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			She floated on her back, barely moving. She was fine; everything was going to be all right. Beyond the wide inlet, sleek modern boats skimmed across the blue, trailing white ribbons of froth. Too fast, too soulless, she thought; this was a journey to be taken slowly, a transition to be savoured.

			The sudden weight on her chest seemed to compress her whole body. She was being both pushed and pulled down. Banks of trees seemed to tower over her, blotting out the sky. At least, she thought they were trees. The shapes were pushing her down. She was underwater now; she could see clusters of bright darting fish, and the pressure in her head was building as the water became colder and bluer and deeper. She could not breathe. Deeper, into black water. Nothing more to see. All was black.

			Her head seemed to explode. Then she was in the light again. Her teeth chattered. She was cold, and then hot. Gasping, she found she could stand. She was still in the shallows. Yet she had been drowning. It had been so vivid. What had just happened?
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			There comes a murmur from the shore,

			And in the place two fair streams are,

			Drawn from the purple hills afar,

			Drawn down unto the restless sea.

			The hills whose flowers ne’er fed the bee,

			The shore no ship has ever seen,

			Still beaten by the billows green,

			Whose murmur comes unceasingly

			Unto the place for which I cry.

			 

			 – William Morris, A Garden by the Sea
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			The Crossing

			Sunday, 2 June 2013

			The island lay in wait, a smudge of land across the water.

			From the port at La Tour Fondue, the crossing to Porquerolles would take only fifteen minutes.

			Ellie Brooke put her face up to the sun, absorbing the heat. On the deck of the ferry, where she had a prime seat, there were few other passengers this late in the afternoon.

			The young man had his back to the curve of the deck rail, facing her. It was his T-shirt that drew her attention: the lead singer of a heavy metal band thrust a tongue out from the boy’s chest, an image that invited reaction but succeeded only in making its thin, blond bearer appear innocuous in comparison.

			The engines thrummed and the boat nosed out into sea glitter and salt spray, then powered up to full speed. The island was already sharpening into focus when the young man climbed over the deck rail, spread both arms and then let himself slip down the side of the ferry, a silent movement so quick and so unexpected that Ellie was not the only passenger to admit that she had at first doubted her own eyes. No splash was heard in the churning water close to the hull.

			Perhaps their shouts to the crew were seconds too late, the choking of the ferry’s engine not fast enough. The young man had gone over the edge too close to the bow to have had any chance of swimming away safely. As soon as he hit the water he would have been sucked under and pulled towards the propellers, it was said later.

			In the moments immediately afterwards, though, in the calm as the engine noise died and the ferry drifted, it seemed quite possible that he would be fished out spluttering, shrinking with embarrassment at the gangling weakness of his limbs, the idiocy of his stunt. Someone threw a life belt.

			On deck, more passengers emerged from the cabin to lean over the rail, asking why the ferry had stopped. They were drawn to one another, wanting to help but frightened of getting in the way as the crew set about a rescue procedure.

			Ellie did not speak French well enough to understand much of what they were saying, but it was clear that the middle-aged couple with a small yappy dog, the man carrying a briefcase, and the elderly woman were united in their furious incomprehension of the young man’s actions. The man with the briefcase was particularly vocal, and his tirade sounded like condemnation. A man in a panama hat and loose white shirt hung slightly back, making no comment.

			‘Did you see what happened?’ she asked him in English, hoping he would understand.

			‘Yes.’

			‘One moment he was fine. It didn’t look as if anything was wrong. The next he was gone.’

			‘It’s terrible.’

			‘Was it an accident, or—’

			‘He climbed over.’

			There were shouts from the water, but they were not cries for help.

			‘Don’t look,’ said the man.

			She turned away. Bright sunlit sails slid across the sapphire sea. A small aircraft cut across the sky.

			Waves slapped against the port side of the ferry. A dinghy was quickly joined by a police launch. Shouting cut through the buzz of the crew’s electronic communications. Falling cadences of conversation on deck marked the transition from irritation with the delay to understanding. The fear felt by all was primitive: the oldest sea story of all, the soul lost overboard.

			A hundred years ago the ferry boat had been summoned to the mainland by smoke signal – the fire of resinous leaves and twigs lit in a brazier outside the café at the end of the Presqu’île de Giens, she remembered. It was the kind of detail she enjoyed, culled from the reading she had done in preparation for the trip. Now, within minutes, invisible modern signals brought the emergency services.

			Ellie stood up and went over to the rail. Not for the first time, she wondered why she had come.

			As it was, her arrival on the island was bound up with more immediate questions from the harbourmaster and two male police officers who boarded the ferry when it docked. Her first impressions of Porquerolles’ fabled beauty were shot through with shock and a sense of waste. Oleanders and palms waved a subtropical greeting from the quayside, while the passengers were asked to give their names and contact details and to make statements before disembarkation. What had she noticed about the young man? Had he spoken to anyone? Had he seemed agitated, nervous? It seemed trite to reply that she had paid more attention to the vulgarity of his T-shirt than to the person wearing it.

			She showed Lieutenant Franck Meunier where she had been sitting on deck, and approximately where he had been standing.

			‘Did he shout as he fell?’ The police officer was all sharp eyes, buzz-cut hair and controlled strength. Not as young, close up, as he seemed when he came aboard. His English was good, though heavily accented.

			‘No. At least, I didn’t hear him say anything.’

			‘Was he sweating, perhaps – had he taken drugs? Did you see his eyes?’

			‘I wasn’t close enough to see. I don’t know.’

			The white and steel needles of the marina extended out to the ferry dock. A warm breeze rang with clinks of metal rigging. This shore felt far more foreign than the one they had left, as if the sea voyage had crossed much more than the few miles of the strait.

			‘Where are you staying on the island?’

			‘A hotel on the Place d’Armes.’

			‘Which one?’

			She pulled a piece of paper out of her shoulder bag and handed it over, uncertain of the pronunciation.

			‘L’Oustaou des Palmiers,’ read the officer.

			She nodded.

			‘You are on holiday?’

