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'Dear Marc. 

A key you will probably say, but from where you are no doubt thinking. From your little brother that is who. It is the key to my house which I am giving to you. No strings. Come and spend some years of delight here. But just one thing. Don’t come looking for me because you’ll never find me. I’m not about any longer or I won’t be by the time this parcel reaches you.'

Marc’s life is has hit a pause button.

A marriage is ending. His relationships with his children are practically non-existent. He lives for his work as a writer. But then out of the blue a letter from his estranged brother arrives. A key to a house in a remote part of France can be his if he wants. A chance to escape, to think, to re-set his life. But what he finds changes his life forever. 

'I'm not like the other boys that you've known
But I believe I'm worth coming home to
Kiss away the night...
...because this one sleeps only with the butterflies
Just butterflies...
...so go on and just fly'

Authors Note.

The Butterfly House was originally published in two parts. Sleeps with Butterflies & The Living Returns. This edition brings both editions together.

This book is dedicated to my first editor. 

When, many years ago, I asked them for advice on completing my first novel, they gave me one word of encouragement. Try.

After reading my first submission, they gave me two words of encouragement. Try harder.



Sleeps With Butterflies

Prelude

Clutching a picnic basket and shifting my weight to avoid the garrigue's prickly junipers, I walked through the Provence scrubland and paused there, engulfed by the heady scent, surrounded by twisted pines, catching the unmistakable transcendental look on my editor's face.  Time and time again, I have witnessed them unfurl, not unlike flower petals after raindrops they knelt to get a closer look at the plants. Their pale blue eyes searched across the lines of lavender, and their wrinkled forehead smoothed as they couldn't contain a broad grin. It was the first I had seen that smile since arriving. 

Like most of my publishing city friends, Johnny arrived weary from his fast-paced life in London and needed time to surrender fully. 'I've carried too much weight on my shoulders for far too long,' he said during our welcome champagne toast, 'working sixty hours a week for ten years with exhausting holidays,' his voice trailed, 'And it's as if I have been chasing pleasure like it's a prize to hang on the wall.' 

We continued to saunter among the olive trees, brushing against thyme and loose gravel, toward our picnic spot by an ancient bridge. The wicker creaked as I opened the basket, revealing thinly-sliced saucisson, fresh goat cheese wrapped in a fig leaf, bright red cherry tomatoes, flower honey, and black olive fougasse shaped into a shaft of wheat. Sweat beaded down the chilled rosé bottle as I pressed it against my forehead. I proudly held up some pale yellow immortelle flowers I had gathered along the way, quickly whispering as if I would forget, 'they smell like green tea and irises.' 

After flinging the picnic blanket to the rocky ground, I unpacked flea market plates with painted birds and roses and looped linen napkins around silverware shaped like twigs. 

Johnny walked toward a stone shepherd's hut, leaving me a few moments to set up the picnic. As he returned he spoke. 'So this new novel you are thinking about it. Tell me about it...'
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Chapter 1.  
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A normal morning. Almost the same ritual every day. Today would be no different. Joanna would step into the kitchen breakfast-room in her familiar way. After so many years I was pretty well used to it. Certain things never change. The flowery dressing-gown, old, an end of season department store discounted favourite. The frill of nightdress below, hair pulled back roughly and secured with an elastic band, worn pink fluff slippers, long since trodden down at heel. She carried a tray with a jar of instant coffee, two mugs, one slightly chipped, a pot of yoghurt for herself, sugar, milk and a small dish of supermarket branded jam.

'Down early. Couldn’t you sleep or something?' 

She set the tray on the table.

I was reading the Today, I remember, but just photographed, in a blinding instant, her appearance. The normal morning arrival.

I said the kettle had already boiled, so she slopped across, switched it on, stood by the draining-board, hand on the kettle handle.

'You didn’t say. Couldn’t you sleep?'

'Like a top.'

'Lucky you, I must say, but I didn’t exactly turn and toss about. Bloody worn out.'

'Giles all right this morning?' 

A mild question. I was folding the Today more times than was necessary. 

Anxiety perhaps. 

The end of a union is always unsettling. 

She poured hot water into the mugs, then spooned in instant coffee. 'He’s fine. Just one of those things kids get.' She switched off the kettle. 'Probably eaten something disgusting at school. School dinners, all chips and jelly-stuff.'

She took the kettle back to the stove, stirred the mugs, pushed mine across the table towards me. Mine had a dog paw print on it, hers a clown with a red nose and a pointed hat. We always used the same mugs: it had become a habit from the start, fourteen years ago. Her mug and mine. Amazing, considering how much she broke generally, that they had lasted so long. But it was her idea, not mine. Like the whole dreary kitchen: a mixture of the twee and the dreadful. Pitch pine, jars of pasta, bunches of crumbling herbs, a trug basket hanging from the ceiling filled with dusty dried flowers, a rack of graded saucepans, chipped and burned, on one wall, and on the other, a set of unused jelly moulds, one a fish, one a wreath of fruit and flowers, another a sort of lobster-thing. Tarnished. The tiles which we had chosen together in high euphoria all that time ago for the work-tops no longer gleamed with bright sparkling light. They were dimmed now by years of fry-ups and quick wipes down with a dishcloth.

'We’ll make a country cottage kitchen in the old smoke of London, won’t that be super! So cosy.'

She had said this. 

And I agreed. 

There wasn’t much point in discussing things anyway. I was very much in physical love at the time and she could have turned the wretched room into a clinical operating theatre or an Edwardian kitchen for all I cared. The one window looked out on to the garden, or, to be more accurate, a yard. Thirty foot long with two battered dustbins, a sad May bush, and the rest all concrete, with cracks grown green with moss and damp like an aerial view of the mouth of the Amazon.

We hacked it up in the first spring, with great effort, laid fresh earth, created decorative borders with glass bottles and made raised flower beds where she planted honeysuckle, fuchsias and some sort of clematis. But it all faded away after a couple of seasons and was neglected. It faced north anyway, and was dank and sunless. We never sat out in it, the overground trains rumbled on by, the cats peed everywhere and it was really all over by the time that Giles and Annicka were born. I always thought Annicka was a silly name, and said so, but she said it was very unusual and romantic, and forget what the child thought when she was eighteen. Anyway, it would probably be called Anne or Annie, which it was. 

I folded the Today again, and watched her eat her yoghurt. She stirred a spoonful of strawberry jam into it. 

I didn’t like her much.  

She looked up as if I had said it aloud, lips sticky with the pink slosh stuff, some sliding down her chin.

'If looks could kill,' she said, wiping the muck off her face with her sleeve.

'I’m not looking. Not killing', I said.

She hunched her shoulders, tossed her scraggy pigtail, grinned at me across the pitch pine table.

