a carved figure of a saint, raised to shoulder height on a sort of wooden stretcher. The gilt folds of the saint’s robes caught the sunlight and his hand was raised in benediction. Behind them, the village priest followed, white-robed with a red stole. This must happen every year, the saint being borne from the church through the village to bless the festival in his honour. Somehow Lawrence must have always missed it before.

He wondered where he had been to miss this ritual; it didn’t take him long to arrive at the answer. People said that nothing happened in August, but too often it did. Princess Diana had died in August, after all. He remembered that interrupted holiday, the drive back to Paris through the night, leaving Harriet behind with the children, speeding down the empty autoroutes, only slowing down when he thought that it would be too stupid to crash trying to get to the scene of a car crash. The coup in Moscow broke in the middle of the summer holidays. Wars and disasters didn’t take school holidays off, as he used to tell Harriet. Nor did they respect birthdays or anniversaries or dinner parties.

The huntsmen at the head of the parade fired off a last volley, then broke their guns and started to approach the cafe. Gilles, the patron, came out to greet them and Elodie followed behind, her tray laden with glasses of red wine. Gilles took a glass from the tray and offered it to the first man. It was Pascal, the village’s mayor, a broad-chested man in his fifties with a drooping moustache. The traditional outfit, like something out of Pagnol, suited him.

More people had gathered in the square to watch, cyclists dismounting and leaning their bikes against the water trough. A man in Lycra shorts and a cycling team jersey held his phone up to film the scene. Pascal turned towards his audience and raised his glass in their direction. Pascal’s accent was strong, a Provençal twang at the ends of his words. Lawrence could follow it, but sometimes with difficulty. Pascal spoke about the hunting season that was to start, the wine harvest to follow. He was marking the end of the summer, though it was still the middle of August. It was a season of endings and of beginnings, rituals that repeated themselves year after year. The visitors went home and for those who remained, more work began. This year, for the first time, Lawrence would not be leaving, and he had no work to do.

Pascal raised his glass in honour of the carved saint, asking his protection. If Lawrence had had any coffee left, he would have raised his cup to join the toast. He could do with something to bring him luck, to bless him, however superstitious that was.

Her tray empty, Elodie returned to the cafe. As she moved towards him, she gasped at the coffee trailing from Lawrence’s saucer and still dripping off the edge of the table. Her eyes darted towards the coffee stain on his shoulder before she looked away again. She removed his cup and saucer and began to wipe up the mess. She asked him what had happened. For a moment, he struggled to remember the word for gunfire, but it came back to him, as unwelcome as the shots themselves. La fusillade, he said. It scared me, he admitted. I didn’t know what it was.

Elodie laughed and shrugged and went back to the bar. He was surprised to see her return a minute later with a replacement coffee, along with a glass of cognac that she placed firmly on the table. Lawrence reached for his wallet but Elodie shook her head and insisted that it was on the house.

‘It’s good for the nerves,’ she said. Lawrence took a first sip at the brandy. It was not the way he was supposed to deal with it, he knew that much. He had paid enough money over the years to people who told him that. All the same, it worked, at least for a while. What was the point of living in France, after all, if you couldn’t, when necessary, drink brandy at ten o’clock on a Sunday morning? He was conducting the familiar argument in his head with an interlocutor who no longer cared either way; Harriet, no longer his wife, was not here to tell him otherwise. But there were other visitors who were due to arrive. He’d be back to normal by the time they came.
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HE WOULD HAVE made it all the way to the fountain in the middle of the square, if it hadn’t been for the slow, aimless people blocking his path. There were only a few metres to go. Martin’s calves were burning with the effort of the last hill on the way into the village, but he wanted to push on, get where he was going. He came to a halt, dismounted and turned back to look for Julian. Julian was a hundred metres or so behind, his face even redder than usual, his cheeks puffed out. He was certainly trying hard, for someone not used to the effort, but Martin had his doubts about whether he’d make the distance, come September. Martin checked the small digital screen fixed to his handlebars – 70 kilometres. A bit slow, but that was down to Julian. They were late; he’d promised to be back with the breakfast before everyone was up, and they’d be up by now. 

Julian caught up, hauled a heavy thigh over his crossbar.

‘What’s all this?’ Julian asked, once he’d caught his breath. 

