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			PROLOGUE

		

	
		
			The Nathan Fawles Mystery

			(Le Soir, 4 March 2017)

			Nathan Fawles, author of the legendary Loreleï Strange, might have been absent from the literary scene for almost twenty years now, but he continues to hold a real fascination for readers of all ages. The writer, who currently lives in isolation on a Mediterranean island, has stubbornly turned down all requests for media interviews. Le Soir investigates the life of the Isle of Beaumont’s shadowy recluse.

			They call it the Streisand effect: the more you try hiding something, the more you make people curious about what you’re trying to hide. Ever since his sudden exit from the literary world at the age of thirty-five, Fawles has been the victim of this perverse way of thinking. Shrouded in a veil of mystery, the life of this Franco-American author has generated more than its share of tittle-tattle and rumour throughout the last two decades.

			Fawles was born in New York in 1964 to an American father and French mother, and spent his childhood near Paris before returning to the US to complete his education, first at Phillips Academy and then at Yale. After graduating in law and political science, he became involved in humanitarian causes, and spent a few years out in the field working for Action Against Hunger and Médecins Sans Frontières, notably in El Salvador, Armenia and Kurdistan.

			THE SUCCESSFUL WRITER

			He returned to New York in 1993 and published his first novel, Loreleï Strange, a rites-of-passage tale about an adolescent girl confined to a psychiatric hospital. This was no overnight hit, but in a matter of months, word of mouth – especially among teenage readers – catapulted the book to the top of the bestseller list. Two years later, with his second novel, A Small American Town, a vast ensemble piece of nearly a thousand pages, Fawles walked off with the Pulitzer Prize and established himself as one of the most original voices in American writing.

			Towards the end of 1997, the author sprang his first surprise on the literary world. By then living in Paris, he chose to write his next book in French. Les Foudroyés, or Thunderstruck, was a heartrending love story – but also a meditation on grief, the human mind and the power of writing. This was really when French readers began to discover his work – not least because he also took part in a special edition of the literary talk show Bouillon de culture, along with Salman Rushdie, Umberto Eco and Mario Vargas Llosa. He featured in the programme once more in November 1998, for what would prove to be his penultimate media appearance. Indeed, seven months later, at barely thirty-five, he announced in a scathing interview with Agence France-Presse that he had made the irrevocable decision to give up writing.

			A RECLUSE ON THE ISLE OF BEAUMONT

			From then on, the author has stuck resolutely to his position. Fawles – now well settled in his home on the Isle of Beaumont – hasn’t published a single word ever since, nor granted a single interview to any journalist. He’s also turned down all requests to adapt his novels for film or television (the latest to lose out being Netflix and Amazon, despite, allegedly, some very lucrative offers).

			For almost twenty years now, the deafening silence of the ‘Beaumont Recluse’ has continued to fire the public imagination. Why would Nathan Fawles, at only thirty-five, and therefore at the height of his career, choose to retreat from the world of his own accord?

			‘There’s no mystery surrounding Nathan Fawles,’ says Jasper Van Wyck, his long-time agent. ‘There’s no big secret waiting to be revealed. Nathan’s simply moved on to other things. He’s drawn a line under his writing and the publishing world, once and for all.’ Van Wyck remains vague when pressed on how the novelist now spends his time: ‘As far as I know, Nathan’s busy sorting out his personal affairs.’

			A PRIVATE LIFE IS A PEACEFUL LIFE

			To dampen reader expectations, his agent makes it clear that the author ‘hasn’t written a single line for twenty years.’ He couldn’t be more explicit: ‘Even if Loreleï Strange has often been compared to The Catcher in the Rye, Fawles is no Salinger: there’s no safe stuffed with manuscripts in his house. You won’t see a new novel by Nathan Fawles ever again. Even after his death. That’s a definite.’

			A warning, however, that’s never discouraged the curious from trying to find out more. Over the years, numerous readers and several journalists have trekked out to the Isle of Beaumont and prowled around Fawles’s home. But they’ve always found the door firmly shut. This sense of distrust appears to have spread to the rest of the islanders too – hardly surprising in a place that, even before the writer’s arrival, had established as its motto the maxim ‘A private life is a peaceful life’. 

