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The dawn light filtering through the slats in the shutters brought welcome relief to Michael. Soon, he would be able to open the windows and let the cool morning air into his stifling room.
He hadn’t slept at all, for many reasons. The first two were physical. He was in a strange house in a strange bed, and since nightfall, he’d been plagued by a mosquito buzzing in his ear.
Michael was a kind man. He hated confrontation, and one of his biggest fears was hurting people’s feelings. He treated the animal world with the same respect; if he found a spider or insect crawling around his house back in England, he would move it carefully to safety. But last night, he had wanted to kill that mosquito, badly. The tiny winged insect, however, had proved elusive, and after several failed attempts to swipe it into oblivion with a rolled-up newspaper, Michael had conceded defeat. As he lay in bed, waiting impatiently for morning to come, with his sheets tangled around him—testament to his heroic efforts to stop the mosquito from landing on him—he could feel the hives and itches of at least twenty burgeoning lumps. He scanned the room, wondering where it was hiding. He hoped his night of torment wasn’t an omen for how the rest of his holiday would be.
The third reason Michael hadn’t slept was emotional. When he had been offered this holiday four months ago, there were meant to be eight of them going. Four couples: him and Julie; his sister, Kate, and her husband, Simon; their friends Saskia and Nathan; and Rupert and Angelica, whom Michael had never met. Then, three months ago, Julie had left him, and Angelica had died.
“Please come,” Kate had implored him when Michael, in the grip of depression, had told her that he didn’t feel up to going. “The change of scene will do you good. And it will be awful for Rupert to be stuck on his own with two couples so soon after his wife died.”
So Michael had agreed because he couldn’t see what he had to lose by going. Who wouldn’t want to spend two weeks in a beautiful converted farmhouse in the South of France, even if their wife had recently walked out on them? He and Kate were close, and he got on well with his quiet, bespectacled brother-in-law. He was also swayed by the knowledge that Julie had gone away for three weeks with a group of her girlfriends; like him, she was a teacher and had long summer holidays. She wasn’t sitting around moping about the end of their marriage, and he needed to do the same.
The house was Saskia and Nathan’s holiday home, but Nathan had recently been made redundant from his job in advertising, and they were having to sell. Before they put it on the market, they’d wanted one last summer there.
Kate and Saskia were old school friends and had known each other for twenty years. Michael had met Saskia and Nathan several times over the years at various parties hosted by his sister and Simon and had always gotten on well with them. Saskia was warmhearted and Nathan a good-natured, larger-than-life figure. They had mentioned, on more than one occasion, that he and Julie should one day join them at their house in France, so he’d been touched when they had kept their word with their invitation to join Kate and Simon and Rupert and Angelica for the last two weeks of August. When Kate told him that Angelica had died suddenly, two months after being diagnosed with a particularly aggressive form of cancer, he had really felt for Rupert.
Michael had been the last to arrive yesterday. He had flown from Southampton to Bergerac and had hired a car to get him to the farmhouse, set in a little hamlet in the Dordogne. Saskia and Nathan had just had time to show him around before it was time for dinner. He’d been enchanted by the old stone walls of the farmhouse glowing in the evening sun, the beautiful views over endless fields, and the surprisingly comfortable accommodation. As well as the main house where Saskia, Nathan, and Rupert were staying, there was also a guesthouse for him, Kate, and Simon.
“We were really sorry to hear about you and Julie,” Saskia said, placing a hand on Michael’s arm as they made their way to the terrace at the back of their house.
“Thank you,” he said. “I have to admit, it came as a bit of a shock.”
While Saskia nodded sympathetically, Michael cast his mind back to the fateful day when Julie had told him she was leaving because he deserved someone better. Confused, he’d told her that he wanted only her, that he was happy with her. So she had tried to explain.
“You’re too nice, Michael,” she’d said, pleading with him to understand. “I need someone who can stand up to me.”
But he hadn’t understood. He’d tried replacing the word nice with boring, but he didn’t think he was boring. He had plenty of interests and was a good talker and a good listener. If nice meant that he indulged his wife, then yes, he was nice. He liked buying her presents, and if she wanted to go away on holiday with her friends, why would he prevent her from going, if it made her happy?
“So you’re leaving me because I like to make you happy?” he’d asked.
“No, I’m leaving because you never stand up for yourself. If you say you want Chinese for dinner and I say I want pizza, you’ll say, ‘OK, we’ll have pizza.’ If you say you think we should paint the sitting room blue, and I say I was thinking of green, you’ll say, ‘OK, let’s paint it green.’”