			‘No. Business.’

			He frowned, rubbing at his crew cut. His head looked newly shorn. ‘What business?’

			‘I am a garden designer. I’m coming here to look at a garden tomorrow and meet a prospective client.’

			Had she been less driven to prove herself, she might have turned the job down months before, on the grounds of impracticability. Any number of garden designers and landscape architects were better qualified to take on the restoration of a garden on a Mediterranean island; someone who – unlike her – already knew the terrain and was experienced in the dry heat, rocky soil and exoticism of the Riviera would have been the obvious choice. But spring in England had been dismal, a fleeting glimmer of sun in March and gone by April; the subsequent weeks of grey skies and rain had been unbearable. It was the simplest of urges that had brought her this far, on the journey up to London and beyond, the flight to Hyères: the need for heat and the light. Of course she was curious about the job too, and lured by the flattering terms of the invitation.

			‘Who is this client?’

			‘Laurent de Fayols. At the Domaine de Fayols.’

			Lieutenant Meunier considered this, then looked back through his notes. ‘When did you first see the man go to the deck rail?’

			For what seemed like hours, pinned down on the motionless ferry, Ellie gave answers that could offer nothing in the way of insight and could save no one. From the dock she could see pale beaches and low, verdant hills berried with red roofs. The fort above the harbour punched up a fist of stone through green trees. The sun was dazzling.

			Finally she was allowed to go. She wiped a hand over her forehead and consulted the information and a map outside the tourist office on the quai. ‘Average temperature for June, 20 degrees Celsius,’ she read. It was only the beginning of June, and almost seven o’clock in the evening, yet it felt hotter. She set off wearily towards the Place d’Armes. The wheels of her travel bag, weighted by a laptop, a box file of sketches and photocopied material from old books, scraped along behind her.

			It was a wide, dusty square dominated by a church with a distinctly Spanish look. Three sides were edged with eucalyptus and the canopies of restaurants and shops. She made her way round, moving slowly from pool to pool of harsh light and shadow towards what looked like a hotel at the far end. It was not the Oustaou des Palmiers. Nor were any of the other establishments – the apartment entrances or art galleries, the souvenir shops, or the bar that looked as if it would be crowded later, outside which a jazz guitarist now practised. She walked on past fruit stalls stacked with watermelons, apples, strawberries, bananas, pineapples, until she was back almost where she started. It was only then that she saw she had missed the hotel by a few metres when she arrived at the square. The sign was hidden under a red canopy and succulent green creepers that shaded tables laid outside for dinner.

			Inside, the reception desk was a cramped counter under the stairs.

			‘I’m Jean-Luc,’ said a young man who looked like a student dressed for the beach, shirt hanging open to expose a smooth, bare chest. He handed over the keys without consulting any paperwork. ‘Anything you need, you can come and find me.’

			Mercifully he asked nothing about her journey.

			‘And there is a message for you,’ said Jean-Luc. He smiled and looked around vaguely in the small space behind the desk, as if he knew he had put it somewhere. ‘Ah!’ He seized on an envelope and handed it over.

			‘Thank you.’

			‘I will take you up.’

			He picked up her bag as if it contained only air, bounded upstairs.

			The room was better than she’d imagined, with simple decor and a harbour view. Jean-Luc bounced across the room – he walked in that elastic way of the young and very fit – to show her the air-conditioning control and compact bathroom. When he’d gone, she threw open the windows and stood for a while, trying to reconcile what had just happened with the pleasure boats swaying at anchor and, beyond, the sea of scudding white sails. Slipping her shoes off, she padded across bare polished floorboards.

			She looked around for the envelope she’d been given and found it on the dressing table. Her name was written in ink, the hand bold yet elegant. It was a long time since she’d received a message written in fountain pen. Or any handwritten message. It all added to the feeling that she had stepped back in time on this island. She slid out the card. Her hands were still trembling slightly.

			‘I am very glad you have arrived safely,’ she read. ‘I look forward to seeing you at the Domaine de Fayols tomorrow morning. I will send transport for you at ten o’clock. Enjoy your first evening on our lovely island.

			‘Cordialement, Laurent de Fayols.’

			What had made him do it, the boy in the T-shirt – what disturbance in the mind, or sickness, or terrible event had induced him to go over the edge, and so quietly? Had he intended to kill himself, or only to attract attention?

			There could be no comfort in solitary thoughts in a single hotel room. She put her camera into her shoulder bag and headed outside. A rough concrete road led away from the main square and crumbled into dust that sifted into her open shoes as she walked through pines and Mexican cypress tall enough to deaden any sounds.

			Even in her darkest moments she had never considered suicide. Not even in the agonizing weeks after Dan died, when she was struggling to process the loss. Her business was life: the nurturing of plants and the innate optimism involved in planning gardens that would not grow to meet her vision for years, decades even. It had been hard, but she had turned her grief into determination. Self-reliance, too. She had simply worked harder, investing in life. But perhaps other people could find neither the strength nor their own versions of her beech avenues and sculpted borders to watch over.

			Where the path split, the beach was signposted: Plage d’Argent. The scent of pines, intensified by a dense heat, mingled with the unmistakably salty tang of the shore. Dan would have loved it: Porquerolles, the island of the ten forts. As a dedicated army man, he had been fascinated by any kind of military history. A tear escaped. He’s gone, Ellie told herself for the thousandth time. Let him go. She had to let herself go too, push herself out into the unknown.

			The sea nibbled at bone-white sand. She stood alone, lost in thought, where shallow ripples nudged shells into lace patterns across the beach.
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			The Domaine

			Monday, 3 June

			In the morning sun, the Place d’Armes was an empty white expanse. Activity was confined to the shops and cafés under the trees. Ellie bought a guidebook and a large-scale map from the nearest tabac and sat on a low wall in the shade to open out the map. When she couldn’t locate the Domaine de Fayols immediately, an unwarranted spike of panic rose. But there it was, marked on the southern rim of the island, close to a cove and a lighthouse. Until then she’d had only the word of Laurent de Fayols that the place would exist when she arrived.