			The mayor’s office limits itself to the briefest of statements: ‘The local council is unable to comment on the identity of its residents, regardless of whether they are famous or not.’ Locals willing to talk openly about the author of Loreleï Strange are thin on the ground. The few who did agree to be interviewed see the writer’s presence on the island as nothing out of the ordinary. ‘Oh, Nathan Fawles certainly doesn’t spend his life locked away at home, or huddled up alone,’ says Yvonne Sicard, the wife of Beaumont’s only doctor. ‘You’ll often run into him driving his Mini Moke when he goes shopping at Ed’s Corner – that’s our local store, the only one in town.’ 

			He’s also frequently seen at the island’s pub, ‘especially when there’s a match with Olympique de Marseille on TV,’ says the owner. According to one of the regulars, ‘Nathan simply isn’t the barbarian they talk about in the papers. In fact, he’s an incredibly nice guy – he really knows his football, and he loves Japanese whisky.’ There’s just one topic of conversation that’s likely to get him worked up: ‘If you try getting him onto his books, or literature, he’ll end up walking out.’

			A VOID IN LITERATURE

			When it comes to his fellow writers, you’ll find Nathan Fawles has a great many fans. Tom Boyd, for example, is one of those devoted followers who can’t praise him enough. ‘I’ve read a great many authors, but his books always leave me incredibly moved. There’s no doubt he’s right up there, among the writers to whom I’ll for ever be in debt,’ says the creator of The Angel Trilogy. A view echoed by Thomas Degalais, who feels that Fawles – in the course of three very different books – has created a highly original body of work which will inevitably leave its mark: ‘Naturally, I’m sorry he’s left the literary stage – we all feel that way,’ says the French novelist. ‘We’re living through times that cry out for his voice. I’d love Nathan to write a new book and step back into the spotlight, but I’m afraid that’s never going to happen.’

			Which indeed seems very likely – but let’s not forget that Fawles chose these words from King Lear as the epigraph to his last novel:

			It is the stars,

			The stars above us, govern our conditions

			Jean-Michel Dubois
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			The essential quality in a writer

			Tuesday, 11 September 2018

			1.

			The wind was slapping at the sails in a dazzling sky.

			The dinghy had left the Var coast a little after 1 p.m., and was now flying along at a speed of five knots towards the Isle of Beaumont. Sitting near the helm, just beside the skipper, I was bewitched by the spell of the breeze from the sea, completely transfixed as I gazed at the dusting of gold that glittered across the Mediterranean.

			That very morning, I had left my studio near Paris to catch the 6 a.m. high-speed train bound for Avignon. From the historic city of the Popes, I had taken a bus to Hyères, and then a taxi to the tiny port of Saint-Julien-les-Roses, sole departure point for ferries over to the Isle of Beaumont. Because of yet another delay – the umpteenth – on the French railways, I had missed the one and only lunchtime shuttle by five minutes. While I was roaming around the quay, dragging my case behind me, the captain of a Dutch sailing boat who was getting ready to fetch his passengers from the island had kindly offered to take me with him.

			So here I was, a young man who’d just turned twenty- four, at a tricky time in my life. Two years earlier, I had graduated from a business school in Paris, but I hadn’t bothered looking for a job to match my skills and experience. I’d really only done this degree to reassure my parents, and I didn’t care much for a future played out to the tune of management, marketing and money. Over the last two years, I had juggled the odd job here and there to pay my rent, but I had devoted all of my creative energy to writing a novel, Crown Shyness, which had just been turned down by a dozen publishers. I had pinned each of my rejection letters to the noticeboard above my desk, and so profound was my sense of despair – matched only by my passion for writing – that every time I drove a pin into the cork, it felt as though I were plunging it straight into my heart.