“Because I really don’t mind what I have for dinner or what color we paint the sitting room,” Michael had said, genuinely puzzled.
“That’s the point. You should mind.”
Her reasons for leaving seemed so poor that Michael thought she must have met someone else.
“No,” she’d said when he asked. “I would have told you if I had.”
Michael had believed her. But for the last three months, he’d been smothering an unusual and unexpected spark of anger at being rejected for being too nice.
So it had been with determination to make the most of his time in France that he’d sat down to dinner on the covered terrace last night. He’d still been basking in the glow of Saskia and Nathan’s warm welcome when Rupert—the person he’d expected to bond with, because they were both there without partners—made a joke about his late arrival, insinuating that Michael had timed it so that he could sit down to dinner without having to help in its preparation. Michael had laughed along with everyone else, but when Rupert made the same observation several times during the evening, it had ended up annoying him. He’d told himself not to be so sensitive; Rupert was recently bereaved and was probably still trying to come to terms with the death of his wife. Unfortunately, at the end of the meal, in his haste to show that of course he was prepared to help, Michael had begun clearing the plates before Kate had finished eating, which had led to a good-humored outcry. But the smirk on Rupert’s face had annoyed Michael further. And Michael didn’t often get annoyed, which stood him in good stead when dealing with students.
“It’s just as well you have a slow fuse,” Julie had said on more than one occasion, when he’d told her about something that had happened in the classroom.
“If you lose your temper, you lose control,” he’d replied. And she had kissed him and told him it was why he was an excellent teacher.
Now, as he lay in bed, he replayed the scene at dinner in his mind. Maybe Rupert was directing the understandable anger he felt at losing his wife toward him, for not losing his wife to cancer but to carelessness. There wasn’t a lot he could do, Michael reasoned, except be more sympathetic toward Rupert.

Nobody had mentioned to Michael what time breakfast would be. He checked his watch; it wasn’t yet seven o’clock, too early for breakfast when people were on holiday.
After getting out of bed, Michael opened the windows, then the shutters. The wood creaked like elderly bones as he pushed them back against the outside wall and secured them with metal hooks. Warm sunshine filtered into the bedroom, and he stood a moment, absorbing its heat. The view below, over the shimmering swimming pool, was magnificent; patchwork squares of lush green fields were interspersed with pops of yellow where row after row of sunflowers had been planted among the crops. A feeling of well-being came over him; two weeks here would do wonders for his bruised heart before he started work again. Here, he might be able to appreciate the solitude that had been his companion since Julie had left.
After leaving the bedroom, he explored the rest of the house more fully. His bedroom and bathroom were at one end of the corridor, Kate and Simon’s at the other end, with the stairs in between. Downstairs, there was a kitchen and a sitting room with an old bread oven under the huge stone chimney.
“I always meant to get it working again,” Nathan had said regretfully when he’d pointed out this quirky feature to Michael yesterday. “You should have a look inside. It’s an amazing feat of engineering, considering it was built nearly two hundred years ago.”
“Another time,” Saskia had pleaded. “The others are waiting for us to sit down.”
Now, after walking over to the chimney, Michael unlatched the iron door of the ancient bread oven and, bending his head, looked inside. He let out a low whistle. The oven was enormous, about two meters in diameter, with a domed ceiling and rounded walls. Simon had explained how it would have been used, and Michael imagined the farmer’s wife building a fire at one side of the oven, then, using the flat, wooden-handled shovel—which still hung on a hook by the chimney—placing freshly made dough on the other side and leaving it to bake in the circulating heat. It was a shame Nathan had never managed to get it working, Michael thought. If he owned the farmhouse, it would be the first thing on his list.
In the kitchen, he found a coffee machine and various capsules and made himself an espresso. He carried it back upstairs and drank it standing by the open window, letting the morning sun wrap itself around him. Impatient to be outside, he decided to start his day with a swim. His mood dipped slightly when he looked in the bathroom mirror and saw three large mosquito bites on his forehead and two more on his cheeks. Scowling at the memory of the night spent chasing the mosquito around the bedroom, he examined the rest of his body. There were more bites on his neck and shoulders and some on his right arm. Seeing them made him itch. He ducked into the shower quickly, hoping the cool water would take away the incessant urge to scratch.