			By ten o’clock she was waiting outside the hotel. No cars were permitted on the island, and most people who passed were on bicycles: dented, clicking, cumbersome machines of uncertain vintage, used by countless people on countless holidays. The only alternative was a horse-drawn cart. Ellie watched as the driver jumped down and ran inside the hotel. Minutes later he came out with Jean-Luc, who waved her over.

			‘This will transport you to the Domaine de Fayols.’

			The driver pulled her up into the seat next to him, his work-callused hand rough against hers as they touched, then he tutted and murmured to the elderly black horse, brushing its flank gently with the whip. They set off, swaying high above the road. The wheels winnowed up puffs of dust that trailed the cart as it jolted along the track. Ellie clutched her bag and folders tightly.

			Neither of them spoke. The driver kept his eyes ahead. Scrubby evergreen bushes released a strong scent of resin and honey; forests of pine gave way to gentle south-facing vineyards disturbed only by the ululation of early summer cicadas. Sitting up tall on the seat, she craned around eagerly to see what plants thrived naturally.

			It was a wild and romantic place, Laurent de Fayols had written, the whole island once bought as a wedding gift to his wife by a man who had made his fortune in the silver mines of Mexico. One of three small specks in the Mediterranean known as the Golden Isles, after the oranges, lemons and grapefruit that glowed like lamps in their citrus groves.

			There were few reference works in English that offered information beyond superficial facts about the island, and those she had managed to find were old. The best had been published in 1880, by a journalist called Adolphe Smith. Ellie had been struck by the loveliness of his ‘description of the most Southern Point of the French Riviera’: 

			The island is divided into seven ranges of small hills, and in the numerous valleys thus created are walks sheltered from every wind, where the umbrella pines throw their deep shade over the path and mingle their balsamic odour with the scent of the thyme, myrtle and the tamarisk.

			She inhaled deeply.

			They turned off the track and up a drive spiked by Italian cypress. Soon the driveway opened onto a turning circle in front of the house. Inside the circle, in front of the house, stood a venerable olive tree surrounded by a bed of lavender. On either side of the house, towering pines, eucalyptus and more cypresses stood guard.

			‘Ici, la Domaine,’ said the driver.

			‘Merci.’

			Ellie accepted his chapped hand, and climbed down. The facade of the house was rendered in pale terracotta with butterfly-blue shutters. It was a substantial property, three storeys high, under a traditional tile roof. Sculpted clouds of box hedge in galvanised planters lined the steps to the front door.

			She had hardly started to take it all in when her host emerged, advancing down the shallow stone steps with his hand extended. Laurent de Fayols must have been in his sixties, not particularly tall but slim and elegant, with deep brown eyes that she knew at once would be persuasive.

			‘Come in, come in, my dear Miss Brooke – and welcome! At last you will be able to see for yourself what we’ve been speaking about.’

			There was no doubting his enthusiasm. His tanned face looked young behind designer sunglasses that he pushed onto the top of his head. Despite the heat, he had slung a jaunty yellow pullover across his shoulders.

			‘I can’t wait.’

			He led her into the house, across a hallway and through the centre of the house. A few moments of relative darkness, and they emerged on a wide terrace of pale stone. The sharpness of the sun made her blink, then her eyes adjusted to a glistening panorama of sky and sea framed by palms and parasol pines.

			Ellie went straight to the balustrade. The flat area immediately below was broken up into a formal pattern of beds containing oleander and more clipped clouds of box, a southern imitation of the grand parterres of aristocratic chateaux. A rose garden beyond was the first in a series of gardens created on descending levels, apparently linked by a magnificently overgrown wisteria. Dense lines of cypress hid any farther areas from view, including the memorial garden that was her special brief. As a whole, the garden was charming, luxuriant, but – from a professional point of view – dilapidated.

			‘A great deal of work needed, non?’ said Laurent.

			She relaxed a little. At least he was under no illusions. And his command of English was even better than she remembered from his phone calls.

			‘Now, you will take coffee with me? Come!’

			She found it hard to draw her eyes away from the exquisite vista. The light brought semi-tropical flowers into keen focus: spiked and veined and pulsing with life.

			Laurent de Fayols led her along the terrace and around the corner. He had the brisk walk of the older man who takes pride in his fitness.

			‘This is west-facing,’ he said. ‘We sit here in the evening.’

			Flaking pillars formed a wide loggia, an inviting spot. One wall was smothered by jasmine. On a table sat a coffee pot, cups, a jug of iced water and an untidy pile of papers weighted down by several old books with metal clasps.

			‘And you can still see the sea!’ She wanted to swim there, immediately – she had a childlike surge of excitement at the sight of water so clear the rocks at the foot of the cliffs looked like clumps of turquoise flowers growing on the seabed.

			‘Yes, the position is perfectly chosen. That’s the Calanque de l’Indienne down there. And this is the book I told you about on the telephone.’

			With an effort, she returned her attention to her host. He pushed a tome the size of an atlas towards her across the table. The leather binding was scuffed, but the marbled endpapers were a startlingly vibrant red with no sign of damage. It was a photograph album full of foxed images of the garden – and of its makers. The figures pictured flanking the dark arches and horticultural opulence were dressed in heavy clothes that seemed to deny the heat and the density of the humidity. Here and there were blank pages between which botanical specimens had been pressed long ago; flowers that in life had once been extravagantly scented and vibrantly coloured were flattened and bleached on the page. Yet the shapes of these brown, crisped flowers – the canna lily, the agapanthus, the rose – spoke of succulence.

			She accepted the small gold-rimmed cup of coffee that Laurent handed her.

			‘It’s going to be quite a challenge.’

			‘I would not trust anyone who claimed this was an easy job.’

			He came round the table and stood next to her. ‘This is the memorial garden just after it was laid out in 1947, in memory of Dr Louis de Fayols’ – he turned to the right page with an ivory letter opener – ‘and here it is in bloom for the first time in 1948, though obviously the Italian cypresses are still small and the boxwood has yet to establish. But this shows very clearly the spaces in the planting.’