'No need for a killing, is there? I’m going away, willingly, longingly, and you do as you like.'

'Right. I’ll do as I like.'

She raised the coffee mug with the clown to her lips, both hands holding it.

'Shan’t miss a thing about this place. You’re very welcome to it all, every tile and brick. Just my books, a few odds and ends you wouldn’t want anyway. I’m very glad we talked things to a head last night, no good dragging on like this, not when love, as they laughingly call it, has dried up like an old pond.'

'No point at all. But you’ll let me see the children?'

'It’s a friendly separation, sweetie, no harm has been done. You come and see them whenever you want to. Jut give me a bit of warning,  school and all that, you know? Just come down to Mother’s when you feel like it, and as this is your house, paid for from your parsimonious pocket, you’ll be snug as a bug here, won’t you? No kids banging about to disturb your scribbling, and I won’t be driven dotty by your ruddy typewriter. Mrs Nicholls will stay on, I bet. Do better for you than I could. And with more enthusiasm. You’ll have to give her extra, of course, for meals and so on. She’s fab with Lancashire hot pot and mutton stew. You’ll get fat.' 

'I’ll eat out, I expect. Go down to the Grapes.'

'Super potato salad there.' She set down her mug. 'I’ll get on to solicitors and things when I’m settled. Or you can. As you like. I’d better see if Annie is awake. She’ll be late again. That child has 

sleeping sickness.' 

She got up, tied the belt of her dressing-gown tightly, and the front-door bell rang. She turned and looked at me accusingly.

'Now, who’s that? At this time in the morning?'

'Mail perhaps. It’s his time.' 

She went out into the hall leaving me looking at the pot of yoghurt 

with the spoon sticking in it. 

The sooner she’d packed and gone and cleared off to her wretched mother the better. Then I’d be able to think, to try and sort things out, to salvage something from the crumbled debris of a once apparently happy union. 

I’d miss the kids, in a way. But nothing else. I could flog the house for a good price and clear off somewhere smaller, without pitch pine kitchens, the chintzy bedroom, the mushy little flowers spattering about the wallpaper. 

Falling out of love was every bit as easy as falling in love, it seemed to me. As far as I was concerned, Joanna was an empty yoghurt pot. There weren’t any scrapings left. 

Love, as she called it, had died over a pretty short period of time. Almost as soon as Annie came along. Pity. Finally expired for good last night in the sitting-room with its striped walls, faded and torn Habitat settee, tiddly little tables with bits of Royal Doulton, some fake Louis-junk, and a Magicole fire in the Adam fireplace she’d found at some Sunday market.

'Real piece of Adam, that. Came from the Adelphi.'

Adam my backside. But she’d liked it and bought it, and had it fitted. So.

'It’s the post. A packet for you, hence doorbell. No duty to pay, and a gas bill. That’s all.'

'Why no duty?'

She shrugged her shoulders and looked at the small Jiffy bag in her hand, turned it over a couple of times. Squinting. She’d need glasses soon. 

'French stamps. Can’t read the postmark. No value. It says so on the Customs thing. It rattles.' She threw the gas bill and the packet on to the table and went up to wake Annie.

Oh, I had loved her. 

Fourteen years ago she was vital, attractive to an alarming degree, and knew it with that quiet complacency sexually attractive women have. Aware, smiling easily, contained, knowing what she could offer. She was hard to get, which made the chase the more exciting. Men were after her like chickens with scattered corn, fighting, scrambling, pushing. She chose me, to my astonishment. I’d not really expected it. Perhaps because I didn’t join the others, just stayed quietly away, I intrigued her by my apparent distance but I wanted her. And she scented this in an animal way. I thought.

'You’re a writer or something?' she had said one evening at some awful party we both found ourselves attending. The Marshall's’ place, I remember, celebrating his new book published that week. Warm champagne and lump-fish roe caviar and a fowl in glazed something-or-other. 

'Yes, I write.' 

'Novels? Or terribly bourgeois biographies of dead people?'

'Bit of both. Depends. Mostly novels. '

'Ought I to know you?' 

'Only if you read.' 

'I don’t. Haven’t the time really. I’m in commercial television. I arrange the shoots, you know? Locations everywhere, budgeting. I’m out of my mind with travel and figures. One week the Canaries for a Ford commercial, another week some shopping centre down south for Fairy Liquid, it’s all go with me.'

She laughed. 

I liked her laugh.

Then. 

'It sounds hectic. But fun.' 

'It’s hell. Really. Can you get me a refill of this muck?'

A hired waiter handed us a tray with spilling glasses, not flutes, those awful wedding champagne glasses, like inverted umbrellas. 

'I’d give it up in a flash, really. I’m getting on, you know. Time I faced my age and had children, a nice little house, get on with a settled life. All this careering about is for the birds.'

'Plenty of willing gentlemen about, I’d guess.' 

'Guess right. But Commercial TV is the pits. I find it demeaning. Know what I mean? I’m worth more than that.'

She didn’t specify. 

'The money must be good. Surely?'

'Money,' she said with slow deliberation as if she had just discovered the fact, 'is not everything in life. I’d settle for less, really. I mean, look at this lot, all guzzling, red in the face, slapping each other on the back, self-congratulation at every turn, stuffing down that dead bird in aspic as if it was manna from heaven. Couldn’t we clear off, quietly? No one would notice if we did, they are too caught up in themselves and Bob Marshall’s bloody boring book. Somewhere peaceful, just us?' 

The invitation was clear, the challenge met, we got away easily enough. 'You’re not leaving, darling!' Mrs Marshall shrilled. She was quite the vision with backcombed lacquered hair and sequins, a glass in her hand, distraction in her eyes. A proper hostess doing her duty. 

'I’m off to Malaga at dawn. Must. It’s been lovely, really, and this kind man says he’ll see me to a taxi. Daren’t risk a mugging.'

Mrs Marshall laughed rather loudly so as to be heard above the noise. 'You don’t get mugged in Eaton Square, darling. But off you go. Sweet of you to come. How lovely! Malaga and all that sun.'

She turned away from us when someone called her name and we got out.

'Really off to Malaga at dawn?'

'No. The day after. Just an excuse. All right? You mind fibs?'

'Not those kinds.'

We had supper together in a small Austrian themed restaurant and then went back to my flat near by, and made love all night. Or it seemed all night. I remembered she was very good and very experienced, un-shy. 'Practised, I see.'

'Disappointed?' 

'A lot seems to have worn off on those trips to Malaga and the Canaries.' 

'You mind? What am I supposed to do stuck among a herd of thirty men. Sit alone in some ghastly unit hotel and watch them swill the local beer and brandy and carry on with my crochet in the lounge? Come on, be fair. I’m twenty-seven, I know my way about, I know how to survive too, the hand on the thigh, the arm round the shoulder that slowly slips down to my breasts. I know the messages. But you have to play along at my age.'