The gravel on the driveway crunched under Michael’s feet as he made his way to the pool. As he passed the main house, he glanced up at Rupert’s bedroom window and saw that the shutters were still closed. There was no sound from the terrace, no clatter of the table being laid for breakfast, so he draped his towel over a chair and dived into the pool. Moving through the cool water, he swam length after unhurried length and found himself thinking, once again, what Julie had said about him being too nice. Maybe he should take it as a compliment.
“After all,” he said to the empty pool, “it made me who I am today, someone who gets on well with my family, my friends, my colleagues, my—” He’d been about to say students, but the word colleagues had hit him with such force that he hadn’t been able to utter it. Julie wasn’t just his wife; she was also his colleague. His heart plummeted. Once the holidays were over, he would be seeing her every day at the school where they worked.
“You do know that talking to yourself is the first sign of madness, don’t you?”
Michael, still reeling from his sudden realization, stopped swimming and looked up at Rupert.
“Sorry?” he asked, treading water.
“You were talking to yourself.”
Michael flushed. “Did you want something?”
“I just wondered where you were, that’s all. I thought you would be helping get breakfast ready. But you’re swimming.”
“I didn’t think anyone was up. I’ll get out now.”
“No, carry on, enjoy your swim. We can manage.”
Michael got out of the pool anyway. The way Rupert had said that they could manage made it sound as if it was a difficult task to set the table for six people and carry bread, butter, and jam from the kitchen. After going to his room, he pulled shorts and a polo shirt from his case, dressed quickly, and made his way to the terrace. Only Rupert was there, placing plates and knives on the rectangular wooden table.
“Where is everyone?” Michael asked.
“Still in bed, I presume.”
“Right.” He wanted to ask why Rupert had made it seem as if he should get out of the pool but remained silent.
“I thought you might want to give a hand with breakfast, as you weren’t around to help for dinner last night,” Rupert said, as if he’d done him a favor. “We all need to muck in, you know.”
Michael frowned. “I have every intention of helping.” He reached toward the remaining three plates and knives in Rupert’s hand. “Would you like me to take those for you?”
“No, but you can fetch mugs and spoons and the rest of the breakfast things.”
There was the clunk of a shutter being opened above. Michael stepped back from the terrace and, looking up, saw Saskia at the window, her dark hair tumbling over her shoulder.
“Goodness, Michael, you’re up early. Didn’t you sleep?”
“Not much. I was plagued by mosquitoes. Sorry if we’ve woken you.” He nodded toward the terrace. “Rupert was keen to get everything ready for breakfast.”
Saskia leaned farther out the window.
“Rupert, we said nine o’clock for breakfast! It’s barely eight.”
“And it’s a beautiful day!” Rupert called back. “Why waste it?”
Saskia shrugged good-naturedly. “OK, we’ll come down. Maybe you can give Kate and Simon a shout.”

Fifteen minutes later, they were all gathered on the terrace.
“It’s too early.” Kate groaned, yawning and tugging her silk wrap around her. Her chestnut curls gleamed in the sunlight. “I thought we agreed nine for breakfast?”
“You all agreed,” Rupert said pointedly. “Michael and I didn’t.”
“I’m perfectly happy with breakfast at nine,” Michael said.
Rupert, sitting next to him, twisted in his chair. “Those mosquito bites are quite something. Not just the ones on your face but also the ones on your neck. They’re impressive.”
Michael self-consciously raised his hand to his neck. Rupert was right; the bites were enormous.
“I can give you something for those,” Saskia said, smiling sympathetically at him. She turned to the others. “Right, what’s the plan for the day?”
As Saskia and Kate began talking about the local markets, Rupert leaned toward him. “Well, at least the mosquitoes like you,” he murmured in Michael’s ear.
Michael moved his head away. “What do you mean?”
“She left you, didn’t she? Your wife?”
He stared at Rupert. Was he insinuating that the mosquitoes liked him better than Julie had? “Yes,” he said. “She did.”
“Why?”
He was saved from answering by Kate. “What are you two talking about? We’re trying to decide which of the markets we should go to this morning.”
Michael was glad to be able to change the subject. “The one in Bergerac is meant to be good.”
“Michael was just telling me why his wife left him,” Rupert said.
“Oh, sorry,” Kate said hurriedly. “I shouldn’t have interrupted.”
“I wasn’t actually,” Michael explained. “Rupert asked me why Julie had left, but that’s as far as we’d got.”
“Was that her name, Julie?” Rupert again.
“Yes.”
“So why did Julie leave you?”
Michael bristled at the sound of Julie’s name on Rupert’s tongue.
“I’d rather not talk about it.”