			It was a formal garden designed around a bassin edged in stone, a rectangular pool captured as a sheet of black in the photograph. A carved stone bench of Italianate design was placed at one narrow end. At the other stood two lichened statues, one that might have been Venus, the other Mercury, to judge from the wings on his ankles. A large stone urn was placed in each corner of the garden. No flowers had yet been planted.

			‘Typical of its time,’ she mused. ‘So many of the grand gardens were created when the Riviera was populated by rich foreigners – who wanted outdoor temples to wealth and the imagination.’

			‘I know you have the sensitivity to do this.’

			It was not the first time Laurent de Fayols had invoked her sensitivity. She took note. Sometimes when clients spoke about her qualities, they were really speaking about themselves.

			‘You have a sense of history, too,’ he went on. ‘You respect that.’

			‘If you mean the Chelsea garden,’ she said, knowing full well that he did, ‘that was very different. It was a modern impression of an era, not historical fact – a stage set, if you like.’

			The exhibition garden she had designed for the Chelsea Flower Show, gold-medal-winning and much admired in the media, had brought in more business than she could take on, and a host of misconceptions.

			‘Of course. You know I’m not looking for you to reproduce that. It was the small details in War Garden that spoke to me. The gramophone. The woman’s jacket hanging on the spade in the tiny vegetable patch. The crinkled photograph of the soldier, and the man’s cigarette case left as a keepsake.’

			She’d opened her mouth to protest when he pre-empted her. ‘I know. That is not garden design, it is more . . . a piece of theatre. But trust me, I saw that you were the person I had been looking for. Young, with fresh ideas.’

			‘Well, it’s a question of understanding the period, doing the right research.’ And it was true, she did enjoy that aspect. ‘I have been poring over old books in the British Library for references, but there are very few. The best I’ve found is a description of the island’s indigenous plants in a Victorian travel account.’

			It didn’t amount to much, but it had probably been Delphinium requienii, Genista linifolia and Cistus porquerollensis that lured her here to discuss the commission.

			He was looking out at the garden, where exotic tree ferns unfurled like frozen green fountains on a path down to the shore. Impossible to guess what he was thinking. The sea breeze lifted tendrils of jasmine. So close to the sea, the scent was intoxicating: a heady blend of salt and musky sweetness. Ellie felt a wave of conviction that it was all possible. The restoration of the memorial garden could be achieved, the realignment of the great archways and evergreen walls, the reinvigoration of the rose garden.

			Laurent leafed through a few more pages of photographs and stopped at one that revealed a doorway cut into a hedge, edged by topiary of a monumental triumphal arch.

			‘That is spectacular,’ said Ellie.

			‘It stands at the southern end of the memorial garden. It wasn’t yet made in the first photograph.’

			‘Is it still there?’

			‘The remains of it – very damaged now, but I can show you the place.’

			‘I’m curious to know what’s on the other side of the arch. It draws the eye in and makes the visitor want to walk through.’

			He tapped his nose, then winked. ‘Now you are interested, yes?’

			She gave him a smile, feeling that they were beginning to connect.

			This was the aim of an initial meeting with a potential client: to understand exactly what he hoped to achieve. The garden designer – like an architect – was the practical means of bringing the client’s imagination to life. For that to happen, there had to be an understanding based on a clear sense of the pictures in his mind; but also, and perhaps trickier, there had to be a personal relationship. The connection between designer and client was crucial to the success of any project, and the lack of it very often a precursor to failure.

			Laurent led the way back to the terrace. ‘After you,’ he said when they reached the first of two wide stone staircases down into the formal parterre. Closer up, the box hedging clipped into interlocking patches was brown and patchy.

			Through the rose garden, the path ran straight ahead to the mass of mauve wisteria, now past its best. At ground level, Ellie could see now that it formed a tunnel leading deeper into the garden, gnarled trunks growing over a long wooden frame that was rotten in places. At the end was a green space the size of a large room, walled by a hedge of clipped myrtle. From all sides white trumpets of datura hung down, smelling faintly of coffee.

			‘I’ve never seen such a display,’ said Ellie.

			‘My mother planted them many years ago. Moonflowers.’

			‘Also known as devil’s trumpet.’

			‘Angel’s trumpet, too. Or so she told me.’

			One garden opened from another in a series of secret rooms. Stone steps were made treacherous by creeping ivy. As they walked on, rotting leaves seeped from unexpectedly dank corners. The temperature dropped. There were no more flowers.

			‘And this is the memorial garden.’

			It was a temple of darkest evergreen, scattered with an artless arrangement of broken pillars and statuary. The statues of Venus and Mercury were bigger than life-size. Mercury no longer had wings on his ankles, only tumours of lichen.

			‘That’s astonishing . . . like ruins left by the Greeks or Romans.’

			‘The doctor was a great classicist. Some of the wells we have here were sunk by the Greeks and then forgotten under the scrub. He was very proud of reviving them.’

			The water in the stone bassin was a black mirror, then silver as she went closer. Its magnetic stillness drew her in.

			‘Tell me more about the doctor – he was your father, grandfather? – and how he came to the island.’

			‘My father’s uncle, in fact.’ He stared out again, as if picturing the old man in the grounds of his estate. ‘You know already that Porquerolles has a long military history?’

			She nodded. ‘The island of ten forts, a strategic defence for the south coast of France.’

			‘Used for centuries as a retreat for old soldiers and army convalescents. During the Crimean War, it was a hospital camp for wounded soldiers, and there was an orphanage there for many years for the children of the fallen.

			‘A hundred years ago, M Fournier, the man who bought Porquerolles with the fortune he made in the silver mines of Mexico, began all kinds of agricultural enterprises. He planted the first vineyard. But he wanted to be a benefactor too. He kept open the convalescent centre and brought his own doctor to run it. When Fournier died in 1935, leaving a widow and seven children, the presence of the doctor was all the more important for her peace of mind. The Domaine was built as one of the farms for the Fournier estate, but the widow Fournier set it aside for the doctor and his family.’