‘Not sure,’ Martin replied. ‘Local colour. Great, isn’t it?’ A man in a black felt hat and a waistcoat like an old-time French peasant, a rifle slung over his shoulder, was downing a glass of red wine, slurping it through a heavy salt-and-pepper moustache, the crowd applauding him. It was as though Martin had laid on the scene for Julian’s benefit, a film-perfect image of French village life. Julian nodded his agreement and wiped the sweat from his forehead with his arm. He reached for his water bottle and took a long swig. The cleats on their shoes clacked on the cobbles as they made their way through the square. Julian went over to the fountain, where he bent forward and sluiced water over his head. 

As he waited, Martin recognised the familiar figure on the cafe terrace. The way he sat never changed. His head was tilted back against the wall, the greying blond hair swept away from his forehead, his eyes closed, one arm outstretched on an empty chair. His ankle was crossed over his knee. His romantic poet pose. He still wore the desert boots, same as always. 

Martin wheeled his bike over and propped it against a wall.

‘Wake up, Leith. You’re on in ten.’

Lawrence’s eyes blinked open. He rocked forward on his chair and looked around him. His eyes were that same clear blue but more watery than before. 

‘Trust you, Elliot,’ Lawrence said as he stood up. They threw their arms around each other, the same hug they always gave when it had been a while. These days, it had usually been a while. Lawrence clapped a hand onto Martin’s back where he felt clammy, the sweat starting to cool. His breath had a tang of alcohol and Martin noticed an empty cognac glass on the table.

‘You look well,’ Martin said, more quickly than he should have done. ‘Still got all your own hair.’ Lawrence tugged at a strand near his temples, as if to prove that it was.

‘And you’ve got even less,’ Lawrence observed, indicating Martin’s stubbled scalp. It was an old routine. Lawrence looked better than Martin had expected. The year-round tan helped, even though it had made the wrinkles at the corners of his eyes more pronounced. Lawrence had all the time he wanted to sit in the sun and wouldn’t care about the effects. He had put on weight, too. He had never stinted on good food and wine; he just couldn’t carry it so well any more. Everything had slipped, betraying a lack of muscle and exercise.

‘When did you get in?’ Lawrence asked. The question reminded Martin of hotel bars and airport lounges, of Lawrence’s erratic map reading. It was a long time since they’d been on the road together.

‘Yesterday afternoon,’ Martin said.

‘How’s the house?’

‘Fantastic, thanks. Transformed. Can’t wait for you to see it. You’re coming, this evening, aren’t you?’ Iona would have reminded him, but he wanted to make sure. Though if he was already on the brandy at ten in the morning, it might not be such a good idea. ‘Are you OK?’ Martin continued, lowering his voice as Julian approached. He nodded towards the brown stain on Lawrence’s shoulder.

‘Oh, that.’ Lawrence glanced down at the mark. ‘It’s nothing. I was a bit startled. They were firing rifles. It’s a traditional thing. Gave me a bit of a jump.’

‘So your coffee missed your mouth? By quite some way?’ 

Lawrence shrugged.

‘Julian,’ Martin began. ‘You’ve met Lawrence Leith, haven’t you? Lawrence, Julian Heathcote. Julian and Victoria are staying with us.’

‘I don’t think we have,’ Julian said, extending a fleshy hand. His arm was freckled and had reddened in the morning sun. ‘But I know your work, of course. Big fan.’ Martin willed him not to ask what Lawrence was doing these days. Yet Julian blundered on.

‘Where are you off to next? Plenty of trouble spots on your list, I expect.’ 

Lawrence shook his head. ‘I’m giving the trouble spots a miss for now. Who needs trouble spots when you’ve got this?’ He gestured towards the square.

‘That’s true,’ said Julian. At least Lawrence had managed to be gracious. Before he’d left London, his bitterness and tendency to harangue people and blame others for his failures had become tiresome. He seemed to have mellowed in the sunshine. Martin knew he’d been right to get out of that business early enough. There weren’t many old journalists and there were even fewer happy old ones. Lawrence may have scoffed at him once for selling out, but he didn’t scoff any more.

‘Listen, there’s going to be a bunch of grumpy children up at the house wondering where we’ve got to with their pains au chocolat, so we’d better get to the bakery before they run out. But we’ll see you later, won’t we?’ Lawrence nodded his assent.

‘Great to meet you,’ Julian said to Lawrence.