Rupert clapped him on the shoulder. “What was his name?”
“Who?”
“The man Julie left you for.”
Michael couldn’t believe Rupert’s lack of sensitivity. “She didn’t leave me for anyone.”
Rupert’s eyes—set a little too close together—widened.
“What, she left you for no good reason?”
Simon gave Michael a look of solidarity, then pushed his glasses farther back up his nose. “If we’re going to the market, we should leave soon,” he said, breaking the silence that had descended on the table.
Nathan stood up. “At the cars in fifteen minutes. Simon and I will drive.”
“Fifteen minutes!” Saskia squawked. “I need to shower.” She gathered up the plates and left the terrace.
Kate picked up the butter and jams. “I’ll put these in the fridge.”
“I’ll do that,” Michael offered. “You go and get ready.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yes. I know how long it takes you,” he teased.
They were interrupted by a sigh so loud that Rupert must have trawled it from the depths of his stomach. “Angelica and I were so happy together,” he said wistfully. And before Michael and Kate could think how to respond, he sauntered off.
Kate looked at her brother. “What was all that about?”
“I’m not sure. But for some reason, Rupert doesn’t seem to like me very much.”
Saskia came running onto the terrace. “My sunglasses!” she said, taking them from where she had left them on the table. She turned to leave, then paused. “I’m sorry about Rupert,” she said, looking at Michael. “He’s been through a difficult time. Angelica’s battle with cancer was pretty brutal, and he was with her the whole time, staying at the hospice with her until the very end. Seeing the person you love deteriorate in such a way can’t be easy. It’s not an excuse, but still.”
“It’s fine,” Michael said. “I understand.”
“Thank you. Now, I’d better go and have that shower. See you at the cars.”
Michael waited until she had gone. “Just as well I decided not to punch Rupert,” he said, smiling at Kate.
She opened her mouth, about to say something.
“What?” he asked.
She hesitated a moment, then shook her head. “You would never do that, you’re too nice.”
As she left the terrace, the word nice echoed in his ears. Was he mistaken, or had she sounded disappointed?

Everyone enjoyed the trip to the market except Michael. As they edged their way between stalls piled high with plump peaches, huge purple plums, and heart-shaped figs, then past glass-fronted counters displaying myriad cheeses and terrines of beautiful homemade pâtés, all Michael wanted was to take the time to appreciate the sights and sounds and smells, to drink in the atmosphere, immerse himself in the culture of a different land. But with Rupert talking incessantly in his ear, continually pointing out this or that to him, as if Michael didn’t have eyes of his own, it was impossible. He supposed it was normal that he and Rupert were left to walk side by side along the narrow lanes, bringing up the rear behind the two couples. But even when they stopped at a café, where tables and chairs huddled together on a small terrace, Rupert continued to monopolize him, and Michael felt his energy beginning to ebb. He wanted to join in with the others’ conversation, but he would have had to turn his back on Rupert, and although he very much wanted to, he didn’t want to be rude.
Rupert stopped suddenly in midsentence and gave another of his heartfelt sighs. “Angelica would have loved it here.”
Michael took a sip of coffee. “Julie too,” he said, relieved to have found some common ground with Rupert.
“If only she had lived another few months.”
“It must be very difficult for you.”
Rupert nodded. “It is. She didn’t deserve to die. She was the sweetest person in the world, she got on with everyone.” He turned his eyes on Michael. “Were you really that difficult to live with?”
Michael placed his cup carefully on its saucer. “What do you mean?”
“I’m just wondering why Julie didn’t wait until after the holiday to leave you.”
Michael stared at him. “Julie wouldn’t have made that kind of calculation. She wasn’t mercenary, she wouldn’t have stayed with me just to get a holiday out of it.”
“I wouldn’t know, I didn’t know her. All I know is that Angelica and I were blissfully happy until she was taken from me so cruelly.” Rupert raised his voice. “I was just saying to Michael that it’s strange Julie couldn’t stick with him long enough to enjoy this holiday.”
The conversation among the others stuttered to a halt. A look of puzzlement spread across Kate’s pretty features. “Why would she do that if she had already made up her mind to leave?” She threw her brother an apologetic look. “Sorry, Michael.”
Rupert leaned into him, as if they were sharing a secret. “What was it about you that she couldn’t bear?”
Michael stiffened. Was Rupert being serious, or did he mean it as a joke? He was wondering how to reply when Nathan interrupted.
“Simon and I were just saying that we should try and get some golf in tomorrow,” he said loudly. “You don’t play, do you, Rupert?”