			‘Is it still part of the estate?’

			‘No, it was bought by the doctor after Fournier died.’

			‘It’s a huge house – did he have a large family?’

			‘Two sons.’

			He hesitated.

			‘Your father’s cousins, then . . . did neither of them want to take on the Domaine?’

			‘Both were killed in the war.’

			Ellie pressed her eyes closed. ‘That’s awful, I’m sorry . . .’ It was a feeble response, but she never knew what to say, how to put her feelings into words to a stranger. What could anyone say? ‘But this garden commemorates the doctor, not the sons?’

			‘That’s right.’

			‘So who was responsible for creating it?’

			‘My father. And the man who had been the head gardener here in the golden era before the war. Both of them wanting to honour the past in their different ways. When my parents took over the property, it was in a terrible state. The island was occupied during the war, and all the Porquerollais and French were evacuated. First the Italians, then the Germans. They showed no respect, none at all. The islanders came back to find their houses plundered or blown up, furniture reduced to matchwood. Boats had been destroyed, vines pulled up, citrus trees scythed to stumps . . . it took a long time to restore and redress the balance.’

			Ellie shivered. No wonder; she was standing in deep shade. She rubbed her arms and moved towards the few rays of sun that penetrated the overhang.

			‘Here is the doorway and arch in the photograph.’

			It had once been cut with precision. Now the yew hedging was half dead. A cavelike hole gaped where the doorway had once been, and the dark pillars of cypress seemed to hide something behind them rather than stand guard, as they did elsewhere.

			Ellie stooped and pushed through.

			The grounds ran down to the sea, through wind-twisted pines, crumbling rocks and the unexpectedly lush green of the bushes and trees that held fast to every scrap of earth. On a cliff to her right was the lighthouse. Now she understood the way the house sat on its land, with the open sea to the south and the rocky bay of the Calanque de l’Indienne to the south-west.

			The warmth poured over her like hot water. The wide blue sky and lustrous sea were all light and space. For a few heady seconds she felt a sense of freedom more intense than she had ever experienced.

			 

			They walked back slowly towards the house.

			The sunlight could not quite dispel the difference in atmosphere now that she had seen the interior of the garden. It was as if a dark underside had been revealed that changed the cast of the whole property. But the whimsy of it, the way the eye was drawn down through every vista, the inventiveness, the fairy-tale quality, the melancholy of the lost gardens – it all excited her.

			A summer dining room, shaded by a vigorous vine, had been created at the far end of the terrace. One long wall, perhaps the wall of the kitchen garden, was roughly washed with yellow ochre. A row of kumquat trees stood in glossy black pots, tiny orange fruit trembling in dark foliage.

			Laurent pulled out a chair for her. The table was set for two.

			A thin woman of about fifty came out to serve them. Silver threads shone in her black hair, pulled back severely with a large bar clip.

			‘Is Mme de Fayols not joining us, Jeanne?’

			‘She sends her apologies, monsieur.’

			‘I thought you said your wife would be in Paris,’ said Ellie, conversationally.

			‘My mother.’

			A muted clatter of lid and serving spoons.

			‘Is she unwell?’ he asked in French, turning to Jeanne.

			‘No more than usual.’

			At least that was what Ellie thought they said. Jeanne served a delicate tart of tomato and caramelised onion. A leaf salad with light tangy dressing. Grilled crayfish. She left the table.

			‘My mother will be disappointed not to be able to meet you straight away. But there will be plenty of other opportunities. Now, eat! Some wine? Water?’

			Ellie took a small glass of rosé.

			As they ate, her mood lifted again. She found herself warming to him, and to his enthusiasm. She sensed a dash of mischief. His wife lived mainly in Paris, he told her, close to her spiritual home of fine clothes and the arts, trips to the opera on the arm of a young walker, light lunches beneath crystal chandeliers. It was clear the arrangement suited them both. Ellie assumed that Laurent would have his own attachments in the south.

			‘This property is my passion,’ he said, as if reading her mind disconcertingly accurately. ‘If I have a mistress, she is here.’

			He took a sip of wine and dabbed the corners of his mouth with a starched white napkin. ‘So . . . tell me what more I can do to persuade you to accept the commission.’

			‘I’d like to walk in the garden alone this afternoon. I want to get a sense of the place, and to think about how the new parts and the restoration might work. Perhaps just look at the other plants, in the shade as well as the sun, to understand how it all fits together. Then I will do some preliminary drawings to scale.

			‘Also, I need to work out what irrigation is available. I’m assuming there is, or has been in the past, some kind of watering system. Everything is possible, of course, but with a job like this we have to start at the beginning, and the first investment may be to put in new irrigation pipes. We could spend a fortune on a library of the right plants, but without water we would lose them as soon as they go into the ground.’

			He waved away that concern. ‘There is a source linked to a channel under the first myrtle hedge. It’s never been a problem before. I can send someone down to show you. Now, I must attend to some other matters. You are welcome to spend as long as you like here.’

			The first task was to survey the site and take precise measurements. Then she photographed the memorial garden from every angle. Close to the house she found a ladder that she propped behind the hedge and climbed to achieve a view of the whole area. She downloaded the photos onto her laptop and began to make a series of loose sketches by hand on tracing paper.

			Her instincts were to respect the set pieces of the garden – the central stone pool, the high green walls, the position of the statues, the grand exit – but to soften the hard edges with planting that added a modern depth. It was important to stay to see how the sun set over the land, to walk up the hill and look down, considering which plants and colour schemes would be most effective.

			Hours passed. Ellie made templates for more sketches and then lost herself in the garden. Now that she was on her own, undistracted, the grounds seemed so much larger than they had only a few hours before. Absorbed in her work, she felt calm. Was one of the attractions of garden design the imposition of order on an unruly natural world? If so, there was plenty to engage her here. As ever, once the client had left her to her own devices she could see more clearly.

			The sound of footsteps approaching startled her. Someone had come into the maze of garden rooms. Anticipating the employee Laurent de Fayols had said would show her the water source, she was already smiling as she turned around. She waited, then called out, ‘Hello? I’m in here!’