Julian reached the bakery door first and held it open. Martin stepped inside and inhaled the warm scent of fresh bread. The woman behind the counter moved slowly, taping a square of paper on the diagonal around each pair of loaves, twirling the corners of the bag that held the croissants and pains au chocolat in a way that Martin hadn’t seen shopkeepers do since his childhood. He slid a twenty-euro note onto the dish on top of the glass vitrine and waited for her to count out his change. With each slow movement she made, his feet itched with impatience. He could already feel his muscles cramping up, needing to move again. He wanted to get back to the house and into a warm shower. He felt a vibration against the small of his back, his phone buzzing in the pocket of his cycling jersey; he ignored it. 

Martin liked the image of himself cycling along idly, carrying his fresh bread home. One day there would be more time for that. One day that would be all he would do; he’d be able to stop. That time was still far away, though, the time when he would be able to come down here and do nothing but take in the view. It was all right for Lawrence; that choice had been forced upon him.
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LAWRENCE THREW HIS coffee-stained shirt into the laundry basket and opened the wardrobe, pulling a clean navy polo shirt from the pile. The window was open and there was a breeze. He looked out across rows of terracotta rooftops, to where the hill below the village dropped away to the plain beyond. The slopes were striped with vineyards, the vines full and green, dropping with black grapes soon to be harvested. When he had arrived at the beginning of the year, there had been nothing but the pruned black stumps of the old vines, like gnarled hands reaching up out of the earth. Somewhere in that direction, across the valley, was Martin’s house, though he couldn’t see it from there.

Through the arched stone gate that led into the old town, among the low houses that jostled against each other, it was quiet. The windows of the houses were low, screened by net curtains. In the evenings you heard the murmur of televisions and on Sundays families gathered for lunch. 

Lawrence had just set the needle on the old record player, the one he had taken with him, since no one else wanted it. The notes of the double bass began, then Brassens’s guitar, then his clear rolling voice as he sang ‘Les Copains d’Abord’.


Au rendez-vous des bons copains,

Y’avait pas souvent de lapins.



The phone rang. Reluctantly, he answered the call. It was Iona, her voice bright. They were all coming down to the village, to go to the flea market, and he would join them, wouldn’t he? She hardly waited for him to agree before she rang off. Lawrence looked up at the framed poster that he had reinstated on the wall, the one Harriet had always disliked. Brel, Brassens and Ferré, in black and white, sitting around a table, sometime in the sixties. Each of them sat in front of a microphone but this was no neat recording studio; the table was scattered with empty glasses and beer bottles, a heavy cut-glass ashtray. Brassens was smoking a pipe, the other two, cigarettes. The three men looked happy, at ease in each others’ company. Les Copains d’Abord.

The sun angled in through the thin curtains across the doors that led to the tiny courtyard. The little room that was usually large enough for him felt too small. He would go out again and meet them.

‘So, do you miss it?’ Martin asked, as he picked up an old yellow Ricard jug from one of the trestle tables in the market and turned it around in his hands, inspecting it closely. The yellow glaze on the pottery was in good condition, as far as Lawrence could see, scarcely cracked or chipped.

Lawrence shook his head. It was a question he had got used to hearing, though few people came down here and asked it to his face.

‘There are days,’ he began. ‘There are the big days, when I have a moment of wishing I was there. And then I stop and remember why I don’t want to be there any more.’

‘Like when you think someone’s shooting at you?’ 

‘I haven’t been like that for a while,’ Lawrence replied. ‘I can’t remember the last time. It’s just that I didn’t have a chance to prepare for it. I heard the noise and I just reacted.’

‘Are you still talking to someone about it?’ Martin persisted. ‘Seeing anyone to help?’

‘Not down here,’ Lawrence said. ‘I can’t see the point. Being down here is good for me. No stress. No difficult situations.’

The tables were covered with old glassware and ashtrays, rust-spotted tins that had once held stock cubes or chocolate powder, metal coffee-grinders with crank handles. On a sheet in front of the stall, a blunt scythe lay next to a manual typewriter, a Polaroid camera alongside a rake with unevenly bent tines, all unwanted and obsolete. 

Martin turned towards the stallholder, a man in his sixties with pockmarked skin and grey hair combed sharply back. Although Martin’s French was still as terrible as it had always been, he managed to make himself understood. Lawrence might have been more correct, but Martin was the more persuasive. Martin asked how much for the pastis jug; the stallholder told him thirty euros. Martin indicated the circular tray and the matching glasses that completed the set and asked how much for all of it. He feigned shock at the price he was quoted and turned back to Lawrence.