I smiled.

'I know every nook and cranny of your highly desirable body, but...'

She looked at me with lazy indolence, head on the pillow, the morning light just filtering through the curtains.

'But what?'

'I don’t know your name!'

'Christ, no you don’t, do you? I’m Joanna, Joanna Wiltshire, spinster of this parish And your name?'

'Marc Endacott. Writer. Bachelor.'

She pulled herself up to a sitting position, dragged her hair back from her forehead.

'Oh Christ! Endacott! I should have known. I have read your books. Well, a book. Paperback. Some murder detective set in Russia or something?' 

'In Budapest actually.' 

'Same thing. Oh! Will you ever forgive me? How dreadful! How rude!' She threw warm naked arms around me, and we slid back into euphoria. 

Six months later she chucked the job, married me, and we bought a house and didn’t live happily ever after.

I mean, that, in a nutshell so to speak, is that. Over ten years we had. Well past the seven-year-itch time, as they say. Slowly the bed-part began to fade. The kids had arrived. Well, Annicka was first, a love child, and Giles a patch-up job. We tried for the poor little sod and made him a sort of bicycle-patch on a slow puncture. But the tyre went flat anyway. She missed her crowd, missed the travelling in the end. She’d have traded home for a trip to anywhere, Corfu, Easter Island, the Falklands even, and she missed the male conversation, still using, as she always had, the coarseness of a unit’s language sitting in a bar. Couldn’t blame her really. I’d given her what she thought that she wanted, the house, security, children, before she grew too old. But it really wasn’t what she was after, and she gradually found it out. Breast-feeding, disposable nappies, cooking (very badly), yearning for the telephone to ring. For her. One of her predatory gentlemen in television. They seldom did. 

And my work suffered too. 

She hated my being locked away up in the attic I’d converted into an office. Wasn’t interested in anything I tried to discuss with her, plot development, characters, research, that sort of stuff. And we foundered, that’s all. I hate clutter, and she was a clutterer, careless, letting her hair go, grey streaks, slogging away at the vodka from time to time. 

'What else do I do? I’m not constructive like some people.' This said with sour heaviness. 'All I am is a bloody nanny-cum-cook-cum-bottle-washer.' 

'Not very original.'

'And don’t tell me, again, that I talk in clichés, I bloody know I do. I’m a living, walking cliché or whatever it is.'

'Well, chuck it. Clear off. Take the kids and go back to mother. Cliché number one.'

'I bloody well might just do that. Poor Mother. But there’s plenty of room since Dad died, a garden for the kids. I could get back to work somehow. I know things have changed, all those Bright Young Bitches in Harper’s and the Tatler have taken my place. Still, I’d hire a proper nanny. I could...'

'Well, do. There is no point in going on like this.'

'None at all. We don’t even...'

She had the grace to look at the floral carpet at her feet when she came up with the body blow. 

'We don’t even like each other anymore. Do we? I mean honestly?' 'Honestly. No. Really, I suppose.'

'Amazed that you took notice. Stuck up there all day with the sodding typewriter, trolling off to your ruddy book-signings, taking that poncey agent of yours out to lunch. At the Caprice, if you please!'

'What’s wrong with that?'

'Nothing’s wrong. You’ve only taken me there a couple of times in all our married bliss, that’s all that’s wrong.' 

'You said that it was too smart, your dress was wrong, and that the food was too rich.'

'Liar! Liar! Liar! I never did. You invent all this guff, the privilege of the novelist, I suppose. Over-active imagination. Lies, all of it, lies.'

'You’ve had half the vodka.' 

'And I’ll have the other half, sod it.'  

And so it went on. 

Until last night when we really got down to, cliché, brass tacks, reasonably, sensibly, kindness and understanding smothering my dislike. I refused to lose my temper, took all the blame willingly, admitted wrongs which were not of my doing, offered her a reasonable settlement for herself and the kids for the severance which we both, by this time, desperately desired. 

When love dies the ashes are cold indeed. 

Dust. 

They stick in your craw, like charcoal. 

Upstairs, I heard her talking to Annie, the understanding mummy bit she did so well, when she felt like it.

'And we’ll have super organic honey with the cornflakes, shall we? It’s the stuff I brought back from Greece, remember? When you stayed with Gran in the country last year. Yes, there’s enough. No. Not for Giles. Giles has a beastly tum-tum. And two rashers and a poached egg? Or scrambled? Poached? Okay, and hurry, don’t leave the soap in the water, and come down as soon as maybe. I’m going to start the eggs. Right? Mummy’s love.'

All this shouted in a kind, singing voice on the landing. A reminder to me? A warning to Annie perhaps. 

I picked up the scuffed Jiffy bag. French stamps, of No Value, postmark hard to read, Some French village I had never heard of. Nowhere I knew. Pulled off the little yellow plastic sealer and emptied the packet on to the table. A metal key, five inches long, ancient, not rusty, polished with years of use, wired to the loop at the top, a note. A page torn from an exercise book, judging by the squares marked on the paper, handwriting rather sprawled, but clear, and disquieting. 

There was no date.  

Dear Marc.

A key, you will undoubtedly say. From whence, from whom? From little brother Jason is from whom. The key to my house here. You have never seen it, don’t know of it, but it has been my refuge, my sanctuary and my life-work (if one can say that) for the last few years. It’s rented with three more years to go, all paid in advance. I send you the key because it is now yours, I no longer have need of it, I’m leaving shortly. If you want some years of delight come and get it, but don’t come looking for me because you’ll never find me, I’m not about any longer, or won’t be by the time this falls on your front doormat. I shall have drifted into the blue, as they say, leaving no trace behind me. Not a sudden impulse; a thought-out determined action.

All I touch seems to turn to dross – my work, my love, my life – so before I take the road to sweet oblivion I will mail this to you and leave you to do fit as you see it. I have no will, this bit of paper will have to suffice, and if the lawyers grumble and fuss tell them to bugger off. 

This is my last will and testament. I am of sound mind and in good health; just got weary of it all. Show this to my landlord (lady, rather), Mme Sidonie Prideaux, 11 rue Émile Zola, Rouvignac. She’ll be fair, she’s all paid up. Sad we never really knew each other; but life is like that and the twelve years’ difference in our ages didn’t help much, did it? You are all that is left of the family, so I leave what I have, not much (nothing in the bank either), to you. Blood is thicker so they say. 

I had a poor innings, but they tell me that the runt of the family usually does. 

And runt I was! 

Goodbye. 

He had signed it Jason Endacott, officially, presumably for the legal business. I let it fall against my coffee mug with the dog paw print. Stared out into the hallway, heard Annie hurrying down the stairs, Joanna behind her.