			No one answered.

			She walked over to the remains of the grand topiary arch, lured by the perfection of the view: the sea; the clouds of umbrella pines and cistus, with its evening fragrance of warm amber; the artful framing of the lighthouse. She was so quietly transfixed that when a bird cawed above she turned, too abruptly.

			A jab of pain; a deep scratch to her arm oozed blood. She looked around. One struggling bloom of palest pink in the ragged green doorway revealed an old shoot of rose studded with vicious thorns.

			The sun was setting behind a line of trees; it cast a great bird’s wing halfway across the field when she finally headed back towards the house. In the warm shade of the first enclosed garden, the datura plants were already releasing pulses of their heady night scent. The coffee aroma of earlier was now a burnt chocolate and earthy spice smell that would deepen with the night. Ellie felt a burning sensation in her nose, like mustard.

			She met no one. The prosaic accoutrements of the garden – the lengths of hosepipe, ladders, wheelbarrow, rakes and rolls of twine – were left scattered along the way like clues to a treasure hunt.

			The terrace was empty, too. She crossed into the semi-darkness of the sitting room. A flicker of movement drew her eye to a row of display cabinets to her left as she passed. Rows of exotic butterflies and moths were pinned fast to the velvet backdrops, their exuberant wings as regimented and inert in death as they would have been chaotic and fluttering in life. Ellie paused by their fragile corpses and felt a surge of irrational fear.

			She rationalised it as the after-effects of what had happened on the crossing. In recent months her grief for Dan had lost some of its rawness; now it had broken wide again. If she were to be honest, she had felt on edge since she arrived on the island.

			A fire was burning in the grate under a stone mantel. Who would want a fire in early summer? But she saw now that it was the reflections of this fire that had made the flickering movement on the glass-fronted cabinets. She stood still for a few moments, disconcerted by her own overreaction, wondering where to look for Laurent, whether to go into the hall and call out.

			After the searing sun of the morning, followed by the enclosed dark shade of the garden in the afternoon, the light in this immense room pooled around set pieces of furniture. In front of the fireplace stood an armchair, a side table and an antique sofa. Beyond was a baby grand piano illuminated by a standard lamp. A painting was lit by an overhead light bar that spilled polished gold across a console table.

			A tap-tap-tapping echoed on stone.

			Ellie started.

			‘Qui est là?’

			A very old woman was standing in the doorway, propped on a cane. Her breath came in waves of exertion, a sound like the sea breaking on the shore and receding.

			‘It’s . . . I’m . . . Ellie Brooke – the garden designer.’

			The woman tapped her way to the armchair by the fire. She was thin to the point of emaciation; the legs that took her across the room and lowered her tentatively into her seat were sticklike as a crane’s. She waved away Ellie’s offer of help.

			Settled at last, she propped the walking cane against the side table. It had a striking horn handle, curving to a point.

			‘I thought you were long gone,’ said the woman in English. Only the mouth moved; the rest of her frail body was a statue.

			‘I didn’t realise it was so late.’

			‘You gave me a fright. Come closer.’

			Ellie approached.

			‘Be so kind as to put that light on.’

			There was a lamp on the table. Ellie reached under the shade and found the switch. The illumination burst between them. Ellie found herself staring intently at the deeply lined face in front of her. The eyebrows were pencilled arcs, very nearly hairless.

			‘Come back into the light where I can see you.’

			She narrowed her eyes as Ellie did as she asked. Ellie felt the examination, every inch of it. The breath, too close, was dry and powdery with a sweet violet note that did not quite mask the rotten whisper of dental decay. Ellie resisted the impulse to pull back.

			Mme de Fayols – for there was no doubt that was who she was – gave her a hard look, seemed to start to say something and then decided against it. A clock ticked loudly, and the fire cracked and popped.

			‘How will you get back to the mainland?’

			‘I don’t need to, actually – I’m staying at a hotel.’

			‘Back to the village, then.’

			Ellie hadn’t thought.

			Mme de Fayols extended an eagle’s claw from her sleeve and rang a tiny bell.

			The housekeeper came at a brisk trot. They conferred rapidly.

			‘Jeanne’s husband will take you back.’

			‘Is M de Fayols here? I should thank him.’

			‘No, he is gone,’ said Jeanne.

			‘Oh. Well, good night, then,’ Ellie offered.

			The response was a dismissive raise of the hand. There was no sign of Laurent on the way out. At the front door, Ellie wondered whether the horse and cart would be brought round again. But the driver who had collected her that morning roared up on a quad bike, pulling a small trailer in which two people could sit.

			She climbed in, greeting him, but although he acknowledged her thanks, he remained as taciturn as ever.

			The noise of the engine cut crudely through the tranquil evening. They passed pale sandy tracks, some that disappeared intriguingly into pine forest, others that reached down to the sea. Gradually the grey-blue outline of the mainland melted into the twilight.

			The police officer from the ferry was sitting at one of the outside tables at the hotel. He was drinking a glass of wine and reading the newspaper. Ellie nodded to him in recognition, but it was only when he stood up and indicated the seat beside him that she realised he had been waiting for her.

			‘I have to ask you some more questions about the mortal incident,’ said Lieutenant Meunier, without any preamble beyond a cursory inquiry after her day. ‘The prosecutor at the Port of Toulon has requested more information.’

			She was tired, in need of a shower and beginning to feel hungry. ‘All right.’

			Meunier was as bright-eyed and bushy-tailed as before. ‘You may have seen in the evening newspaper that the dead man has been named. Florian Creys, nineteen years old. A student from Strasbourg.’

			‘I haven’t seen the newspaper.’

			‘The journalist spoke to some of the passengers who were on the ferry. One of them now says that the dead man may have been pushed.’

			‘I don’t think that can be right. He was standing alone.’

			‘The witness says that he was standing with a man wearing a straw hat.’

			‘That is not what I saw. But I was not looking at the . . . young man all the time.’