‘You should get back in the game, though. Even if not the same game. You’re wasted down here.’ 

Lawrence shrugged and let Martin get on with his negotiation. He’d just offered fifteen euros, to the stallholder’s exaggerated exasperation. Lawrence had seen this often enough before; Martin negotiated everything from taxi fares to hotel room rates. He had bargained with editors in London for more time for the reports he produced for Lawrence. Then he’d cut himself deals for ever better jobs. More often than not, the deal was concluded on Martin Elliot’s terms.

The stallholder conceded at twenty, spreading his hands wide.

‘The game’s moved on,’ Lawrence continued. ‘I’m like this stuff.’ He pointed towards the typewriter on the ground. ‘Surplus to requirements. Out of date.’

‘Only if you let yourself think like that,’ Martin insisted. ‘Plenty of people could use you. We could use you.’

‘What for?’ Lawrence asked. He was trying not to sound too dismissive. It was a conversation he had wanted to have, though he hadn’t expected to start it here, in the village street, surrounded by second-hand junk.

‘We can talk about it. You should have come to see me, before you chucked it all in.’

Martin said it as though that were a simple thing, but Lawrence had lost count of the drinks they’d been meant to have, the postponed lunches, the times he’d called to be told that Martin was out of the country on an urgent trip. It was a reversal; it used to be Lawrence who always had to cancel.

These days, Martin was screened from people he didn’t need to meet. When he had started Elliot Associates, the name was printed on a small plaque by a buzzer that gave access to a tiny suite of offices, up a narrow flight of stairs in a Westminster backstreet. The address, Martin had said, was everything, even if he had to hold meetings in coffee shops. These days, the Elliot Associates logo was etched on perspex in the white-walled atrium of a tall office building near Cheapside. He had done even better in recent years; the greater the crisis, whether political or financial, the more people needed Martin’s help and the more they were prepared to pay for Martin’s advice. He restored reputations, improved images, wove more convincing stories for them. Although Lawrence could have used advice from Martin, he doubted he could afford it any more.

The stallholder put the jug and glasses into a plastic bag and handed Martin the tray. Martin turned to Lawrence.

‘We’ll have a chance to talk properly now I’m here,’ he said. ‘Really catch up. There’s a couple of things I have in mind.’

Before Lawrence could find out what those things were, they were interrupted by the squeal of a falling child, a wail of pain. Martin rushed towards the little boy who had tripped on the cobblestones. His sister was standing over him, her fists on her hips.

‘Finn was running too fast and he fell over,’ she explained. Maisie spoke with conviction. 

Martin passed the plastic bag and tray to Lawrence, then leant over his son and inspected the knee that the boy stuck out. He rubbed the boy’s kneecap gently before picking him up and standing him back on his feet.

‘Nothing broken?’ he said. Finn sniffed and shook his head. He had strawberry-blond hair cut in a long fringe that hung into his eyes, a superhero cartoon on his green T-shirt. Maisie, his twin, stared directly at Lawrence. Her hair was the same shade as Finn’s, though tied back in a loose ponytail.

‘I’ve met you before,’ she declared. ‘You’ve been to our house.’

‘That’s right,’ Lawrence agreed. ‘But it was a long time ago.’ She was not yet five and already she had some of her father’s networking skills. It must have been over a year since he had seen the children.

Iona was not far behind them, treading carefully on the chunky soles of her sandals as though she too might trip over on the sloping street. She was wearing a dark-blue linen dress, her face shaded by a large straw hat with a floppy brim. She was a redhead with pale skin that didn’t take well to the sun. 

‘I told him not to run, but he didn’t listen.’ Iona looked towards Lawrence. ‘Just like someone else we know,’ she said. They both laughed. She embraced Lawrence with a real warmth and a clatter of bangles, a kiss on each cheek, before letting him go and holding him by the shoulders at arm’s length. ‘You look so well, Lawrence. You really needed the change of scene.’

The trouble with being told you looked well was that it made you wonder quite how bad you had looked before. In London, no one had mentioned that he looked rough. Iona usually spoke before she thought, which was one of the qualities that endeared her to Lawrence. She seemed to come at everything from an unusual angle. He had always expected Martin to marry one of the many interchangeable girlfriends before Iona, a girl with a flowery name, a Daisy or a Poppy; instead, he had married this wonderfully spiky, arty woman who had little tolerance for bullshit. Though in fact, the first conversation Lawrence had ever had with her had been largely about elephant dung. When Martin had introduced them, in a dark bar off Brick Lane, they had begun by arguing about Chris Ofili’s paintings, then about Africa. By the end of the evening, as Martin left with Iona, Lawrence told him that he was an idiot if he didn’t marry her. 