“No, he doesn’t,” Simon interjected, before Rupert could answer.
“That’s what I thought.” Nathan turned to Michael. “What do you think, Michael? Fancy a game?”
“That would be great,” Michael said, grateful that Rupert wouldn’t be joining them.
Simon grinned and took his glasses off to give them a wipe. “Just the three of us, then.”
Rupert shifted on his chair. “I was going to take lessons, but then Angelica fell ill, and I had to devote myself to caring for her.”
“Breakfast at nine,” Nathan said, while Saskia smiled sympathetically at Rupert.
Michael was alarmed at how much he was looking forward to getting away from Rupert for most of the next day. If he already felt like this on day two of the holiday, how on earth was he going to be able to get through the next twelve?

Michael collapsed onto his bed. He had finally managed to kill the damn mosquito. It hadn’t been easy; he hadn’t wanted to turn on the light for fear of attracting more of them into his room, so he’d used the flashlight on his phone to scour the walls and, after countless frustrating misses, had swiped it out of existence with a rolled-up T-shirt.
He glanced at his phone to check the time. Two thirty. That mosquito had tormented him for three hours. He pulled the sheet over him—he had discarded the duvet long ago; with the windows shut tight, the heat in the room was almost as debilitating as the mosquito had been—and closed his eyes. He tried to relax, but Rupert’s face rudely intruded, and Michael sighed. No matter which way he’d turned during that long second day of the holiday, Rupert had always seemed to be there, his face close to Michael’s, needling away at him about Julie. For some reason, Rupert was intent on finding out why she had left him, and it made Michael wish that at breakfast, when Rupert had asked him who Julie had left him for, he’d invented a name. He was convinced that if he told Rupert the truth, that Julie had left him because he was too nice, it would only make things worse.
Michael was just playing out a scene in his head where he was telling Rupert to mind his own business—he imagined finishing the conversation by pushing Rupert into the pool fully clothed—when his ear caught a buzzing sound that got progressively louder, until it morphed into the high-pitched whine that Michael had come to dread. The mosquito was back. He hadn’t managed to kill it. He cursed under his breath; there was no way he was getting out of bed again. He slapped around his ears for a bit, then stopped to listen. Silence. Maybe this time—
Michael barely had time to finish his thought when the buzzing started up again. Realizing that the mosquito had only been quiet because it had been sucking his blood, Michael leaped from the bed determined to get the little pest once and for all. He flicked on the light, reached for the T-shirt, twisted it in his hands, and stood in the middle of the room, meticulously searching the walls. There it was, above his bed.
Keeping his eyes on the mosquito, Michael stepped onto the bed, wobbled his way to the wall, and swiftly smacked at it with the T-shirt. His aim had been good, and he fully expected to see a flattened brown body squashed on the surface. But there was nothing. He examined the T-shirt, then the wall again. Nothing. The mosquito must have fallen down behind the bed.
Michael turned out the light and slipped back between the sheets. He needed to sleep—he was playing eighteen holes tomorrow, and they were leaving straight after breakfast. A horrible whine in his ear told him the mosquito was still around. Reaching down, Michael grabbed the sheet and pulled it up over his head, leaving only a small gap for his nose. It made no difference; the mosquito continued to buzz around his head, and Michael could only hope that its proboscis wasn’t strong enough to pierce through the cotton.
There followed a game; Michael would lie as still as he could while the mosquito buzzed around him. The buzzing would stop, and he would slowly begin to relax. Then the buzzing would start up again. Sometimes, when he couldn’t stand it any longer, he would swat madly around his head, hoping to end the misery. This would be followed by a silence. But just as he was drifting into blessed sleep, the high-pitched whine would return to torment him, and as the night wore on, it seemed to him that the mosquito lengthened the amount of time it stayed quiet, hoping to lull him into a false sense of security. Like the previous day, the arrival of dawn brought a different kind of misery. The mosquito had disappeared but had left in its wake vicious bites that throbbed and itched while he tried at last to sleep.

“Mikey! Mikey! We’re waiting for you!”
Michael slowly opened his eyes. He thought for a moment that he was back at school, not the school where he taught but the school he had gone to as a child, because that was the last time anyone had called him Mikey. But no, he was here, in the South of France, and remembering that he was meant to be playing golf with Simon and Nathan, he pushed the sheet away and stumbled to the window, worried he had kept them waiting. Pushing the shutter open, he squinted at the person calling him. Rupert. He tried to prevent himself from scowling; he should have known that neither Simon nor Nathan would call him Mikey.