			The lieutenant squared his broad sportsman’s shoulders. ‘So it could be possible that he was pushed.’

			‘That’s not what I said. I am sure that I saw him climb over the rail and go over the side. He was alone then, but I suppose he might have been standing next to someone before that.’

			‘You were looking at him at the exact moment he went over?’

			Ellie fiddled with the pendant around her neck, then stopped as soon as she realised what she was doing. ‘He was in my field of vision. I wasn’t staring at him, but he was part of the picture in front of me.’

			‘You are certain of this?’

			‘Well, as certain as I can be.’

			Under close questioning, however, the picture in her mind did not seem as robust as it had been. She judged it unwise to say so. Best to go with her instincts that her memory was true.

			‘Did you see a man on the deck wearing a straw hat?’

			‘Yes . . . there was a man in a panama hat.’

			‘Did you see him standing close to the deceased man?’

			‘No.’

			‘At no time?’

			‘No.’

			‘Did you speak to the man wearing the hat?’

			‘Actually . . . yes. I did.’

			‘What did you say?’

			‘I can’t remember. No, wait . . . I think I asked him whether he had seen what just happened. He said he had – he had seen.’

			‘And then?’

			‘He told me not to look.’

			‘What did he mean when he said that?’

			‘I thought he meant that something terrible was now visible in the water. Something that I wouldn’t want to see.’

			Meunier wrote it down. ‘Do you know who this man is?’

			‘I only saw him on the boat.’

			‘Describe him.’

			Ellie gazed past the policeman, feeling oddly detached from the tables and chairs under the red awning and the sparse sandy square that she recognised now as an old military parade ground. The Place d’Armes – of course.

			‘He was quite tall – about six inches . . . sorry, er . . . fifteen centimetres taller than I am. Dark hair, dark eyes, olive skin. Good-looking. Late thirties, early forties, that kind of age.’

			‘Nationality?’

			‘French, I assumed. Didn’t you interview him?’

			He ignored her question. ‘Did you notice anything else about this man?’

			She shook her head. ‘He wore a loose white shirt, stylish in a very casual way. That’s all. I wasn’t really concentrating on him at the time.’

			Meunier pushed his card across the table. ‘If you see him again, please call me as soon as you can.’

			She had intended to eat a quick supper and spend the rest of the evening working on her preliminary sketches. But once up in her room, she lay on the bed, exhausted. How could someone say that Florian Creys was pushed when she was certain he had been standing alone? Why hadn’t the police interviewed the man in the panama hat while they were all still on the ferry? She tried to remember if she had seen him after he told her not to look at the water. Remembering the shouts from below made her shudder. She was looking away, as he had urged her, concentrating fiercely on the sailing boats in the distance, not quite able to subdue the horrors her imagination was producing. She did not speak to him again. Whether he was still on deck after the ferry restarted, she could not recall. In that case, he probably was not.

			And if someone was saying that Florian Creys was pushed – he had definitely not been pushed, unless her memory was completely false – had that person also told the police that the man in the hat was responsible?

			She shut her eyes, trying to still her mind. But the gardens provided the next wave of questions. Could she work with Laurent de Fayols? Was he as affable as he seemed; were his expectations realistic? Why hadn’t he employed a French designer? If she accepted the job, would she be able to give effective instructions to the landscape contractors; would they be able to source the right plants? Then there was the encounter with Mme de Fayols. What was it about the old woman and that firelit room that had made her so uneasy?

			Ellie pictured the dark yew garden room and felt its green walls closing in. She trusted her instincts, and was unsettled by the implications.

			Inevitably her thoughts turned back to Dan, thoughts she failed to avoid. What were you supposed to do when someone you had been closer to than anyone in the world was no longer part of your life? When his absence was ever-present in empty seats and the cold, wide space in the bed, in the phone calls that went unmade, the observations unsaid and the landscapes unshared? Two years since he passed away, and his loss seemed harder than ever to deal with.

			He had come into her life with the force of an accident, and left it with equal abruptness. Four years together. Not nearly long enough.

			She hadn’t been looking for anyone like Dan, wouldn’t have known where to start looking, but when he stopped his car – stopped dead – in front of hers and ran off into the crowds on the pavement, she had no choice but to stop too, preferably before the bonnet of her VW went any farther into the boot of his Audi. She was late as it was for a meeting with a man called Ivell, an expert in rare British plants; Dan was only just in time to save the life of a man who was having a heart attack in the middle of Chichester High Street.

			Ellie watched as Dan ripped open the man’s coat and began to pump his chest, while a knot of helpless passers-by formed. ‘Call an ambulance,’ he shouted. Her mobile was already in her hand.

			He was an army medic, a surgeon, he told her as they swapped insurance details.

			‘Hardwired for decisive action,’ she said, trying not to flirt and failing. At least the patient was coming round as the paramedics arrived.

			Dan grinned. ‘We’re a bit reckless with the machinery when we have to be. Sorry.’

			Hers were not the only admiring glances, Ellie noticed. He was tall and blond, with a loosely confident stance.

			‘Can I buy you a coffee to apologise?’ he asked.

			‘That would be great – oh, but I can’t, I’m late as it is. It’s work, and—’

			‘It’s important, I understand.’

			He was wearing a soft flannel shirt, the shade of a cornflower, which she would come to know as his favourite. Darker blue eyes crinkled in amusement.

			‘You’ve got my number,’ she said.

			Two months later, they moved into the cottage near Arundel together.

			She twisted the ring on her finger. Rubies and seed pearls, bought in the Lanes in Brighton for her thirtieth birthday. She wore it always, along with the pearl pendant.

			Even now she could hardly bear to hear the news from Afghanistan, the terrible roll call of the dead that would not stop. The dread had been ever-present that she would hear his name one day. When the Afghan shell hit the yard outside the hospital at Camp Bastion, he was coming off duty, having saved three lives on the operating table. Captain Dan Wensley, with his contagious good humour, the hair that always stuck up in odd places and the startling blue eyes, the mouth that always seemed on the point of a smile and could kiss her like no other, the broad shoulders and the manner that asserted without words that he was in charge and you would be safe with him. His life was taken in an instant. A freak incident. They happened, and they blasted the heart of families, relationships, normal life. There were still times when she felt only half alive, either too sensitive or too numbed to feel normal.