There was another woman standing next to Iona, a distant look on her face. Her dress was printed with large, splodgy flowers but the dress itself looked tight and formal, the kind of outfit Lawrence imagined was better suited to a garden party or a wedding than a holiday. She seemed familiar, but he couldn’t quite place her. He wondered if he had met her before, or was she just someone he’d seen on TV or in a newspaper? The same thing often happened to Lawrence in reverse; he’d be greeted by a passer-by or a party guest who thought they knew him. He would look blank, stumble and apologise for not remembering them. Then it was the passer-by’s turn to apologise, when they realised they had only seen him on the news. This woman, however, expected people to know who she was.

Iona noticed the silence and turned to introduce her companion.

‘Lawrence, this is Victoria Loxton.’

‘Lawrence Leith.’ The name seemed to mean nothing to her. Victoria’s hand was cold, her handshake professional. She was taller than Iona and stood straight, almost to attention. She had coarse blonde hair that skimmed her broad shoulders.

‘Victoria’s staying with us,’ Iona added, aware that the introduction was not going well.

‘I think I met your husband,’ Lawrence said to Victoria. ‘Julian? This morning. He’d been out for a bike ride, with Martin.’

‘Right,’ Victoria replied. She nodded slightly, smiled a thin, forced smile and moved on. 

Lawrence waited until she had moved out of earshot and had paused to look at some old paperbacks.

‘Who is she?’ he whispered to Iona. This head-girlish woman wasn’t Iona’s kind of friend.

‘She’s awful,’ Iona whispered back, the brim of her hat casting a shadow on both their faces. ‘She’s a government minister, as of earlier this year, and she’s one of those people Martin acquires. It’s really Julian he knows – he’s a client and now they go cycling together. He has this business selling fruit stuff for kids, you know, snacks that are supposed to be healthy but are really junk with a posh label. I wouldn’t let Maisie and Finn eat them except we keep getting free crateloads of the bloody stuff delivered from him.’

‘Then what are they doing coming on holiday with you?’

‘They’re on their way to see some far smarter friends, further south. They said they were just dropping by but they haven’t said when they’re leaving.’

‘Is she always that rude?’

‘No, not always. She can be quite charming when she puts her mind to it. Or when she’s had a glass of wine.’

‘What’s she got against me, then?’ Lawrence lowered his voice further.

‘She probably knows who you are. Knows you’re a journalist, I mean.’

‘Was a journalist,’ he corrected. ‘And she gave a pretty good impression of never having seen me in her life.’

‘As far as she’s concerned, I expect, once a journalist, always a journalist.’

‘What does she think I’m going to do? A feature on her holidays?’ 

Before Iona could answer, a long-legged teenage girl in cut-off denim shorts and black-framed glasses approached them. Freya was already as tall as her mother. She had an armful of comic-books with her, Tintins and Asterixes.

‘Can I have twenty euros?’ she asked Iona.

‘What for?’

‘These.’ She held up the cartoon books.

‘Twenty euros?’ Iona queried.

‘I won’t spend it all,’ Freya said. ‘Plus, they’re educational. They’re in French.’

Iona dug in one of the large pockets of her dress for her purse and handed over the money. ‘As long as you read the words, as well as copy the pictures.’ 

Freya gave a skyward look, as though her plan had been rumbled. She waved a vague hand in Lawrence’s direction and muttered ‘Hi’, before wandering back to pay for the books.

‘Another artist?’ Lawrence asked Iona. This time it was Iona’s turn to roll her eyes.

‘Heaven help me,’ she said. ‘But I know the worst thing I can do is tell her she needs to think about a more sensible career. She’s stubborn. Like her dad.’

‘You did OK,’ Lawrence reminded her. ‘And these kids are far more sensible than we were at their age.’ Iona nodded. Lawrence had only ever known Freya’s father, Seb Anderson, by reputation. He was more notorious for his behaviour than his art, though his stumbling out of bars, his punching of photographers, his propensity for public feuds, were part of what had made his art so marketable. He remembered Freya at Martin and Iona’s wedding, a little girl not much older than the twins were now, skipping happily around the room in a red velvet dress. 