			Thankfully, I never remained depressed for very long. Until now, I had always managed to convince myself that these failures were merely the precursor to success. To bolster this belief, I clung on to some illustrious examples. Stephen King often talked about how thirty publishers had turned down Carrie. Half the publishers in London had found the first Harry Potter book ‘far too long for children’. Before becoming the world’s bestselling science fiction novel, Frank Herbert’s Dune had been knocked back around twenty times. And as for F. Scott Fitzgerald, he had – apparently – papered the walls of his office with the one hundred and twenty-two rejection letters sent by the magazines to which he’d offered his short stories.

			2.

			But the cracks were beginning to show in this strategy of positive thinking. Despite mustering all of my willpower, I had difficulty getting back into writing. It wasn’t blank page syndrome or a lack of ideas that left me paralysed. It was the pernicious impression of not making any progress in my chosen field. The feeling of not knowing exactly what direction to take. I could have done with a fresh pair of eyes on my work. Someone who was benevolent yet uncompromising. At the start of the year, I had signed up to a creative writing course organised by a prestigious publishing house. I had pinned all my hopes on this workshop, but I was quickly disillusioned. The writer leading it – Bernard Dufy, a novelist who’d seen his finest hour during the 1990s – presented himself as a stylesmith, to borrow his own expression. ‘All of your work has to focus on language and not the story,’ he kept saying the entire time. ‘The narrative exists purely to serve language. A book should have no other aim but the quest for form, rhythm and harmony. Language is the one place you can still be original – because, ever since Shakespeare, there’s been no more stories left to write.’

			The 1000 euros I’d forked out on this writing course – for three sessions, each of four hours – had left me furious, and penniless into the bargain. Perhaps Dufy was right, but personally I thought precisely the opposite: style wasn’t an end in itself. The essential quality in a writer was knowing how to captivate their reader through a good story. A narrative that was capable of wrenching them out of their own existence, and thrusting them deep into the intimacy and reality of its characters. Style was simply a means of connecting a nerve supply to the narrative and bringing it to life. Deep down, I didn’t care about the opinion of an academic writer like Dufy. The only opinion I’d have liked to have, and the only one that would have been important, in my view, belonged to someone I had always idolised: Nathan Fawles, my favourite author.

			I had discovered his books towards the end of my adolescence, by which point Fawles hadn’t written a thing for a long time. Les Foudroyés, his third novel, had been given to me by Diane Laborie, my girlfriend in my final year at school, by way of a breaking-up present. The novel had shaken me more than the death of a romance that had never really been one at all. I had moved on seamlessly to his first two books: Loreleï Strange and A Small American Town. I would never read anything quite as inspiring ever again.

			Through his unique writing, Fawles seemed to be speaking directly to me. His novels were fluid, vibrant and intense. I’ve never been a great fan of any particular author, and yet I had read and reread his books because they talked about me, about connecting with others, the challenge of steering the ship of life, the vulnerability of men and the fragility of our existence. They gave me strength and heightened my desire to write.

			In the years following his literary exit, other authors had tried slipping into his style, absorbing the essence of his world, imitating his way of constructing a narrative or mimicking his sensitivity. But for me, no one had managed to come anywhere close. There was only one Nathan Fawles. Whether you liked him or not, you were forced to admit that Fawles was unique as a novelist. Even if you didn’t know it was his work, it was enough to skim a single page from one of his books to know he was the one who’d written it. And I’ve always considered this to be the true mark of talent.

			I, too, had dissected his novels to try to unlock their secrets, and harboured the ambition of making contact with him. Despite being pessimistic about my chances of getting an answer, I’d written to him several times via his French publisher and his agent in the US. I had also sent him my manuscript.

			Then, ten days earlier, I’d spotted a job offer in the newsletter sent out by the Isle of Beaumont’s official website. The Scarlet Rose, the island’s little bookshop, was looking to take on some help. I’d applied right away by sending an email to the bookseller and, the very same day, Grégoire Audibert, the shop’s owner, had called me via FaceTime to let me know I’d been successful. He needed someone for three months. The salary was no great shakes, but he was willing to guarantee my accommodation and two meals a day at The Taming of the Stew, one of the restaurants on the square in Beaumont’s only town.