“What time is it?” he asked.
“Nine o’clock!” Rupert called up. “Breakfast time, remember.”
“I’ll be down in a minute.”
By the time he’d showered and dressed, only Kate and Saskia remained on the terrace.
“Sorry,” Kate said, handing him a mug of coffee and a croissant. “Your game is booked for ten, so you need to leave.”
“I overslept.” He took a sip of coffee. “Don’t you get bothered by mosquitoes during the night?”
Kate shook her head, then squinted at him. “There must have been a plague of them in your room. Have you seen your face?”
“Briefly.” He didn’t want to think about the dozen or so bites he’d seen in the mirror, nor the ones that seemed to cover every inch of his body. “I’m going to buy six of those antimosquito plugs and stick them into every socket in my bedroom.”
“Good idea,” Saskia said, giving him a smile.
Michael put his cup down and held up the croissant. “I’ll take this with me, eat it in the car. Is Simon driving?”
Kate nodded, a little uneasily, he thought. Michael frowned. “Is something the matter?”
His sister looked at him apologetically. “Rupert has decided to go with you.”
“What?” He felt a surge of anger, and instead of suppressing it, as he had since Julie had left him, he embraced it, glad to be able to direct it at Rupert. “Why? He said yesterday that he doesn’t play golf!”
“Apparently, he wants to walk the course with you.”
Michael cursed under his breath. He couldn’t back out now.
Footsteps approached. “Mikey! Where are you?”
“Here.” Michael’s voice was curt. “And it’s Michael, not Mikey,” he added, as Rupert appeared on the terrace.
“Just trying to be friendly.” Rupert stopped dead. “Oh my, have you seen your face?”
“Have you seen yours?” Michael countered.
Rupert frowned. “Why, what’s wrong with it?”
“It’s like a tomato. You really should use sunscreen.”
“Oh.” A blush made Rupert’s skin even redder than it already was. “It was Angelica who always thought about things like that.” He turned to Saskia. “Do you have some you can lend me?”
“I’ll get it for you.” She turned and left the terrace, but not before Michael had seen the reproach in her eyes. He cursed inwardly. Every time he tried to have a dig at Rupert, Rupert managed to bring it back to Angelica and made Michael feel mean. And he wasn’t a mean person. He couldn’t remember having said anything remotely hurtful to anyone on purpose. When Julie had left him, he’d wished her well, said he hoped they could remain friends, even though he knew he was being the very thing she had accused him of—too nice. Rupert was definitely bringing out the worst in him. He needed to get a grip.
“It’s great that you’re coming along,” he said, looking at Rupert.
“I didn’t want you to feel like a gooseberry.”
“Hardly,” Michael retorted. “Three can play golf as easily as two or four.” He paused, took a breath. “But it will be nice to have your company.”
Rupert grinned. “I thought you’d be pleased.”
Michael was saved from answering by Saskia arriving with a bottle of sunscreen for Rupert. Five minutes later, he was in the back of the car, sitting next to Rupert, while Nathan sat in front, next to Simon. It took thirty minutes to get to the golf club, and for those thirty minutes, Rupert explained at great length how he was determined to play golf as a homage to Angelica, who, before she became ill, had urged him to take up the game. He hadn’t wanted her to become a golf widow, Rupert explained, so he’d resisted. Michael couldn’t help wondering if Angelica had maybe wanted to become a golf widow to have some time away from Rupert—and then felt bad for even thinking it. By all accounts, Rupert and Angelica had had a wonderful marriage.
The day was almost as torturous as the night had been. For someone who had never played golf, Rupert was extremely critical, questioning everything from Michael’s stance to his swing to his choice of clubs. His focus was entirely on Michael, not on Simon or Nathan, who became irritated by Rupert’s continual haranguing of Michael, explaining that he was by far the best player. When Simon, barely bothering to hide his annoyance, suggested stopping after nine holes, Michael breathed a sigh of relief, and when he then offered to sit in the back with Rupert on the way home, Michael offered up a silent prayer of thanks to his brother-in-law. It didn’t make any difference; Rupert simply sat forward and continued to talk in Michael’s ear.
“Did Julie do any charity work?” he wanted to know. “Angelica was wonderful like that, she was always volunteering or fundraising.”
“No, Julie was too busy being head of an incredibly busy school to have time for charity work,” Michael said.
“Aha!” Rupert sounded pleased with himself.
Michael twisted in his seat. “What?”