			 

			She woke at two in the morning, unable to understand where she was or why she was lying down in her work clothes. Something was wrong, but she didn’t know what it was – then consciousness formed, followed by the same old heart-shiver and the leaden dread.

			Dan. The boy on the boat. The garden. She was shaking slightly, just a tremor. At six o’clock she gave up on the idea of more sleep and went for a run. It was only when she was passing the empty reception cubbyhole that it occurred to her the main door would be locked and she might not be able to get out without calling someone. But it opened easily when she tried the handle.

			The air was pleasantly fresh as she broke into a jog, map in hand. On the Pointe de Lequin, twenty minutes east along the coastal path, she stopped, allowed her heart rate to fall as she surveyed the strait. The hills of the mainland were sharply defined in the way the world can look after disrupted sleep. Somewhere close by was the eighteenth-century Batterie de Lequin and, farther round the headland, the Fort de l’Alycastre, built under Richelieu – two of the ten forts left that formed a defensive front along the rocky north coast against the island’s many invaders over the centuries.

			She resumed her run, pushing herself harder.
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			The Lighthouse

			Tuesday, 4 June

			Ellie ate breakfast outside the hotel under the red awning, concentrating on the pleasures of perfect flaky croissants and greengage jam with strong, rich coffee.

			After the run, she felt more positive about both herself and the garden commission. Five days was a reasonable time to assess the plot and the landscape and the scale of the job at the Domaine de Fayols, and to present a professional folder of preliminary sketches; whether it was long enough to get the measure of Laurent de Fayols, she wasn’t so sure.

			The air was already hot and close. She stuffed a swimsuit into her bag along with her notebook and papers and marched down towards the harbour and the cycle hire shop. The machine they offered her had five simple gears and a comfortably well-used saddle. She nodded, pleased to have a measure of independence from the unpredictable modes of transport offered by the de Fayols estate.

			A wide path led out of the village, past signs to beaches she had still not visited. She took the long way round, wanting to see more of the west side of the island and to work out exactly how the Domaine de Fayols sat in the landscape. The bicycle tyres crunched on small sandy stones as she followed the trail between green oak and pines: the Aleppo and the parasol pine. She spotted an arbutus, a strawberry tree, and pulled off the path to have a closer look.

			On the south-western side of the island the path opened out into a small bay, reinforced by jagged rocks. All seemed at peace. It was too early in the year for tourist hordes; here was freedom from the modern world, for a while at least. There was a timelessness about being on an island so small that it seemed closed in on itself; the sense of being adrift, not quite connected to the rest of the world.

			She pedalled along the coast path to the Calanque de l’Indienne. It was a small bay rather than a cliff inlet. On the west side was the lighthouse; on the other, the house at the Domaine de Fayols rose above the trees and green terraces of its garden. Ellie dismounted. Small brown crickets scattered as she walked the bike across tough grass.

			On the sea below a boat was tied up by the end of a steep path; the turquoise water was so clear that the hull was fully visible over the pale ghosts of submerged rock.

			From here, trees screened the high dark hedges that surrounded the memorial garden and the other outdoor rooms. Those gardens still puzzled her: the sense that they were the wrong structures in the wrong place persisted. Why would anyone have wanted to enclose gardens in this place of wide horizons in the first place? It didn’t make sense, but perhaps she was overthinking. Perhaps there was no reason, or it was deliberately counter-intuitive. Perhaps not until the reconstruction began would the answers become obvious. She had only the faded photographs to work from, and they were like looking into tarnished mirrors.

			Some of the sculptural elements clearly held some past meaning, plotting the line back to the past and the doctor’s passion for ancient history. But surely that could have been achieved more naturally in more open spaces, like the classical temples built on hillsides surrounded by light and air? If it had been left to her to create from scratch, she might well have chosen the same site above the sea, but the design would have embraced the elements and announced itself proudly. As it was, the memorial garden was hidden away like a secret to be protected.

			She made a few notes, a quick sketch of an arch that might frame rather than block the sea view, while alluding to the heavy original. When she looked up again, a man was watching her from the de Fayols side of the bay.

			It might have been Laurent, so she waved. He did not respond.

			The lighthouse was set on a great solid base, like a chimney rising from a bunker. What looked elegantly well proportioned when framed by the arch of the memorial garden was a monumental structure closer up.

			Ellie pushed the bicycle towards it. Birds shrieked from high trees, among them the Wasp-eater, the Thin-Beak and the Stormy Petrel, according to the guidebook. Giant fennel plants, showstoppers of the plant kingdom, offered globes composed of hundreds of yellow flowers; the towering stalks of these relatives of the hemlock contained a resin that could sicken grazing livestock and even kill. There was no sign of livestock here.

			She walked around two sides of the lighthouse before she saw the door. The handle was rusty, but it opened easily.

			Inside was a tiny museum – or rather, as there were few display cases but a considerable number of photographs and framed information sheets on the walls, a simple room offering a potted history of the lighthouse.

			Ellie reached instinctively for her notebook, already scanning the walls for a complementary mirror view across the bay to the Domaine de Fayols.

			The largest photograph was garlanded with a draped French flag with a plaque bearing the date 22 August 1944. It showed the lighthouse dirty and run-down. To the left of this was a poster-size photograph, with a bilingual caption, of Senegalese troops led by General Magnan, breaching the beach defences to liberate the island under covering fire from American marines in their corvettes. To the right was another large photograph, of a line of islanders walking into the Place d’Armes led by the Abbé le Cuziat. According to the caption, they broke spontaneously into a rendition of ‘La Marseillaise’, the song echoing in the still air as the stout abbot hurried to the bell tower from which he raised the tricolour. Several houses on the left side of the square, as well as the beautiful Fournier house known as Le Château, were still smouldering in the wake of the departing Germans.
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