			I was delighted to have landed a job that – from what I was led to believe by Audibert – would leave me time to write in an inspirational setting. And which, I was convinced, would give me the opportunity to meet Nathan Fawles.

			3.

			The skipper carried out a deft manoeuvre and slowed the boat down.

			‘Land ahoy!’ he shouted, cocking his chin at the island silhouetted on the horizon.

			Situated three-quarters of an hour by boat from the Var coast, the Isle of Beaumont was shaped like a crescent. An arc which was approximately fifteen kilometres long by six wide. It was always portrayed as a wild, unspoilt setting. One of the pearls of the Mediterranean, where creeks bubbling with turquoise water, rocky inlets, pine forests and pristine sandy beaches alternated with each other. An eternal Côte d’Azur, without tourists, pollution or concrete.

			During the previous ten days, I’d had plenty of time to pore over all the information I’d managed to dig up regarding the island. Since 1955, Beaumont had belonged to a reclusive family of Italian industrialists, the Gallinaris, who, at the beginning of the 1960s, had invested ludicrous sums of money in major improvements, spearheading large-scale projects to supply water and level the earth, and creating one of the first marinas on the coast from scratch. As the years passed, development on the island had continued in line with one cardinal principle: never to sacrifice the well-being of its inhabitants on the altar of so-called modernity. And for the islanders, this threat was personified in two easily recognised ways: property speculators and tourists.

			To limit new construction, the local council had adopted a simple rule that consisted of capping the overall number of water meters. A strategy that copied what the little town of Bolinas in California had been doing for a long time. The result being that, for thirty years, the population had hovered around the one thousand five hundred mark. There were no estate agents on Beaumont: a certain percentage of property would be passed on from one family to another, and the rest sold through personal connections. As for tourism, this was kept in check by carefully controlling transport links with the mainland. Whether in high season or the depths of winter, just a single shuttle – the celebrated Audacious, which locals somewhat grandly referred to as ‘the ferry’ – made three return journeys a day (and no more) at 8 a.m., 12.30 p.m. and 7 p.m., from the harbour on Beaumont to the quayside at Saint-Julien-les-Roses. All of this was done the old-fashioned way: you couldn’t book in advance, and priority was always given to the islanders.

			To be accurate, Beaumont wasn’t hostile to the arrival of tourists, but no real provision had been made for them. All in all, the island had three cafés, two restaurants and one pub. There were no hotels and accommodation in private homes was rare. Yet the more you dissuaded people from coming, the more mysterious the place became, and the greater its appeal. Alongside the local population, there were also some wealthy individuals who owned holiday homes on the island. Over the decades, industrialists and a few artistic types had raved about this idyllic setting, so chic and yet so relaxing too. The owner of a high-tech company and two or three leading figures in the wine industry had managed to acquire some villas. But no matter how famous or wealthy, everyone kept a low profile. The community wasn’t resistant to assimilating new members, on condition they accepted the values that had governed the soul of Beaumont since time began. In any case, the recent arrivals often proved to be the fiercest at defending their adopted island home.

			This social exclusivity provoked a great deal of criticism – indeed, it infuriated those who were left out. At the start of the 1980s, the socialist government had nurtured vague hopes of repurchasing Beaumont – allegedly to designate it as a protected site, but in reality to put an end to the island’s special status. A general outcry had ensued and the government had been forced to back down. Since that time, the civil service had come to terms with things: the Isle of Beaumont was a distinctive place in its own right. And it really did exist, just a stone’s throw from the Var coast. A little paradise lapped by crystal-clear waters. A tiny bit of France that wasn’t really France at all.

			4.