‘She seems to have her head screwed on,’ Iona agreed. ‘But you never know.’

They gathered at the bottom of the hill and their loud English voices seemed to echo from the walls. Lawrence had become used to eavesdropping on tourists, not being one of them. He saw them as he saw the other visitors, as overdressed and conspicuous, heedless of their surroundings.

Lawrence had never felt he belonged. In childhood he had been moved around, army posting to army posting, to boarding school and then home to somewhere that wasn’t home. Then he had repeated the pattern, moving every few years from one country to another; Germany to Egypt, France to America. When they returned to London, although they had called it going home, he was restless and dissatisfied. After Harriet had thrown him out, the home he had was gone. 

It was just as well he had kept the house in France. It had not, he would readily admit, been the most sensible of purchases at the time. They’d been based in Paris and had come here on holiday, bought the cottage on impulse because they could hardly believe how cheap it was. The children had been tiny then, Josh still only a baby, Lizzie in nursery school. It had all seemed like an adventure. Then, when they’d gone to the States, they rarely managed to visit the place. When they were back in Europe there were too many claims on their time, relatives to see and friends to catch up with; the house had been rented out, when they could find tenants. By the time they came back, the children had outgrown it, demanding to stay somewhere with a pool, complaining about a house they saw as poky and boring. Harriet, too, had said it was time to get rid of the place, to sell it, however small the profit. She wanted to use the money to help them buy somewhere better in London, a bigger house for all of them. It had been one of the things they argued about, an item on a list of grievances that had grown ever longer. But, Lawrence thought, occasionally intransigence had its benefits. The house was still here, and when he and Harriet had split up, it seemed the obvious place to come.

Martin was showing Iona his purchases, seeking her approval. They would stand here and dither, Lawrence knew, for some time longer. 

‘I’ll leave you to it,’ he said, indicating the direction of his house.

‘You’re coming later?’ Iona asked. Lawrence nodded, though he was dreading later. She must have caught the expression on his face. ‘It’ll be fine. Just a few people, drinks and stuff. You’ll probably know them.’ It was what Iona always said about her parties, that they were nothing much. It was always an understatement and he had learned to be prepared. 
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THE SWIFTS GLIDED on the currents of warm air, swooping down towards the blue water, barely grazing the surface of the swimming pool before soaring high again. Martin admired their accuracy, the way they glanced off their target without crashing. They rose and dropped and rose again, taking what must have been the smallest sips of water from the pool. Was it all as effortless, as natural as it looked? Swifts never stopped flying, he had read once. They lived on the wing, slept on the wing, only landing on the ground in order to breed. Their whole lives were in the air. 

The pool was calm and empty, the protesting children gone, the damp towels and the scattered toys tidied away. The sun was starting to fall behind the oak trees and the Mediterranean pines, but the air was still warm. Martin had come down to the poolside, on the terrace below the house, to take a moment by himself before the guests arrived. He stretched himself out on one of the sunloungers, extending his aching legs. He took his BlackBerry out of his pocket, muted it, and laid it down on the flagstones. He could still feel an imagined vibration against his leg, the buzz of a phantom incoming message. He forced himself to look at the view, to resist the urge to check his messages, if only for a few minutes. They never stopped, not for Sundays, not for holidays, not for August. He had already spent a couple of hours dealing with problems that needed solving, situations that had to be kept under control. Iona told him that he needed to delegate more, to trust other people to handle things on his behalf; what she didn’t understand was that people paid him for his expertise and they weren’t paying that kind of money to have someone junior handle their crises. 

The view was brochure-perfect. The hillside sloped down away from the pool towards an olive grove with a vineyard beyond it. In the distance were wooded hills and the outline of Mont Ventoux, the scree on its summit looking like unseasonal snow. From above where he sat he heard a crunch of tyres on gravel, a car approaching along the drive. Martin bent forward to retrieve his BlackBerry before he stood up. There was no more time to gaze into the distance; guests were here and he was needed. 

There were three of them on the terrace. As Martin walked along the path back towards the house, he saw Iona rush out to greet them. There was a flurry of handshakes and kisses. Iona extended a hand in Martin’s direction, indicating his approach. He waved back and hurried over. He could tell from the look she shot him that she wanted him there, that these were people she was not at ease with. The French visitors all looked pressed, formal, slightly on edge.