“That’s it, isn’t it? It’s why she left you. She was more successful than you. I’m right, aren’t I?”
“It depends on how you define successful.”
“Come on, Mikey. She was head of a school and you’re—what, just a teacher?”
Michael had to suppress the urge to swat Rupert’s face away.
“Yes, I’m just a teacher.”
“Of quantum physics,” Simon said.
For a blessed moment, Simon’s comment seemed to close Rupert down. But as always, he bounced back.
“Isn’t that rather a dull subject? I can’t imagine you and Julie having a discussion about quantum physics over the dinner table. It would bore the pants off most people.” He paused. “Angelica and I always had such meaningful conversations.”
“Supermarket ahead!” Nathan said, slowing the car. “You want to buy some antimosquito plugs, don’t you, Michael?”
“Yes,” Michael said, grateful for the interruption. “I won’t be long.”
But as soon as Simon pulled into a parking space, Rupert snapped off his belt. “I’ll come with you, Mikey. We wouldn’t want you to get lost, would we?”

Try as he might, Michael couldn’t fathom Rupert’s seeming obsession with him. It was now day nine of their holiday, and Rupert was a constant thorn in his side. His only consolation was that Simon and Nathan seemed almost as fed up with Rupert as he was. Even Kate’s patience was wearing thin. Saskia was more sympathetic. Angelica had been one of her oldest friends, and she obviously felt responsible for Rupert.
To add insult to injury, Michael was still plagued by mosquitoes at night. The antimosquito plugs had made little difference, and it seemed to Michael, as they buzzed around his ear, that they were mocking him, letting him know that nothing was going to stop them feasting off him. Or rather, it, because whenever Michael turned on the light, expecting to see a whole army of mosquitoes, there was only ever one, and Michael was sure it was that one that bit him night after night after night. He had researched the life cycle of the mosquito and had found, to his horror, that an adult lived on average for two to three weeks, and that the females, who feasted off blood, could live for up to a month. He needed to kill the mosquito before he died from lack of sleep.
To date, it had proved indestructible. Every night, Michael smothered his body with insect repellent, but nothing seemed to deter the mosquito. His face was a mess, and yesterday, in desperation, he had asked if there was anywhere else he could sleep. Unfortunately, Rupert had overheard.
“Really?” he’d mocked. “You want to move rooms? Just because of a few mosquitoes?”
“Perhaps you’d like to swap bedrooms with me,” Michael had retorted.
“It wouldn’t do any good. They’d still find you.” He’d felt the weight of Rupert’s hand on his back. “They just love you too much.”
It seemed to Michael that he was caught in a circle of obsession; Rupert was obsessed with him, and he was obsessed with the mosquito. Something was going to have to give.
He made his way to the terrace and found Kate setting the table. “What is it with Rupert?” he asked. “I’ve never met the man before, and he seems determined to make my life a misery.”
“I’m sorry,” she said. “He’s being awful, I know.”
“It’s making me want to leave. It’s bad enough not being able to sleep at night because of that damn mosquito buzzing in my ear, but then I have Rupert buzzing in my ear during the day. It’s double torture.”
Kate looked at him in dismay. “Please don’t go. Look, we can easily sort out the mosquito problem. As for Rupert, if he doesn’t back off, I might just have to tell him a few home truths. I hope I won’t have to, though,” she added grimly.
“What do you mean?”
“Just that I know something no one else does.”
“About Rupert?”
But Kate shook her head. If someone had confided in her, Michael knew she would never betray that confidence, so there was no point in trying to push her. Rupert, however, seemed intent on pushing him to his maximum. He gleefully counted the bites on Michael’s face over breakfast—he found seventeen—and continued to goad him about the mosquitoes liking him better than Julie had.
They had planned a walking trip that day, and, as had become his habit, Rupert insisted on walking alongside Michael, whispering barbed comments in his ear until they stopped for lunch. As they sat down, Kate and Saskia wedged Rupert between them, and Simon sat down opposite, leaving Michael at the other end of the table with Nathan. It gave Michael a welcome but short-lived respite. Too soon, they were on their way again, and the torturous whining of Rupert’s voice as he spoke about how happy he and Angelica had been, and how cruel it was that she had died, made Michael want to push Rupert deep into the river Dronne.
By the time they arrived back at the house, Michael knew he couldn’t carry on. The prospect of another dinner with Rupert, followed by another night battling the mosquito, then another day with Rupert, and another sleepless night, and more of the same for a further five days, was more than he could bear. He quickly packed his case and headed to a seating area with a view over the fields where the others had gathered for predinner drinks.