			Once back on land, I dragged my case along the cobbles on the quayside. The marina wasn’t very big, but it was well developed, a lively harbour full of charm. The little town was spread out around the bay, a bit like an amphitheatre: tiers of colourful houses which glinted under a metallic sky. Their bright hues and the way they were laid out reminded me of the Greek island of Hydra, which I’d visited as a teenager with my parents; but a moment later, as I wandered through narrow, sloping alleys, I found myself in the Italy of the 1960s. Later still, having climbed higher up, I caught my first glimpse of the beaches with their white dunes, and I was reminded of the vast, sandy shores of Massachusetts. During this first encounter with the island, as my case rattled along the cobbled streets leading to the centre of the town, I realised that the distinctiveness and magic of Beaumont stemmed precisely from this indefinable mishmash. Beaumont was a chameleon of a place: somewhere unique and unclassifiable, which it was pointless ever hoping to analyse or explain.

			I soon arrived on the main square. Given its resemblance to a Provençal village, it suddenly felt as though the town had sprung from a novel by Jean Giono. The Place des Martyrs was the beating heart of Beaumont. A shady esplanade, surrounded by a clock tower, a war memorial, a babbling fountain and an area devoted to playing boules. Under vine-covered pergolas, nestling amicably against each other, sat the island’s two restaurants: Wuthering Bites and The Taming of the Stew. I recognised the lean physique of Grégoire Audibert sitting outside the latter, where he was polishing off some artichokes à la poivrade. He resembled an old-fashioned schoolteacher: salt-and-pepper beard, short waistcoat and a long jacket in crushed linen.

			The bookseller recognised me too and, like a true gentleman, invited me over to his table. He offered me a lemonade as if I were twelve years old.

			‘I’d best tell you straight away: I’m shutting the shop at the end of the year,’ he announced bluntly.

			‘How come?’

			‘That’s why I’m looking to take someone on: to do some tidying up, a bit of bookkeeping and one big final stocktake.’

			‘So you’re closing down for good?’

			He nodded, mopping up the last drops of olive oil with his bread.

			‘What for?’

			‘I can’t take any more of this. Business has been going down steadily for years, and it’s not going to get any better. Anyhow, you know the score yourself: the authorities let the online giants thrive in peace and quiet, and those guys don’t even pay taxes in France.’

			Audibert sighed, remained pensive for a few seconds and then added, half fatalistic, half provocative: 

			‘And let’s be realistic too: why bother going to a shop when you can have a book delivered in three clicks on your iPhone?’

			‘For loads of reasons! Have you tried finding a buyer?’

			The bookseller shrugged.

			‘No one’s interested. There’s nothing less profitable these days than books. My shop’s not the first to close, and it certainly won’t be the last.’

			He emptied the rest of his carafe of wine into his glass and drank it in one go.

			‘Come, I’ll show you round The Scarlet Rose,’ he said, folding his napkin and rising to his feet.

			Trailing behind him, I crossed the square to the bookshop. The window, which was horrendously dull, displayed books that had probably been gathering dust for months. Audibert pushed the door open and stepped aside to let me past.

			The shop’s interior was just as dreary. Curtains robbed the place of any light. The walnut shelves certainly had character, yet they housed nothing but the most classical of the classics: an indigestible, frankly snobbish selection of titles. Culture at its most academic. I was only just beginning to figure Audibert out, but – from what I’d seen so far – I fleetingly imagined him having a heart attack were he obliged to sell science-fiction, fantasy or mangas.

			‘I’ll let you see your room,’ he said, pointing to a wooden staircase at the back of the shop.

			Audibert’s apartment was on the first floor. My accommodation was located on the second: a long, narrow studio under the eaves. As I opened the creaking French windows, I was pleasantly surprised to discover a balcony with a terrace overlooking the square. The spectacular view which stretched as far as the sea lifted my spirits a little. A maze of alleys snaked between the ochre buildings with their weathered stone before reaching the shore.

			After putting my things away, I came down to meet Audibert in the shop to run through precisely what he expected of me.

			‘The wifi doesn’t work very well,’ he warned as he switched on an old PC. ‘You often need to restart the router – you’ll find it upstairs.’

			Leaving the computer to wake up, Audibert plugged in a small electric hob and filled the base of an Italian espresso pot.

			‘Coffee?’

			‘Yes, please.’