'You haven’t done my eggs!'

'No. But I’ve done my face. I’ll do your eggs while you eat the cornflakes.' They clattered into the kitchen. 'And some barley-water for poor Giles... '

The door slammed and cut off the wearisome conversation. I stacked the two mugs, the yoghurt pot and the jam on to the tray to give myself time to think before Joanna would return, as she was bound to do. 

Poor Jason. The runt of the family. Why did he call himself that, for God’s sake? We had all tried to make him fit but twelve years between us did make a difference, it had to be faced, and I really didn’t much care for him. I had to admit that. Slender, fair-haired, a bit arty-farty, always drawing something and painting large canvases with squares and circles and naming them The Inner Angst or Resurrection or something equally pretentious. Anyway, I thought so. 'I know what I was,' he once said to me. 'I was a sudden-turn-over-in-bed-one-night child. Caught them both by surprise, didn’t I? I wasn’t wanted, or even intended, well that’s been made clear.'

He did well at art school. Scholarship, modest exhibition, to which we all had to go, at some gallery, then he just cleared off to France to paint, to discover himself or live, as he called it, on a small allowance Father gave him. I got a couple of postcards from time to time, nothing much, out of the blue.

And we drifted apart. 

It didn’t bother me at all. That was that. 

Until the key.

'What was in your packet?' Joanna asked, dressed, ready to take Annie to ballet school, a fish slice in her hand. I told her briefly, without showing her the letter. 

'What on earth for? What a crazy thing to do. Honestly, you Endacotts. A rum bunch you are. What the hell do you want a cottage in wherever it is for? And what do you suppose he’s done? Gone off to join the gypsies or something?'

'I’ve cleared the breakfast things. Mugs and so on.' 

'You are kind. I’ll be out for lunch. Maureen’s meeting me at Fortnum’s. There’s cold ham, some of that beef stew left, cold, salad, eggs, bread and so on, and a new chunk of Cheddar. I’ll be back about fourish. Keep an eye on Giles, won’t you, just liquids today, he’s perfectly all right, no fever.' 

She clattered away like a bickering magpie and I went up to the office to try and work out what to do next. I’d got enough on my plate for one morning. Looked in on Giles, who was reading. 

'You better?' 

'Yup.' 

'Mother’s going out for lunch.' 

'I know. She said.'

'I’ll be in. Upstairs. We can have lunch together if you like.' 

'She said only liquid stuff today. I’m ill.' 

'Okay, well, if you want anything just yell out.'

'Yup.' 

He went back to his book, indifferently. I went on up to my office and stood looking at the typewriter. A smell of stale cigarette smoke, balls of screwed up paper. I opened the windows and let in some fresh air, emptied the ashtray, sat down and wondered. 

And wondered. 

Not that it did much good. That scene, downstairs just now, if I had written it, started a book, say, I’d have groaned and said, Oh, Lord, not again! It’s all familiar ground. Happens all the time. Start again. 

But our marriage had faded. 

As they say, it takes two to tango. My parents, for example, adored each other from the very start. And when Father died, Mother found no reason to live without him and followed on pretty quickly. I mean, that was real love. Lasting love, and it had been physical too. I know that. Hand in hand, little kisses, a caress when they thought that perhaps we kids weren’t looking. A touch. A look. Smile. 

But we often were. We felt secure because of that love, it framed us tightly. We didn’t say much to each other, but we sniggered, as kids do, covering our pleasure with vulgarity. Elspeth was born first, I second. We were the perfectly planned little family, not too many, just enough not to strain bank balances or wreck that love. And then, of course, with bewildering surprise, we discovered that another one was on the way, more than a decade after we had all settled down snugly, complacently, together. Jason. 

They called him Jason after some film heroic. He was unlike the rest of us. Elspeth and I were dark, with brown eyes, tallish, so were the parents. But Jason was blond, corn-blond, with wide grey eyes. Slender, small bones, almost pretty rather than actually handsome. He always looked sun-kissed. A glowing tan. People looked at him in the street in his pram. A lovely baby!  To everyone but Elpie (I called her Elpie or Elephant) and me. I was, of course, very jealous. He became, had to become, the focus of the family. The ewe lamb, Mother said, and we had to be particularly loving towards him because he was a sort of changeling child. That didn’t make much difference to me, I might say, but Elpie was female, and slowly, after the shock had faded, became devoted to him, played with him like a doll, which he greatly resembled, discovered for the first time that he could use a pencil, or a crayon, with greater facility than we could, that perhaps he might be an artist. I suppose she really started him off, at least she encouraged him all the time, cooing and mooing over his scribbles. To the great relief of Mother, and, indeed, Father.  

Father was headmaster at Dartwell, a private school. Mother wrote books. They were fairly successful, historical romances, but not gushy or sickly. They were well researched. She did well, and it helped the budget.

Elpie and her husband, whom we all very much liked, were drowned in what the French call, rightly, a banal little sailing accident off the Devon coast, and Dad never recovered. He’d retired by then, happy pottering about in his vegetable garden, or nailing things together in his little work shed. But Elpie’s death hit him hard. Mother went to call him in for tea one afternoon and found him lying on his work shed floor. He went quickly and without fuss, and that was that. Mother didn’t wait much longer, she just slowly died before our eyes, Jason’s and mine. 

I was at home quite a lot now, to support her somehow. But that wasn’t enough, so it was, all in all, a bloody year. James went back to France after everything was over. I got the house and contents, he got a legacy of some size, not much, but enough to keep him under a roof and in paints. And independent of me. I sold the old family house for a fair price and moved up to London to work. There was no point in hanging about a place which had been so filled with love and emotions of various kinds, so I quit. Clean break, as they say. 

I didn’t get married, for some reason I was inhibited, I think. Inhibited by the destruction of our family, so although there were ladies about and often, it never came to more than long holidays, or little affairs which loitered on and finally fizzled out. I wasn’t in the business for permanence.

And then I met Joanna.

And here I was, presently, wondering what the hell had happened to us all, and how two families could fall apart, even in such very different ways, and end up so abysmally destroyed. I’d married too late, that was certain. I had little patience really for the finer points of love and affection. The physical side was okay but, somehow, I didn’t want responsibility. 

Who was it who said, very vulgarly, Why buy a cow when the milk is so cheap? I don’t know. I deplore it, of course, but it made me laugh. Once. Can’t crack a smile up here today. But perhaps I’d have been better off everyone would have been, if I had heeded the disgusting remark. Now there were Annie and Giles, responsibilities for life. Joanna would manage, I was pretty certain about that. She wouldn’t stay a divorced lady for long, not the type, but getting back into the wretched television business wouldn’t be that easy. She had been right when she said that the bitches in Harper’s and the Tatler would have taken her place. She was not young enough now, her ideas had probably atrophied, she still possibly thought, and worked, as she had fourteen years ago. And fourteen years in commercial TV is a lifetime. She’d marry some booze-sodden producer who would keep her in the manner to which she was not accustomed. My modest allowance, or separation-thing, would be a pittance in comparison. I’d have the children to keep, of course, had to face up to a responsibility at least once.  