Sylvie greeted him first, holding out a small bony hand, presenting each cheek to be kissed. Despite the heat, she wore a pink-and-white tweed jacket that was most likely a real Chanel. A pink silk scarf was knotted around her throat. She threw up her hands, gesturing towards the house.

‘I would hardly know it’s the same place. It’s …’ She paused briefly, searching for the correct English word. ‘Unrecognisable!’

‘Do you like it?’ Iona asked, a touch of anxiety in her voice. 

‘But of course,’ Sylvie insisted.

Martin hoped that Sylvie would have been too polite to say if she had disapproved, at least so soon. The house was indeed unrecognisable. The pink ochre-tinted plaster of the walls had been filled in and smoothed over, the peeling paint of the lavender-blue shutters sanded away and renewed. 

The first time Martin had seen the house, he had nearly turned back before he got to it. The approach was a sharp turn away from the main road, down a rutted track that rose between fruit trees to one side and vines to the other, past farm buildings with rusty machinery and old pallets scattered outside. They had pulled up at dark-green metal gates flecked with rust spots and he could see nothing beyond them, the house obscured by a tall evergreen hedge. The gates had been chained shut and it was not until they had been unchained and pushed back that he saw the house. It was everything he could want: a perfect oblong of a house like a child’s drawing, with that view over the valley and the hills beyond.

Behind Sylvie stood her brother Christophe, appraising the house. Martin held out his hand and Christophe shook it.

‘Not bad,’ Christophe nodded. Martin clapped a hand onto Christophe’s shoulder and led him further along the terrace, to where a tray of drinks was set out in the shade of a white awning. The edge of the terrace was dotted with young olive trees in huge earthenware pots. New wisteria and vines were starting to climb up the wrought-iron trellis; the long-established, twisted plants that had been there before had turned out to be infested with disease.

Christophe handed a glass of champagne to his wife. Isabelle hung back from the other two, looking at the house more intently. She was in a pristine white sleeveless dress. Martin approached her.

‘What do you think?’

They walked over to the double doors that opened onto the terrace from the main living room and looked into the room, which was white-painted now with long dark beams running the length of the ceiling, a brightly coloured print and a 1930s poster of Mont Ventoux on the walls.

‘It looks so different,’ Isabelle began. She dropped her voice a fraction. ‘So much better. Lighter. Cleaner. All that dust and darkness gone. Those horrible old long velvet curtains.’ 

Then she asked, ‘Are you happy?’

‘With the house?’ Martin replied. Isabelle smiled one of her thin, nervy smiles. ‘Yes,’ Martin continued. ‘We’re very happy with the house.’

He steered Isabelle back to the terrace, where Maître Aubert, the lawyer, and his wife, Marie, newly arrived, joined her. There were introductions to be made, connections to be created. It should have been nothing, a small gathering like this. An apéritif and a few snacks. No caterers, no table settings. It wasn’t like in London, where his summer and Christmas parties had developed their own traditions, even made the diary columns. It was all publicity. This was private. He felt a critical gaze from his French guests that unsettled him but he determined to ignore it. This was his house now, his rules.

Martin sought out Christophe Vernet, to introduce him to Julian. Julian brushed crumbs from his hand onto the back of his trousers and then stuck it out towards Christophe. Christophe held out a fastidious hand in return.

‘Julian’s staying with us,’ Martin remarked. ‘He’s got a really interesting food business.’ The two of them had more in common than appearances would suggest: the money; the old, landed families; the strong women around them. The two men had begun talking about wine and olives and he left them to it. 

Martin picked up a glass of champagne and toyed with it, taking a small sip as he surveyed the guests on the terrace. There were moments when he had to remind himself this eighteenth-century bastide really belonged to him. He hadn’t even had a passport until he was nineteen, and he still kept that first hardbacked navy booklet, the black-and-white photo inside showing a youth with a dark lick of floppy hair. He remembered the Interrail ticket he’d bought that summer and the first time he had boarded a ferry at Dover, and the oily smell of the boat. He had always wanted to go somewhere with no cold wind, little rain, where you didn’t have to keep moving to keep warm; somewhere that wasn’t bracing.

He looked up and saw Lawrence shuffling around the corner of the house, a bottle of wine in one hand. He wore a familiar cream linen jacket which no longer fitted him well. He had made an effort, at least. Martin picked a second glass of champagne from the silver tray and carried it in Lawrence’s direction.