			While he was making our coffee, I wandered into the shop. Pinned to the large cork noticeboard behind the desk were some old front covers of the publishing weekly Livres Hebdo, dating back to the time when Romain Gary was still writing (and that’s hardly an exaggeration). I felt like throwing the curtains wide open, whipping away the threadbare purple rugs and reorganising every square inch of the shelves and display tables.

			As if he’d been reading my mind, Audibert shared his thoughts.

			‘The Scarlet Rose has been around since 1967. The bookshop isn’t much to look at now, but at one time it was quite an institution. A great many authors, both French and from overseas, would come here to meet the public and sign books.’

			He pulled a leather-bound visitors’ book from a drawer and held it out, encouraging me to leaf through it. And indeed, as the photos flicked by, one after the other, I recognised Michel Tournier, J.M.G. Le Clézio, Françoise Sagan, Jean d’Ormesson, John Irving, John le Carré and . . . Nathan Fawles.

			‘Are you really going to close?’

			‘I don’t feel bad about it,’ he said. ‘People don’t read nowadays. That’s just how it is.’

			I qualified his statement:

			‘Maybe people are reading in a different way, but they’re still reading.’

			He turned down the hob to stop the coffee pot from whistling.

			‘Anyway, you know what I mean. I’m not talking about frothier stuff, I’m talking real literature.’

			Ah yes, the much-vaunted ‘real literature’ . . .

			There was always a moment with people like Audibert when this expression – or another one, ‘real writer’ – came up for debate yet again. Well, I had never let anyone tell me what I ought to read or not. And setting yourself up as a judge like this to decide what was or wasn’t literature felt like pretension of the highest possible order.

			‘Do you know many real readers among the people around you?’ asked the bookseller, beginning to get heated. ‘I’m talking intelligent readers. The ones who spend significant time reading serious books.’

			Without waiting for me to reply, he carried on, his anger rising:

			‘Between you and me, how many real readers are there left in France? Ten thousand? Five thousand? Even fewer, perhaps.’

			‘I think you’re being pessimistic.’

			‘No, no! You need to face facts: we’re heading into a literary desert. Nowadays everyone wants to be a writer and no one’s actually doing any reading.’

			Searching for a way out of this conversation, I showed him the photo of Fawles stuck into the album.

			‘So, Nathan Fawles – do you know him?’

			Audibert frowned. He had a wary look on his face.

			‘A bit. That is, assuming anyone could ever know Nathan Fawles . . .’

			He handed me a cup of coffee which had the colour and consistency of ink.

			‘When Fawles came here to sign his books in 1995, or 1996, it was the first time he’d ever set foot on the island. He fell in love with it at once. In fact, I was the one who helped him buy his house, The Southern Cross. But since then we’ve had virtually no contact at all.’

			‘Does he still come to the bookshop, now and then?’

			‘No, never.’

			‘If I went to see him, do you think he’d agree to sign a book for me?’

			Audibert shook his head and sighed.

			‘I’d strongly suggest you forget that idea. It’s the best way of getting yourself shot.’

		

	
		
			Agence France-Presse interview with Nathan Fawles

			AFP – 12 June 1999 (extract)

			Can you confirm that at thirty-five, at the height of your fame, you’re calling time on your career as a novelist?

			Yes, I’m done with all that. I’ve been a serious writer for ten years now. Ten years of plonking my ass on a chair every morning, with my eyes glued to my keyboard. I don’t want to live like that ever again.

			Is that your final decision?

			Yes. Art is long. And life is short.

			Last year, however, you announced you were working on a new novel, provisionally called An Invincible Summer . . .

			The project didn’t make it any further than a rough outline. I’ve abandoned it, once and for all.

			What message would you like to send to the many readers who’re waiting for your next book?

			There’s no point waiting. I’m not writing any more books. They should read other authors. There’s no shortage of those.

			Is writing difficult?

			Yes, but probably less so than many other jobs. What’s complicated and nerve-wracking is the irrational side of writing: the fact you’ve written three novels doesn’t mean you know how to write the fourth. There’s no method, or rules, or road map. Every time you begin a new novel, it’s the same leap into the unknown.

			So, are you good at anything apart from writing?