But what was there left? Apart from my work, which was still all right,  better than all right, really, but there was nothing else. The kids, sure. And the key. 

Jason. 

What the hell did his letter mean? Suicide? Or just, as Joanna had said, gone off with the gypsies? He could do anything, end up in darkest Africa feeding the starving (with what? I wondered), or drift to America and join in the Lost Brigade, dope, drink, anything you want. Total disappearance. The typical drop-out, join the huddled masses wrapped in cardboard, sleeping in the subway entrances on winter nights. People get mislaid like that easily. But, somehow, not Jason. I don’t think it would have been Jason’s way. He’d never get to America anyway, never get a visa, wouldn’t know how. All his life, as far as I was aware, he’d had someone to take care of him, arrange things, set him up when he fell. 

Of course, it was quite possible that he got married. Improbable but not impossible. He’d got the fey looks which some women go for, the lost little boy, the helpless child with the trembling smile. And with his painting, which some people pretended to understand, he might have hit it off with some rich American lady touring Provence, or the Var, or wherever it was. Maybe she got him, overwhelmed by his mystery (what mystery? – plain silence and indolence in reality), she’d carted him to America like a package of goodies from Fortnum’s. 

I looked at his letter again, read it carefully, and knew that this was no letter of farewell-I’m-off-to-America. 

This was just, farewell. 

Full stop.

...don’t come looking for me...not about any longer...drifted into the blue...leaving no trace...the road to sweet oblivion...

Surely that was farewell? And three years to go on a rented house in a lost village miles away. Where? Why? Everything seems to turn to dross, my work, my love, my life...certainly a farewell. 

The intercom buzzed. Joanna said she was leaving, be back about four, to remember liquids for Giles, and that Annie was going over to the Marrows for tea. 

I paused for a moment and stared out of the window. Over slate roofs, chimneys, a tree bending slightly in the cool breeze outdoors. 

A filtered London sun struck through the dusty glass and glimmered on the key before me. 
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Chapter 2. 
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In the Michelin guide, Rouvignac was indeed in the Var, some 900 kilometres from Paris. It had one small hotel, La Maison Blanche, with a rocking-chair indicating peaceful surroundings and no marks for cooking. It had eight rooms. Small, plain but simple one reviewer had noted. There were two restaurants, Chez Titin and Le Sporting, and a garage for Renault. The hotel and Chez Titin were closed during November and December. 

That was all. 

As far as the guide was concerned, that is to say. 

But seeing the village in the warmer southern afternoon sun a few weeks later, I realized, in a way, why Jason had chosen the place. A small village strung neatly along the base of an immense line of jagged limestone cliffs, probably mountain high, certainly bare towards the tops, scrub and thorn at the base. The church stuck up like a warning finger, a shallow pointed roof, four rows of arches in the belfry. Around it lay the village, clustered tightly, chicks about a hen, it had spread to east and west as the years had gone by, but in general it was dominated by the huge cliffs behind and the tall, brick and stone tower of the church. La Maison Blanche was small, comfortable, unpretentious, and stood across the square from the church. The review was indeed correct. Small, plain but simple.   

A little terrace, three concrete pots with laurel and a dusty cypress, a sagging, sun-faded blind, a scatter of battered tables and chairs, a wooden figure of a chef holding the day’s menu, a drawing-pin through his pink, upheld hand. The paint had scabbed from his face, but the menu, in violet ink, immaculately written, was attractive, if simple. Yes, there was a free room, not very much commerce so early in the year: late April was not a favourite time for tourists, the evenings were too cold yet at this height. A room over the square? Or perhaps at the back? It would be quieter. 

From my window I looked down on to a small garden, a line of table napkins drying on a long line, fluttering like a ship dressed all over at a regatta. Two big lime trees breaking bud, a row of bushes, obviously fruit, and beyond a tidy vegetable garden with rows of things growing in perfect order. A tin shed in a corner with a wire enclosure and a scrabble of chickens. A solitary, proud cockerel standing on one leg on an upturned bucket. Beyond the garden, a cluster of roofs, red-tiled, at all angles, beyond them the high cliffs rising to the clear blue sky, shading into pale apricot as the afternoon began to fade.  

My room itself was pretty bare: a huge Napoleon bed in mahogany, a small table in the window, a couple of straw-bottomed chairs, a wardrobe of immense size, one lithograph of Jesus baring his heart and looking heavenwards, a smaller picture of kittens with goldfish in a bowl. There was a forty-watt bulb in the bedside lamp, and the lavatory was at the far end of the corridor. But there was a washbowl in a corner, and a shower with a plastic curtain, which was some sort of relief. I smiled and thought about how many people just had the same idea as me, have a pee there without trailing down to the WC with a torch. I unpacked the little I had, put it away in the two deep drawers of the wardrobe and went down to ask for a stronger lamp bulb. 

'I am a writer. I have to work at nights sometimes and it’s not possible with such small wattage.'

'Ah.' The elderly woman in a black and white overall, looked worried. 'There is a good light in the bar. People sit there after dinner, not in their rooms.'

'I can’t sit in the bar and correct a manuscript. You’ll understand, Madame?'

She nodded in a rather distracted manner, muttered something which I couldn’t hear and then screamed, 'Eugène! Eugène! Venez vite.' 

Eugène, who seemed to be about thirty and was the waiter, probably the cook and bottle washer and the luggage carrier as well, found a stronger bulb in a hideous lamp shaped like an elephant with a howdah. The bulb and the lamp, it would appear, went together; they did not come separately. But I thanked him and tipped him over-generously and he left smiling with a preoccupied expression. Maybe his soup was in danger of catching. He turned at the door suddenly.

'M’sieur is eating in the hotel?'

'I am. Certainly.' 

'Then may I recommend the trout? Fresh this afternoon from the river below. And the veal is perfect, from a man I know who farms in the next village.'

'I shall have both. I’m hungry. A sandwich on the train last night, and only a croissant for breakfast.'

'You will eat well.'

'I expect to.'

He inclined his head gently, turned to leave again, turned back. 

'You speak excellent French. Not many of our English guests can do that.' 

'Two years at the Sorbonne, a year at Berlitz. But you knew that I was English, alas!'

'Ah yes! Perhaps the clothes M’sieur is wearing, perhaps just a lingering trace of Albion?'

'I am rusty. The clothes are useful for travelling. Wasn’t certain if it was tweed-weather or not.'

