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  for John McGill




  who knew a thing or two about telling a story




  




   




  Home




   




  This is the place. There is a kind of peace, although the cicadas are as loud as tractor engines, and the blood-red dragonflies that hover above the pool worry the air into shuddering rivers of heat. She sits in a recess on the terrace and leans on the low rendered wall, and the ants, interrupted in their single-file trafficking, circumnavigate her freckled elbow as if it were another twig or cone. She has swept up the pine needles, and they lie now in jointed pairs, like unbroken wishbones in piles below the wall. Boats with tucked-up sails line the harbour below; canary yellow kayaks pull up on the limestone rocks.




  The house behind is one half terracotta, one half mustard, with wide glazed arches on the ground floor and pale green shutters above. The roof is protected by crescents of pink over-lying tiles. Around her, on the circular walls of the raised beds from which pines and olive trees stretch upwards, aching for light, are little mounds of stones and shells and broken tiles, like a child might build for fairy cairns. She had wondered at this at first: the people of the house no longer have young children. Then one day she spots a beetle in beaten metal, blue and green, tunnel its way under one of the mounds. Homes not for fairies, but for insects. What care people will take over tiny crawling creatures, she thinks.




  She closes her eyes, tilts back her head, feels the touch of the sun on her eyelids and imagines what it must be like to wake every day, for days on end, without the fear of rain. Nothing real could ever happen in such a place. It does not help that the owners are drapers of fabric: the miniature gazebo to the east of the house is dressed in white muslin so that the sun, when it climbs, shines puddled, blown light on the surface of the green marbled table within. She sits there sometimes in the evenings drinking from a crystal glass, watching the sun dance prisms on her skin. She could be a sea-dweller, living on coral under green water.




  To the side of the house is the cottage where she lives now. In the bathroom there is a blue ceramic monkey in a waistcoat and skullcap that lies on its back balancing a soap dish on its four upturned feet. She thinks this is an indignity so she puts her soap on the side of the wash-hand basin where it grows slimy in the wet. When she reaches for it, and her fingernails sink in, she thinks of the thick white candles on the table at Christmas and how Robbie would pinch the molten wax with his small fingers, make indentations that would harden into castellated towers where knights would sleep, he said, and guard the flame until it could be lit again.




  The rejection of the soap dish is unusual: in general she likes to keep things tidy. There is no one here to chide or disapprove; the owners have gone and left the place in her care. But it is a way of keeping chaos at bay. She knows, of course, that the stacking of the glasses neck-down on sheets of white rice paper is no guarantee against breakages. She knows that the draught excluder she has pushed against the door will not actually prevent grief from seeping in underneath. But still she does these things because what else is she to do? Drop the glasses onto the floor tiles herself? Swing the door wide to the black night; invite it to come in and hang its coat round her neck, push its feet through her nights? She has done that before and it is no way to live. Now she wipes coasters, places them on tabletops, prevents burn marks on surfaces not equipped to withstand heat. She has taken all the sharp knives out of the cutlery drawer, wrapped them in a tea towel and put them at the back of the cupboard behind the bin. She has surprised herself a little with these efforts to avoid injury. It must mean, mustn’t it, that life is worth clinging to? Best not to question that impulse to continue; best not to examine it too closely.




  The baker got her this job, caretaking the house for a month while the owners holiday in the States. Easy work, he’d said, sweeping up pine needles, feeding the cat. He’d vouch for her, he said, though she didn’t know why, since he hardly knew her – knew her only by one baguette and a croissant each day. She’d watched him in the mornings, a small red-faced man with flour in his grey beard, standing in his white-walled shop at the point where the two long counters met. He knew all the life of the place, dealt out free advice along with pain au chocolat, fragrant slices of rosemary-laden pizza. He knew she’d been here too long to be a holidaymaker. This is the danger, she thought, when a man spends his days working transformations. He grows over-acquainted with miracles: pale elastic mixtures that rise into golden loaves; triangular scraps of dough that emerge from the oven, semi-eclipses. It’s understandable, she thought, that he should come to believe that heat and time and touch can fix anything. Still, she recognised kindness when she met it. And she had accepted the offer. ‘Ça serait bien!’ she had said.




  In the cottage now she sweats through the nights, unable to open the windows for fear a mosquito will drone into her sleep, unable to leave the electric fan turning for fear it will overheat and blow all the lights. (‘It’s a fan,’ she hears Sam say in the voice she keeps for him in her head. ‘How can a fan overheat?’ But still, she sweats through the nights.) One evening, while she is sitting at the table crushing Brie into some bread, the owners’ ginger cat brushes past her bare ankle, its touch soft and sudden, before it walks through the hall and onto the terrace. She wants no such invasions, so now she keeps the doors closed all day and the curtains drawn against the heat. She is engaged in a battle with the sun. She favours long skirts, light cotton shirts; within their folds she is growing thin, less of her every day. Each morning she applies sun block to her face, hands and feet, rubs mint-tasting salve into her lips, wraps her head in a blue scarf. She has no desire to be marked. She looks like a person playing at being a nomad, her eyes and skin and hair too pale for someone who has been much exposed to weather. When she is ready, she will move on. No one asks questions in sunny places.