			Apparently I make a really mean blanquette de veau.

			Do you think your novels will stand the test of time?

			I sincerely hope not.

			What role can literature play in contemporary society?

			I’ve never asked myself that question and I’ve no intention of starting now.

			You’ve also decided not to give any more interviews?

			I’ve already done too many . . . It’s a cosmetic exercise that doesn’t mean anything now, except to create some buzz. Most of the time, if not always, they report your words inaccurately, or chop them up, or take them out of context. I’ve tried my best, but I can’t get any satisfaction from ‘explaining’ my novels. And even less from answering questions about my political leanings, or my private life.

			Yet surely knowing more about the life of writers you admire allows you to understand their work better . . .

			Like Margaret Atwood, or rather that little saying she quotes, I think wanting to meet an author because you like their books is like wanting to meet a duck because you like pâté.

			But isn’t it legitimate to want to question a writer about the meaning of their work?

			No, it’s not legitimate at all. The only valid relationship with a writer is reading what they’ve written.

		

	
		
			2

			Learning to write

			A week later

			Tuesday, 18 September 2018

			1.

			With my head down, and my hands clenched on the handlebars, I gave one last push on the pedals to reach the summit of the northern tip of the island. I was dripping with sweat. My rented bike felt as if it weighed a ton, and my backpack was digging into my shoulders.

			It hadn’t taken me long to fall in love with Beaumont too. During the week I’d been living here, I’d made the most of my free time to explore every corner of the island and get to know its topography.

			By now, I practically knew the north coast of Beaumont by heart. This was where the harbour, the only town and the most attractive beaches were to be found. Dominated by cliffs and rocks, the west coast was less accessible, and wilder, but no less beautiful. I had only ventured out there once, onto the Sainte-Sophie peninsula, to catch a glimpse of the convent of the same name where twenty or so Benedictine nuns still lived.

			At the other end, Le Safranier Point, where I was heading now, wasn’t connected via the Strada Principale, the forty-odd-kilometre road that went right around the island. To get there, you had to go beyond the last of the northern beaches – Silver Cove – and follow a narrow dirt track for two kilometres through the middle of a pine forest.

			Based on the information I’d managed to glean during the week, the entrance to Nathan Fawles’s property was located at the end of this trail, which answered to the pretty name of Botanists’ Path. When I finally got there, all I found was an aluminium gate set in a tall rubble-stone wall, made of schist, which surrounded the estate. No letterbox, nor any mention of the owner. The house was theoretically called The Southern Cross, but this wasn’t marked anywhere. Only a handful of signs extended the warmest of welcomes: ‘Private Property’, ‘No Entry’, ‘Beware of the Dog’, ‘Property under Video Surveillance’ . . . There wasn’t even the possibility of ringing a bell, or signalling one’s presence in any way at all. The message was abundantly clear: ‘Whoever you are, you’re not welcome.’

			I dumped my bike and walked along the outer wall. At a certain point, the forest gave way to scrubland, dense with heather, myrtle and wild lavender. After five hundred metres, I emerged onto a cliff that plunged into the sea.

			At the risk of breaking a few bones, I slid down the rocks until I found a secure foothold. I scrambled along the sheer side of the precipice and managed to clamber back over the edge at a spot where the rock face was less steep. Having cleared this obstacle, I carried on along the coast for about fifty metres and then, as I rounded a massive stony outcrop, it finally sprang into view: the home of Nathan Fawles.

			The villa was built into the side of a cliff and seemed to be embedded within the living rock. In the great tradition of modern architecture, it was a rectangular cuboid, ribbed with slabs of unfinished reinforced concrete. Three distinct levels stood out, flanked by terraces and served by a stone staircase leading directly to the sea. The base of the building appeared to merge into the cliff itself. It was punctured by a series of portholes, like an ocean liner, and by a tall, wide shutter that suggested it was used as a boathouse. In front of it jutted a wooden pontoon, at the end of which was moored a speedboat with a glistening wooden hull.