'Tweed-weather at this time of year. We have a fire in the evenings even. In the summer, of course, it is different, in the eighties in July.' 'Do you get very many English guests up here? Perhaps in summer?'

'Not so many, they prefer the coast. Some do come for the peace, it is a quiet place; one man even stayed here for a time, a painter.'

'Oh?' 

'He went away. He was pleasant, very quiet, not rich, I think. Yes. He went away.'

'Ah. And never came back?'

Eugène was in the doorway.

'He came here sometimes. For a pastis or maybe some Gauloises cigarettes not so often. He bought a little place. Dinner is at seven-thirty to nine, no orders after that.' 

He closed the door and left me standing under the lithograph of the Jesus looking heavenwards. First clue. Jason had been there, naturally enough. So they’d be certain to know where the Pigeonnier was. Someone might even know where and when he had gone.

In the hall, crossing it to the bar, the woman in the black and white overall suddenly called my name. She was behind the little desk. A calendar, a green china pot with browning-tipped fern, a ledger which I had signed earlier which did as a Visitors’ Book.

'M’sieur Endacott. Your passport.' She handed me the thing. 'It is not necessary to fill in all the details, just your name. We like to have it in the book, for the next time, you see?'

I took the passport back, stuck it in my inner pocket.

'I believe that you had another Endacott here once, is that so? English? Do you remember him?'

A short pause.

'We have been colonized here, you know, by the Romans and the Greeks, the Celts. It is difficult to remember all the people who have been in Rouvignac. We are an ancient town, always full of visitors, I can’t remember everyone.'

'This visitor wasn’t here so long ago. A year about. He was called Jason Endacott. Does that make it any easier?'

She suddenly looked at me with clear, steady eyes.

'Ah yes: Jason, I remember. A painter, blond, very gentle. Oh yes, I remember. He was here.'

'But he’s gone now?' 

'Yes. Gone. He bought a little house.'

I took the key from my pocket, held it towards her in the dim light of the hall. 

'This is the key. He sent it to me. I’m his brother.'

She looked at me with quick unease, plucked at the pocket on her overall.

'His brother?'

'There were twelve years between us.' 

'Ah bon.'

'Where is his house, Le Pigeonnier, Madame? In the village or outside?' 

She closed the ledger before her, pulled a few bits of brown from the fern, threw them into a basket under the desk, avoiding my look. 

'It’s not in the village, no. On the road to Saint-Font, about two kilometres; I haven’t been there, but I know that it is empty, no one is there now.'

I thanked her, put the key back in my pocket and went across to the bar. I knew that she was watching me, knew that she was standing perfectly still. 

Pondering.

The usual little hotel bar: long wooden counter with a Formica top, pinball machine, poster for a local football match, green shiny walls, a TV set on a shelf jammed high into a corner, the sound off, the vision on, two elderly people talking at each other in sudden jumps and cuts. In the centre of the room a few tables and some chairs, a pot of plastic tulips, a door in one wall draped in lace curtains leading to the dining-room, another, across the room, leading to the WC, according to the hand-printed card above it. People at the bar, all men, farmers from the look of them, talking, drinking, punching each other affectionately, laughing. At one of the tables a couple of obvious tourists, he fat, bloated even, she thin with a face pinched by years of irritation. They were both reading, he a folded copy of some newspaper, she an old copy of Figaro-Madame. I ordered a Scotch and Perrier from the pleasant barman. Two youths went over to the pinball machine. Lights flashed, bells rang, they were laughing, thumping the sides. I took my drink and sat at a small table in a corner. Under the glass-covered top a small, stained map of the region, with the village dead centre in large letters, and delightful walks and excursions radiating from it like the spokes of a wheel. Saint-Font, I saw, was at the far edge of the map, to the west of the village, surrounded by woods, but not indicated as a delightful walk or excursion. I’d have to find that out for myself. 

I had a couple of drinks, then went into the dining-room, tired, ready for a meal and for my bed. I’d been travelling all day, after all. A comfortable, unfussy room. Tiled floor, large open fireplace with a log smouldering indolently; about eight tables. Round the walls, papered with large roses and trellis, the heads of various small horned beasts stuck on wooden plaques, dried corn cobs and gourds hanging in bunches. On the long mantelshelf a stuffed partridge in a glass case, a polished silver cup, won, perhaps, for the slaughter of so many horned beasts, or perhaps just the partridge? An ugly pottery jug with Annecy written on it, grey with last year’s lavender. 

The meal, as Eugène had promised, and which he served swiftly and expertly, was very good, simple and fresh. There were about three other tables with people eating, and the couple from the bar arrived almost as I had finished my half-bottle of local wine, dressed for their dinner. It was just nine o’clock.

'From Paris,' said Eugène, clearing my fruit plate. 'They always arrive just as I think we have finished. Ha! The veal was good?'

'Excellent. Thank you. Saint-Font...?'

He stopped, the plates balanced on his arm, a menu in one hand. 

'Saint-Font?' 

'It is far from here?'

'Two, maybe three kilometres, not more.'

'There is a bus?'

'No bus, but Maurice in the bar has a taxi. If you ask him tonight he’ll be almost sure to take you. It’s the quiet season.' 

He left, and went across to the couple from Paris and placed the menu before them on his way out to the kitchen.

The morning light was brilliant, sparkling on the chrome-work of Maurice’s Citroën, dusting the poplars and plane trees along the road in soft greens and pinks. In the ditches, clusters of primroses, and a small blue flower I could not name. Perhaps borage? 

'At Saint-Font there is nothing but forest, you know?' said Maurice over his shoulder. 'Unless perhaps you go to see the little chapel? Saint-Fonts chapel. It is a ruin now, but the memorial to the Resistance is very fine.'

'A memorial?'

'The Nazis shot eight of our Resistance fighters there. One by one. The bullet marks are still in the door. Holes in the wood. You go to see that?' 

'No. I don’t actually want to go to Saint-Font. I’m looking for a house called Le Pigeonnier. Madame Mazine said it was near Saint-Font. Do you know it?' 

Maurice, watching me in the driving-mirror, looked away when he caught my eye.

'I know it. It belongs to the Prideaux. Her father bought it years ago, gave it to her as her dot. It was part of the estates of the Duc de Terrehaute. you know this? Destroyed in the Revolution and carved up for the people. The château is all ruins now. Only the pigeonnier still stands. But no one is there, it is empty.'

'It was rented by an Englishman, wasn’t it? A Mr Endacott. You knew him?' 

He coughed, or grunted. 

'Went away.'

'He was my brother. My younger brother. He sent me the key. I have it here. Apparently he has paid the rent for the house for the next three years.'

