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      The front door crashed open, the bang echoing across the old stone walls as two teenage girls stumbled into the kitchen, wheezing with laughter. Sophie was doubled over, whooping those deep gasps she made when she couldn’t control herself. Louisa shook her head. ‘What now?’

      ‘It's the old man next door,’ said Sophie. ‘He's sitting there with a tablet! A tablet!’

      Louisa stared at her daughter. ‘What do you mean, a tablet? Like an Aspirin? What’s funny about that?’

      ‘Not that kind of tablet!’ The girls erupted again and collapsed onto the sofa.

      Emma recovered first, sitting up to face Sophie’s mother. ‘A tablet, you know, a digital device.’

      Louisa turned back to Sophie. ‘So—?’

      ‘—A bright yellow one, with a big thick case, like a child would have. An old man with a child’s yellow tablet. Prodding it with his finger, and smiling all the time, as if he’s watching something he shouldn’t.’ Sophie stood up and pulled Emma to her feet. ‘Come on, let’s go upstairs.’

      Louisa tutted and walked to the window, peering over the top of the fence at the elderly man sitting at a table in next door’s garden. His left hand gripped the chunky plastic of the yellow tablet case, while his right hand slowly traced his forefinger around the bottom half of the screen, stopping now and then to jab and scroll.

      She moved towards the open stairs and called up. ‘It's really not anything to laugh at. Elderly people use things like that all the time. Especially when their eyesight or their mobility isn’t very good.’

      ‘I know,’ called Sophie, ‘but it just looks so funny. I mean, he walks with a Zimmer frame. You wouldn't expect him to be using the Internet.’

      Louisa walked away from the stairs but the giggles continued to float down. What did she expect from teenagers? At least they were in high spirits. This village had so little to occupy them, she’d wondered if she’d set herself up for three weeks of complaints. Still reeling from the separation from Nick, Louisa had jumped at the offer of a free holiday home over the summer. She’d barely given any thought to what a small Pyrenean village offered as a holiday destination for two fourteen-year-old girls. But the girls seemed happy enough to go to the municipal pool every day, leaving Louisa to explore the mountain scenery on her own.

      She glanced again through the window. The old man had been friendly to her, eager to talk the day they'd arrived. A pity he isn’t thirty years younger, she thought, remembering the leathery brown hand he’d held out to greet her. Today it looked almost reptilian, a claw tracing shapes across the tablet screen. The cold skin had faintly repelled Louisa, but she’d smiled back, matching his polite interest. He’d been wondering, he said, where Rosalie and Carlos were; he’d been expecting them to arrive as usual to spend the summer here in France. Louisa had explained that Rosalie’s mother was ill. ‘I don’t think she’ll be coming to France at all this summer,’ she’d told him. ‘That’s why I’m here. I work with Rosalie and she offered me the house for a holiday.’

      ‘You speak good French,’ the old man said. ‘Unusual!’

      ‘Oh, I teach it,’ said Louisa. ‘And we come to France most years.’ She didn’t mention that Nick had always chosen livelier places, driving them down and planning day trips. Now she was having to do everything herself. ‘And my daughter’s studying French at school, so it’s good for her to practice.’ The elderly man nodded, his eyes flickering towards the two girls as he perhaps wondered where the father was, and if she was a single mother. Louisa hadn’t quite got used to the idea herself.
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      ‘There it is.’ A milky emerald green shone between the grey bark of the birch trees. Louisa turned around to wave down to Sophie and Emma, who stood fifty metres away, giggling at something on Sophie's phone. ‘Girls,’ shouted Louisa, ‘the lake’s here.’

      The narrow path led steeply down to the small lake. No other walkers were visible and the water’s surface held up a mirror image of the ridges encircling the lake. The three of them sat on a soft carpet of pine needles at the water’s edge.

      ‘I was beginning to think we’d taken a wrong turn,’ Louisa said. ‘Rosalie’s book of walks isn’t detailed enough. And it’s really dated. But now we’re here, isn’t it beautiful?’

      ‘Well,’ said Sophie, ‘it's okay, but it’s nicer when the sun’s shining. Look,’ she said, holding out her phone.

      She showed a photograph of the same heart-shaped lake, but the green was more intense, fractured by a sun-sparkle of stars. Even the surrounding mountains seemed less forbidding, the high pastures a more vivid green. ‘How did you find that? Is it on a website?’

      ‘Instagram. You should use it more, mum,’ said Sophie. ‘Everybody uses it when they go on holiday. That’s how we knew what the swimming pool was like. We’ve been following some of the people who live here, and then got chatting to them at the pool.’ She cast a sly glance at her friend. ‘Emma wants to meet up with Olivier, don’t you?’

      Louisa felt a pang of anxiety. ‘Be careful. They might be stalkers, or adults looking for young girls to prey on.’

      Sophie giggled as she turned to Emma. ‘No, we’re the stalkers!’ She turned back to Louisa. ‘That’s how we met Zacharie. Remember, the guy we spoke to in the village with his dad? Don’t worry, mum, they’re all at school together.’

      The girls wandered off around the lake. Louisa knew steep forest walks up to hidden lakes wasn’t their thing, but the pool was closed today. They could spend every other day there if they wanted. Meanwhile Louisa was free to clear her mind while discovering these beautiful, hidden locations. After the divorce she’d thrown herself into social activities with colleagues, but the evenings had seemed over-long, the loud laughter grating on her nerves. The feeling of it all being pointless emphasised the fact that she was no longer as young as she imagined. She’d begun to crave the silence of nature, to be alone with her thoughts while she contemplated the next stage of life.