			As I continued making careful progress over the rocks, I thought I could see a shadow moving around on the middle terrace. Could this possibly be Fawles himself? I shaded my eyes with my hand, trying to make out the figure more clearly. It was a man. A man who, at that precise moment, was . . . aiming at me with a shotgun.

			2.

			I barely had time to fling myself behind a rock when a shot rang through the air. Four or five metres behind me, the bullet exploded in a shower of shrapnel which crackled in my ears. I was paralysed with fear for a good minute or so. My heart was pounding. My whole body was shaking and a trickle of sweat ran down my back. Audibert hadn’t been lying. Fawles had completely lost the plot, and was using anyone who trespassed on his property as a target for clay pigeon shooting. I remained pinned to the ground. I had stopped breathing. Having had this initial warning, my brain was screaming at me to run for my life straight away. But I decided not to pull back. On the contrary, I picked myself up again and kept advancing towards the house. By now, Fawles had come down to the lowest level, to a raised area of paving overlooking the rocks. A second shot hit a tree trunk that the wind must have brought down. The log shattered, spraying fragments of dead wood which grazed my face. I was more scared than I’d ever been in my life. Yet, almost despite myself, I stubbornly carried on, leaping from one rock to another. Nathan Fawles, the man whose novels I had loved so much, couldn’t possibly be a killer in the making. As if to underline how very wrong I was, a third shot sent the dust flying a mere fifty centimetres from my Converse trainers.

			Soon, I was only a few metres away from him.

			‘Get the hell out! You’re on private property!’ he shouted down from the paved terrace.

			‘That’s no reason to shoot at me!’

			‘It is, for me!’

			I had the sun in my eyes. Fawles stood framed against the light, his silhouette nearly impossible to make out. He was of average height, but solidly built, wearing a Panama hat and sunglasses with a bluish tint. Crucially, he still had his gun pointed at me, ready to fire.

			‘What the fuck are you doing here?’

			‘I’ve come to see you, Monsieur Fawles.’

			I slipped off my backpack to take out the manuscript of Crown Shyness.

			‘My name’s Raphaël Bataille. I’ve written a novel. I’d like you to read it and tell me what you think.’

			‘I don’t give a shit about your novel. And nothing gives you the right to come and harass me at home.’

			‘I respect you too much to harass you.’

			‘But that’s just what you’re doing. If you really respected me, you’d also respect my right not to be disturbed.’

			A magnificent dog – a fair-haired golden retriever – had just bounded up to Fawles on the terrace and was barking at me.

			‘Why the heck did you keep going? I was still shooting!’

			‘I knew you wouldn’t kill me.’

			‘Why not?’

			‘Because you wrote Loreleï Strange and Les Foudroyés.’

			Still blinded by the light in my eyes, I heard him snigger.

			‘If you think writers have the same moral virtues they give their characters, then you’re really naive. And even a bit thick.’

			‘Listen, I’d just like some advice from you. To improve my writing.’

			‘Advice? Believe me, kid, no writer’s ever got better through advice! If you had even a drop of common sense, you’d have figured that out already by yourself.’

			‘Giving some thought to others never hurt anyone.’

			‘No one can teach you to write. It’s something you have to learn on your own.’

			Fawles looked thoughtful, and lowered his guard for a second to stroke his dog’s head before going on:

			‘OK, you wanted some advice, and you’ve got it. Piss off now.’

			‘Can I leave you my manuscript?’ I asked, pulling the bound pages from my backpack.

			‘Nope, I’m not reading it. No way.’

			‘Jeez, you’re awkward.’

			‘But I’ll chuck in some more advice for free: do something else with your life, apart from wanting to be a writer.’

			‘That’s what my parents say all the time.’

			‘Well, that proves they’re not half as thick as you.’

			3.

			There was a sudden gust of wind, and a wave came sweeping up to the rocky spur where I was perched. I scrambled up another cluster of boulders to escape, which brought me even closer to the writer. He had his pump-action shotgun pressed tight against his shoulder again. A Remington Wingmaster with dual action bars – the kind you sometimes saw in old movies, even though this one was shaped more like a hunting rifle.
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