'Your brother? My word! Yes, I knew him, he came sometimes into the village. Walked all the way, or came on his cycle for provisions. In the bar he would have a petit rouge, or a pastis, cigarettes. He was pleasant enough. He painted, but we didn’t really see him very often. He was about. It takes a long time, even in a small village, to be, shall I say, known. But he was all right. Spoke good French, caused no trouble, paid his bills.' 

The Citroën began to slow down. On the right-hand side the beginning of a wall, tall weeds, bushes, a mossed stone pillar. Maurice turned right past the pillar up a dirt road. 

'This was the entrance to the château. You can see, nothing is left.'

He stopped the car where a small track led away from the main one through an ancient orchard of unpruned apple trees. 

'Le Pigeonnier is up that path. You’ll have to walk. I’m sorry, the springs won’t take the ruts. You want me to wait? No one is there, but of course you have the key, that’s it. I wait?' 

I told him to come back and pick me up in about an hour. He agreed, reversing the car down the main track to the road. He gave two blasts on his horn and drove off. 

I stood at the edge of the little track, the warm spring sun filtering through the greening trees. An early bee swung past. Far across the orchard to my left it was possible to see, suddenly, one tall tower, roofless, windows gaping, a jagged length of wall, an enormous cedar of Lebanon. The remains, I supposed, of the château. 

Ahead, as the track wound through the trees, a low wall, behind the wall a round, fat tower with many small arches just big enough for a bird, or a bat, to enter. The pigeon-house. Next to it, but not joining, a small house. Battered walls, faded blue shutters tightly shut, a rippled tiled roof, a small trellis running along the front, entwined with the dark spirals of a vine, coming into bud. 

There was an iron gate in the wall leading up to the house, a metal sign wired to the bars, the lettering peeling after years of sun and rain. Looking at it closely, the key already in my hand, I read the single word.

Papillon. 

Butterfly. 

I pushed the gate open and walked towards Jason’s house through ragged grass, past an abandoned potager, sere with some of last year’s unharvested vegetables, beans on sticks, dried, curled, wind-torn,  unpruned roses, a cluster of tall, dead sunflowers, their round faces empty of seeds long since thieved by birds. A torn rag fluttered forlornly on a bent cane, stuck in a row of dead cabbage stalks. A strange feeling of loss, of desolation, especially on the little raised terrace under the trellis. A broken broom, dead leaves from the vine had scurried into corners, a child’s tricycle, rusted, tyreless. A large flowerpot cracked by frost lay fallen apart like the two halves of a split orange. 

I opened the front door, letting sunlight stream into the shutter-darkened room like a searchlight, found a window, fumbled about with latches, opened the shutters and looked about Jason’s room. Pleasant, large, running, I supposed, the length of the house. Three windows in the south wall, none in the north. Beamed ceiling, canopied fireplace, tiled floor, rough whitewashed walls. A battered settee before the fireplace, covered with a tartan rug and a number of sheets of newspaper. There was newspaper over almost everything in the room, presumably to keep off the dust. A losing battle already. A small doorway led down two steps into a flagged stone kitchen. Good electric fittings, washing-machine, cooker and so on. Newspaper over them too. Walk-in larder with a few bottles of fruit, cucumbers, some kind of jam, a large bread-crock, empty. The usual paraphernalia of pots and pans and rolling-pins, all used, but all clean, neat, arranged perfectly. 

Upstairs (the staircase led out of the sitting-room by the side of the big fireplace), bedrooms. A large one, double bed in heavy walnut, lace cover, lace curtains, a wardrobe and small dressing-table with a modern glass mirror, nothing else. Next door a smaller room with a bunk-bed surrounded by some form of grill-work, so that it very much resembled a cage. Blankets folded, newspapers as usual over everything. A small chair. On the seat, a red and green rubber ball. 

Beyond this room, a small bathroom, empty cupboards, newspapers in the bottom of the bath, a washbowl with a fried green stain where a tap had dripped a long time ago, a cork-topped stool, empty towel rail, dead skeleton flowers in a dirty chipped vase. Next to that a lavatory, seat closed, bare except for a tin of cleaner rusting on the floor. A third bedroom also quite bare.

Nothing much to it – a simple house – almost as simple as La Maison Blanche. But there was another floor above, up a small stairway by the lavatory, almost hidden. This room also ran the whole length of the house, with a row of circular windows along the south wall and one enormous new window in the north wall. There was a scent of turpentine and linseed oil, of varnish and paper, of pencils, brushes and glue. In the centre a tall easel, paint spattered, heavy. Around the walls, rows and rows of canvases stacked. Only a few were hung. You could tell at once these were the works of Jason. His style hadn’t changed one bit over the years. 

Abstract mostly. Vast circles and straight lines, jagged edges like enormous angry teeth. Geometric shapes. Colours of startling vibrancy. Red. Deep purple. There was anger here, fury. I even sensed fear. 

There was nothing here to be found of the blonde floppy haired youth I had known. Nothing reserved or tight lipped. But, and it seemed so strange as I pulled out various canvases to have a look, that the beauty of the landscape was not captured at all. There was no glory. No suggestion of the sun, the air, the beauty, the brilliant light and the great cliffs behind the house which dominated the area as firmly as they dominated tiny villages a fair distance away. There were no trees, no soft shades of pale green grass. There was no emotional effect. From the look of things, these shapes could have been painted from anywhere. Even from a prison cell. 

I sat on a small wooden stool and took everything in.

The one thing that captured me more than anything was the complete tidiness of the place. I always remembered him as careless, free. Abandonment they used to call it. Yet here, everything has a proper place. He was equally as careless in his dress as he was in personal habits. Jason was never a tidy or neat person. He would sit at a table eating coarsely, uncombed hair, a deliberate almost defiant look about him. Casual. And yet here, someone had done a good job at clearing up the house before he went off to find his sweet oblivion it seemed. Newspaper everywhere. Blankets folded. The canvases all neatly stacked according to size. Even the kitchen was clean. Jason would never have noticed mess or muddle. He used to live in clutter. We were complete opposites. I like everything neatly arranged. He not so, especially in his last years at living at home. And yet here there were a few odd things that made one think. Curiosity. The rubber ball on the chair upstairs. The bunk like bed like a cage. The tricycle lying outside on the terrace. 

Walking around the studio there was no sign of dust, unless you looked real closely. No unopened tube of paint, scattered papers or old pots for oils and turps. Nothing. The brushes had been cleaned and were standing in wide mouthed jugs. Even old painting rags, bits of shirt, old towels, were neatly stacked in a corner behind an easel. 

It had the look of a dead painters museum rather than a living one. 

So obviously someone had come in and cleaned. But who? His landlady? A strange feeling of unease came over me and to break my concern I pulled out a few more canvases and placed them against the wall for inspection. These were of a different size and had been collected together in another part of the room. 