  The best time of day is at seven when the lightening room wakes her. She gets up and fills the green kettle with water, the one with the handle that curves up and over the lid like a question mark. She puts it on the hob, before going out to watch the fishing boats return through the neck of the harbour. It is tolerable then, with the moths settling in to the folds of drapery and the cicadas just beginning to thrum. The insects wake, tree by tree with the passage of the sun, falling in and out of rhythm until midday, when their unexpected syncopation vibrates the air above the pines into a burr of static noise. Marseille to the south climbs out of the mist: at seven a grey outline, by noon a blinding chalk white. The big house watches her, empty. She has the keys in case of emergencies, but she has no wish to go in. ‘Just keep an eye on the place,’ they had said, and she does. Through the glazed arches she eyes the black piano that the baker has told her plays tunes by itself, the olive tree that grows up and out through an opening in the roof, that is irrigated each evening by a punctured hose pipe that snakes its way around the tree’s base. In a recess by the steps that lead down to the sea door is a blue tiled portrait of St Anthony. She remembers telling Robbie, when he had misplaced his catapult, that St Anthony had never failed her. She taught him how to pray and then how to look, how to go back in his head to where he’d been when he had last had the thing, to watch himself put it down in the lost place. He had sat serious for a while, fingers in his dark brown curls, a frown on his freckled brow, then he’d jumped up and run to the hay shed where he’d been firing plum stones at the jackdaws that were picking through grain in the yard. He came running back, catapult in hand. ‘St Anthony’s the man!’ he’d shouted to her. She wonders now what lost place he is in.




  She is leaning over the stone balustrade into the breeze when behind her, from the hall of the cottage, she hears a sound that could be small feet tripping over clay tiles. She walks back in, hand to her throat, following the sound that grows louder towards the kitchen. When she reaches it, the kettle has boiled over, the whistle blown out of the spout, and there are pearls of water bouncing and skittering all over the glowing hob.




  The owners said there was a bicycle in the pool house she could use. It’s a long time since she’s been on a bicycle, not since she was twelve or thirteen when her brothers’ bikes would lie in the farmyard in summer, wheels tilted to the ground, pedals in the air, like a herd of toppled beasts unable to right themselves. They would spend hours working on them, attaching dynamos and reflectors, submerging inner tubes in basins of water, sharing the thrill when the puncture was found, a fine stream of bubbles breaking the surface. If you were sent for a message, you hoisted one up by the handlebar, swung your leg over, hoped it wasn’t the one with the faulty chain that slipped out of its cogs on the upward slope of the hill to Kearnses, when you’d be standing straight up on the pedals, only to come down hard on the bar and then off backwards, your ankles slicked with grease and blood and gravel, the ball bearings bouncing down the hill, reaching home before you. That was the day Sam Kearns found her, brought her and the bike back on the link box of his father’s tractor. She smiles at the memory of Sam at sixteen in a navy-blue boiler suit, tall and shy, a crease on his forehead even when he was smiling. And she remembers the look her mother had given them both, at what she must have seen before either she or Sam did. They didn’t talk again for years after that. She took off to university, an exchange year in Provence, a teaching job in the city; he took over his father’s farm. But it was a gift of a story, the rescue on the link box: it had the stamp of prophesy all over it, was destined from the beginning to be told at a daughter’s wedding, and her father didn’t disappoint. Nor had Sam kept it from Robbie when he was old enough to hear it.




  ‘Daddy brought you home on his tractor?’ he said to her. ‘Cool!’




  The bike in the pool house at the place in Provence is a lady’s bike, black, with a wicker basket in front and a guard on the chain. It makes her feel respectable and at the same time eccentric. She takes it to the supermarket once a week. She could be Mary Poppins, perched on the saddle, flying through the haze of a French afternoon, loaded up with olives and salami (nothing that required heating or stirring), the clink from the basket of a bottle of sauvignon blanc.




  This is the way things are the day Harper knocks on the cottage door. He is wiry and American, no taller than she, dressed in a pair of knee-length blue shorts, a white linen shirt, brown leather sandals.




  ‘I’m sorry to disturb you,’ he says.




  Had she looked disturbed?




  ‘I’m a friend of the family. I stop by from time to time. They don’t mind me staying.’




  She looks at him. ‘They never mentioned that,’ she says. Her voice surprises her, the way it’s low and rough from lack of use.




  ‘I wasn’t planning to be here this trip,’ he says. ‘They usually leave the key with Monsieur Bapard.’




  The name does not register with her. ‘Did Sam send you?’ but as soon as she says it, she knows how ridiculous this is. Why would Sam send an American?




  He looks confused. ‘Sam?’ he says, ‘No, Monsieur Bapard … the baker.’




  ‘Ah!’




  ‘He says there’s a cat now. He’s allergic? At least I think that’s what he said. I won’t bother you. I’ll sleep in the pool house.’




  She knows that he senses her hesitation.




  ‘It’s only for a couple of nights,’ he says, ‘I’ve done that before.’




  He turns and walks towards the pool, his rucksack slung low, his shirt sticking to his back. She locks the cottage door and walks down the hill to the baker.




  ‘Oui, oui,’ says the baker. ‘C’est Harper,’ and the name is suddenly exotic with rolling Rs. ‘Il est un ami de la famille. Un artiste. C’est bien.’ He smiles at her, and as another customer enters, dismisses her with a waft of flour.




  It is clear that Harper knows the house well. He has found the key to the sea door where it hangs on a hook in the pool house and he walks down the steps, lets himself through. She sees him disappear carrying a towel, knows he’ll be down there, diving off the rocks, drifting in the languid sea. She is under the gazebo on his last evening there when he ambles up the steps past St Anthony.




  He is leaving tomorrow, stopping at Aix-en-Provence where he is planning to visit the Cézanne exhibition. Would she like to join him for the day? He is younger than her, she thinks, by four or five years.




  ‘I don’t think so,’ she says.




  ‘I’d appreciate the company, and the help. My French is diabolical.’




  ‘Tomorrow’s my day for the supermarket,’ she says and as soon as she hears her voice say it, she despises the person she’s become.
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