      Back in the house, Louisa put the casserole in the oven before she sat down at the old wooden dining table to scroll through the day's photographs. She sent a few to her brother and then found Rosalie’s account on Instagram. Louisa recognised photographs of the village, and even one of the lake they’d walked to today. She posted a few shots of her own.

      Sophie’s right, she thought, and began scrolling through Instagram, looking for ideas of where to walk. Three accounts kept coming up, from people whose images included snow scenes as well as summer shots. Local people. One of them, in the name of vincent_randonneur, included detailed descriptions of the routes, and she clicked Follow. His profile image was of a mountain summit, but the earliest photographs showed a man about her age, maybe mid-forties, sometimes smiling and sometimes with a thoughtful expression; on a boat, on the beach, and in a square in the main town about twenty kilometres away. And always alone. Then the photographs completely changed to landscapes, showing no people at all. Some photographs were recognisably this village. She’d stood in that same spot near the bakery, looking up at that mountain with the distinct summit, a rock that reared up and then bent, like the letter ‘r’. Vincent was also the owner of that beautiful photograph of the lake that Sophie had showed her.

      ‘Come on, mum, get off Instagram,’ said Sophie. ‘You said we’d have dinner ready by now.’

      Louisa looked up. ‘It’s in the oven. And anyway, you told me to look at Instagram,’ she said. ‘It’s really useful.’ A notification flashed up on the screen: vincent_randonneur started following you. ‘Look, I’ve even got locals following me!’ Sophie snorted while Emma gave a polite glance at the screen. ‘Cool!’

      ‘I’ve got lots of ideas now,’ said Louisa, waving the map. ‘These old shepherd huts, look, there's a footpath from the village up to them. And this summit here, it’s an easy one, apparently, according to Vincent. You two could manage it.’

      ‘According to Vincent,’ giggled Sophie. She turned to Emma. ‘My mum, the Insta-addict. What have I started?’ She faced her mother again. ‘No, we don’t want to slog up footpaths, thanks. It's not fair on Emma. She's here for a holiday, not some kind of endurance test. But don't worry,’ she said, catching Louisa’s expression, ‘we're quite happy just going down to the pool every day. The locals treat us like celebrities because we’re English, and at least that way we get to practise our French, which is très important!’

      The girls walked outside while Louisa made notes, scrolling down now and then to take another look at Vincent’s thoughtful smile. Something about his expression and his dark hair took Louisa back to the school homestay exchange trip to France in the year before her A levels. Jean had been his name. She felt the dry heat of the hillsides searing her nostrils as she cast herself back to that summer. She’d spent days following Jean’s plimsolled feet through the brittle undergrowth to hidden spots. He’d known how to get away from prying eyes. They’d kept in touch for a few months, but back then it was more difficult. Not like today.

      She checked her own profile shot and changed it for something taken outdoors, her eyes behind sunglasses, her age ambiguous.
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      The track led into a vast open plateau beneath a high mountain ridge, where ancient stone huts clustered along a stream. Vincent had described this place as an abandoned summer village, where entire families once lived with their animals throughout the long summer. These days it was deserted, and Louisa peered inside the huts and sat on a rustic stone bench to eat her lunch. She posted a series of photographs, gratified to receive instant likes and a comment from Vincent. When you walk back, make sure to take the left turn by the ruin, to make a circular walk. It’s easy to be distracted by the peaks and miss the turning. But it’s worth it for the view of the Dent de Gibou.

      Louisa followed his directions until she stood at the edge of a drop, facing the rocky dent, or tooth, rising in the gap between two peaks. I’d have missed this if it wasn’t for Vincent, she thought. She took a few shots and carried on walking, almost tripping when her eyes were on the screen rather than the path. She put the phone in her pocket. The scenery wasn’t the only distraction. She wondered if Vincent was at work, and which days he went walking. Wouldn’t it be amazing if their paths crossed?

      Back in the village she walked down to the supermarket. Just as she was going in, a man walked out, his face familiar. ‘Excuse me,’ said Louisa to the woman who’d knocked into her from behind, then looked back at the man striding up the road, swinging a bag of shopping. Was that really Vincent or was she starting to see his face everywhere? If she spotted him again, should she say hello? She would at least like to thank him. Would that be creepy?

      After dinner the three of them walked down to the village bar. All evening she received likes from her photograph of the rearing dent, its jagged grey rock in shadow against the sky. She’d dared to tag Vincent, thanking him for the recommendation, but he hadn’t responded. He must be busy tonight. The girls chatted while Louisa alternately checked her phone and gazed at the people walking past, hoping to spot the man she’d seen earlier.

      The next morning she reached for her phone and was relieved to see a comment from Vincent. He was glad she’d walked to the view of the dent. If she wanted a closer look, she could walk right up to it from the village, using the route he’d explained on one of his earlier photographs. Perfect, thought Louisa. That’s where she’d go today.

      She left the house with Sophie and Emma, smiling briefly at the old man sitting in his garden before running a little to catch up with the girls. ‘Don’t forget to keep in touch with me,’ she reminded them.

      Sophie nodded. ‘We will. Did you talk to the old man? He looked like he wanted to say something to you.’

      Louisa shook her head and half-turned. ‘I never noticed.’ The old man was walking back to his table, where the clunky yellow tablet lay next to a mug. ‘He probably just wanted to say hello.’ She said goodbye to the girls and watched them saunter down to
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