These were not abstract paintings. No jagged lines, no vicious curves or thick red triangles. No disturbing cubes and deep black lines. There was no darkness here.

A young woman's face looked back at me. No expression perhaps just a little sadness. Not particularly beautiful but pleasant enough. A simple face, simple girl doing a simple thing. I pulled out a few more. The same woman. In each painting she was doing some usual household chore, stringing beans, kneading bread at a table, darning, holding a small bunch of blue cornflowers. But there was no change in the expression. A faint bewilderment, perhaps, but certainly, to my mind, sadness. 

I raked through the pile and took up the last one leaning hard against the white wall. The same woman, same expression. Dressed in a pink and white blouse, sleeves rolled up, pouring milk into an earthenware jug. Like a Vermeer milk maid. But this was no Vermeer. There was no feel, no radiance, no love for the curve of the arm, no passion for the tilt of the head, no line, no brilliance of colour, no sweetness at all.  Above all, there was no sense of attraction for the subject or the task she was performing. It was a blank canvas merely painted. A shadow without reflection or contrast. No reflection. No feeling.

All of the paintings I saw were undated and unsigned so it was impossible to work out when they had been painted. It would be a task to find out when he switched from creating bold zig-zag block coloured shapes to this bland nothingness. It was a far cry from viewing his canvases filled with cubes and jagged edges. It was clear some attempt had been made to switch his game, but even to my untrained critical eye, something had been missed. 

These new pieces of works were banal, unfeeling, unkept without any flicker of emotion. They amounted to a series of mundane household shores all performed by the same expressionless woman. No joy. No life. These would have been used as portraits for cheap charity Christmas cards or supermarket discounted biscuit tins. Nothing more.

I stacked all the canvases back against the wall, covered them with some loose newspaper and brushed my hands against my trousers. However tidy the place may have been there was still dust everywhere, indicating that this room has been left alone for some time. I noticed the date on one of the newspapers, 17th December, but that proved nothing. 

I groped my way down through the dim lit house. The light in the upstairs studio had almost been brilliant, a sharp contrast to the doom and gloom of the lower floor. I felt like a sightless man and made my way to the front door, which had swung open, leaving only a thread of bare sunlight which streaked across the tiled floor like a laser beam. 

The sun was warm. A bird somewhere was singing. I felt a strange case of something. But I couldn’t identify what it was that I felt. Odd. I wondered around the house. It was completely surrounded by a wall, some rough stone blocks mixed with misshaped bricks. A garden filled with debris lying scattered here and there. At the back lay a patch of green grass with a sagging clothes line held together with a few loose forgotten pegs. Two cherry trees stood proud heavy in blossom. 

Against the far wall, a low brick shed with a tin roof and hen run. But there were no chickens today. Fence all rusted stuck with bits of tiny cloth like leaves after a storm. An enamel bowl leaning against the door. Chipped. Old. But this part of the garden had been swept clean aside from a few discarded leaves in the corner.

Beyond the wall an orchard, a small paddock with trees and fine grass leading to scattered clumps of thorn, marking the base of the great cliffs which rose high above the place. Juniper and broom I guessed, standing and studying the scene. Here, just behind the house, was an awe inspiring sight to behold. The great mass was split in two, just like some giant had come along with an almighty axe and divided the mountain in two. Wide at the top, narrow and dark at the base, covered in stunted pines and willow, through which a small stream lazily ran downhill, spilling down into little falls as it swirled out from the throat of the ravine through the fields behind the house and went east, no doubt towards the village. 

Romantic or fearsome? It very much depended on how you saw these things. It was indeed a spectacular landscape and for many would be seen as deeply romantic and savage, for others, including myself, a sense of sinister, foreboding, not really romantic, more a gash in the landscape but fearsome after all. But I also knew whether it would be in the deepest of dark winters with the snow high on the ground, the greyness of the sky and a low hanging mist or at the first days of spring, when the snow would met and the stream would be fresh, cold and clear as it cascaded down the cliffs, it would be an awesome, brilliant sight. 

I could see instantly why Jason had been attracted to this place with its pretty façade and angry background, the gash in the mountain, the wilderness of scrub and shade, the dark green gorge in the distance, shadow at all times even in the peak of the summer save for an hour or two, and perched underhanded it all, a tiny house cowering in defeat. Silent. 

A painters countryside most defiantly, possibly even a writers one. But not the sort of writer that I was. I had no wish to write about this. 

Turning to retrace my steps and returning to the main house, after all, I had a three year lease, maybe it would be better to look at things a tad more seriously then just thinking this was my brothers paradise, I could see on my right, shimmering through the trees, the ragged roofless tower. The ragged windowless like of wall against the ruined chateau and the motionless feather tips of the cedar trees. Still, silent, lost. 

Romantic? Defiantly. Gothic? Very. It was all very Wuthering Heights. 

Maurice was due any moment now, the hour was nearly up, but I had a sudden urge to return to the house just to make sure Jason hadn’t left anything of note, more signs of his existence in this house other than his canvases laid against the studio walls. 

Surely a dressing gown? An old pair of shoes? Something more personal like a spare toothbrush? But just as I thought that, my mind remembered the small spartan barrenness of the tiny bathroom with newspaper lying at the bottom of the bathtub. 

Back in the bedroom I opened two large wardrobe doors. Empty, save for a collection of odd and misshaped wire hangers swinging in the draught. Nothing in the cupboards expect for an odd button and a ripped old shirt which obviously had been used for cleaning brushes at some point. Nothing also in the drawers of the tiny dressing table with its cheap, tacky mirrors and plaster cast roses. 

Nothing remained. The only evidence was those canvasses in the studio. Nothing else was here, save for a few bottles of pickled cucumbers in the larder. To all intent and purposes he had literally disappeared with all his possessions save for his artwork.  He had gone way into his world of sweet oblivion. 

Maurice sounded his horn three times loudly. A long pause between each blast so that, wherever I was, I was bound to hear it. 

I closed the front door, locked it, slid the key inside my pocket and walked down the path, through the abandoned overgrown vegetable garde and unpruned roses.

Standing at the front gate, not attempting to enter the wilderness, stood a young woman in a thick woollen jacket, hair tied back with a ribbon. We stood looking at each other for a moment without saying a word. Pleasant eyes. Grey. Still.

'Bonjour,' I said.

She nodded, a slight indication of head and neck.

'Bonjour. What is it you want here? Can I help you at all?'

'I came to see the house. My name is Endacott, Marc Endacott. I am the brother of Jason Endacott who I believe used to live here? He sent me a key.'

'Ah,' she replied staring ahead.

'To my home in London,' I continued.

'No.' She stared right into my face. 'I sent it. Not him, Me.'

A slight frown.

'Oh.'

'He told me to. You see, I’m his wife.'
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