Martin loved these moments, the moments where everything was possible. He raised his glass to the good life.
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IT WAS THE first time Lawrence had seen the house properly, though he had tried to get a glimpse of it before. Once, the gates had been open and he had gone a little way up the drive, as though he was there by accident. Tradesmen’s vans had been parked on the drive and the sound of sawing came from inside. Most of the house was covered in scaffolding. A painter had stopped work to look at him and Lawrence had turned back towards the road before being asked who he was. The drive then had been potholed; now a thick layer of gravel crunched under his feet and the vans had been replaced by the cars of the guests. The lavender bushes along the side of the drive still gave off their scent even though the flowers were over and they had been cut back. Tall, resinous Mediterranean pine trees overhung the approach to the house. It was still warm enough for a few cicadas to be chirping their hoarse sound from the branches. There was a cypress tree – traditionally a symbol of hospitality – at the end of the drive, pruned back to a neat pencil point.

His last invitation to one of Martin’s parties had arrived in November. Ever since they had moved back to London, Lawrence had noticed that Harriet received more invitations than he did. He was becoming the plus one, if he went at all. He had put it down to the fact that the kind of people Harriet met were more likely to throw parties, were more likely to value the gossip she brought and the possibility of a mention in her newspaper column. Lawrence had tended to avoid the few well-intentioned but dull gatherings he was invited to, where people would want to involve him in worthy conversations about the state of the world. The state of the world was not much good and there was little that a glass of warm wine would do to remedy that.

It had begun as a childish argument about whose friend Martin really was. Lawrence had noticed a snippet in the newspaper mentioning Martin Elliot and the sought-after invitations to his twice-yearly parties. He’d been sitting in the kitchen, tilting his chair back on its rear legs, and tossed the invitation across the kitchen table to Harriet as she returned home from work, saying that their sought-after invitation was here. He’d thought it was a joke.

‘They are sought after,’ Harriet replied, scooping the invitation up and placing it carefully at the centre of the mantelpiece.

‘Really? Who seeks them?’ Lawrence had never thought much about it.

‘Everyone,’ Harriet said, as though this was patently a stupid question. ‘You’re lucky to make the cut.’

Lawrence had taken this as a joke too before he looked at her and realised she was completely in earnest, her face set hard. He laughed anyway. Once, it would have been the kind of thing they laughed about together, the ridiculousness of their friends taking themselves too seriously. Yet Harriet seemed to have lost her sense of humour in the months before.

‘What do you mean, I’m lucky to make the cut? He’s one of my oldest friends.’

‘Yes, and have you noticed that the people he sees now aren’t his old friends. They’re his new friends. Unless his old friends have kept the pace, which you clearly haven’t.’

Lawrence was winded by her comments, gasping for words and for breath as though she had punched him. It wasn’t even six months since he had left his job and Harriet had been growing impatient with him and his insistence that he needed some time to decide what to do. She jabbed him with a follow-up while he was still unsteady.

‘If it weren’t for me, we’d have fallen off the bottom of the list, I guarantee. And I’ve told you before about rocking the chair on its legs like that. You’ll break it.’

Lawrence had rocked the chair forward again, but not to do as Harriet had told him. He stood up and grabbed the back of the chair, one hand on each upright, and raised it over his head. Then he swung the chair down and smashed it onto the beige tiles of the kitchen floor. The chair split apart, the seat coming away from the legs and leaving one back leg lying broken across a cracked tile. Lawrence kicked the remnants of the chair for good measure.

‘Happy now?’ he shouted. ‘That’ll give you something to put in your column.’

She hadn’t put that incident in the column at the time, though he suspected she might have done by now. He had stopped reading it, except when he hit a low point after a glass of wine too many in the evening and would look it up on the newspaper’s website, trying to restrain himself from commenting below the line. The more Harriet wrote about her life after him, the more popular she had become. He was alluded to by a pseudonym, but the worst thing was that everyone knew who she had been married to. Everyone now knew his failings as a husband, as a father, as an unemployed journalist.

Lawrence had gone to Martin’s Christmas party, out of spite as much as anything else. He and Harriet had circled the room, avoiding each other. He had drunk too much and provoked bitter arguments about the Middle East. By an uneasy family Christmas lunch, the dining chair and the cracked tile had been replaced, and in the first days of the new year he had moved out. 

Lawrence rounded the corner onto an immaculate terrace that gave onto a lawn, a perfect rectangle of turquoise swimming pool below it, and beyond that a view towards the village and the distant hills. The sun was sliding lower in the sky
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