“I’ve decided to go back to England,” he said. “It’s been lovely being here, but there are a few things I need to sort out.”
Rupert smirked. “Divorce papers from Julie?”
Kate’s voice, tight with anger, chimed in. “Just because Angelica had asked for a divorce, it doesn’t mean that every couple in difficulty goes down that path.”
Everyone turned to stare at her. Two spots of pink bloomed on her cheeks as she held Rupert’s glare. “Angelica told me, Rupert, before she became ill. She told me she had asked for a divorce. But you refused, and when she received her cancer diagnosis three months later, you told her you wouldn’t pay for her medical bills if she went ahead with the divorce. So she stayed.”
Saskia raised her hand to her throat. “Is this true?” she asked, looking from Kate to Rupert, her eyes wide with shock.
Kate nodded. “I’m afraid so. He made Angelica’s life hell while she was alive, constantly sniping about her weight, her looks, her choice of hobbies. She didn’t tell you because she was ashamed.”
“Then if anyone is leaving, it’s you,” Saskia said, glaring at Rupert. “I’ve put up with your terrible manners because I felt sorry for you. But my pity was misplaced. Poor Angelica.”
Michael could hardly believe what he’d just heard. “Angelica had asked for a divorce?” he said, turning to Rupert. “You lied about your wonderful marriage, about how much you loved each other?”
“The problem with Angelica was that she didn’t know what was good for her,” Rupert said haughtily.
“The fact is, you’re not a nice person, Rupert, whereas Michael is,” Saskia said. “I think it would be best if you left.”
“You can’t make me leave. Not tonight.”
Nathan stood up. “I think we probably could.”
“You’ll leave tomorrow morning,” Saskia said. “First thing.”
“Then you can all have dinner without me.”
“As if that would be a hardship,” Simon murmured as Rupert stalked off. He turned to Kate. “Well done, darling. But couldn’t you have told the truth about their marriage a few days back?”
“Angelica made me promise not to tell anyone. But I couldn’t let Michael leave when he has done nothing wrong.”
The evening that followed was the best Michael had spent since arriving in France nine days before. There was also the thought that once Rupert had left, he could probably move into his mosquito-free room. But then Michael was annoyed with himself. He liked his bedroom with its magnificent view over the pool and the fields. As he went up the stairs, he was determined to kill the mosquito once and for all.
Around midnight, when Michael thought he might throw himself out of the window in frustration—because the mosquito was proving as elusive as ever—he heard someone come into the house.
“Mikey! Are you asleep?”
Michael cursed under his breath. Saskia and Nathan had told them they didn’t need to lock their door at night, which meant that Rupert had been able to walk straight in. He ran quietly down the stairs and found Rupert in the sitting room.
“This is nice,” Rupert said, looking around. “Maybe I’ll make this my house when everyone has gone.”
Michael tried not to frown, but he couldn’t help it. “What do you mean?” he asked, wondering what game Rupert was playing now.
Rupert smiled. “I’m going to offer to buy the place from Nathan and Saskia. With Angelica gone, I have no reason to stay in the UK. I don’t have any family, and I work for myself, so I can live wherever I like. As Nathan and Saskia are desperate to sell, and I’ll be a cash buyer, I’m considering that the house is already mine. Which means that you, Mikey”—Rupert stepped forward and prodded him in the chest—“are no longer welcome here. In fact, I’d like you to leave now.”
But Michael was no longer listening. The whine of a mosquito—the mosquito, because Michael was convinced it must have followed him downstairs—had caught his ear. Turning, Michael tried to pinpoint exactly where it was. A furious buzzing told him it was circling his head. Lifting his arms, he began swatting it away.
“You really are ridiculous, Mikey,” Rupert drawled.
Michael stopped flailing. In the silence, there was no sound at all. Either he had managed to kill the mosquito, or it had landed somewhere. His eyes searched the room and came to rest on Rupert’s face. And there, on his forehead, was the mosquito, sucking intently on Rupert’s blood. Without even thinking, Michael turned to the chimney, unhooked the bread shovel from beside the oven, and used it to smack the mosquito out of existence.
The clang of the metal against Rupert’s skull was satisfactory rather than scary. Michael watched dispassionately as Rupert crumpled to the floor, a large red welt already forming on the right-hand side of his face. He knew instinctively that Rupert was dead but felt a surprising lack of guilt. He held his breath a moment, aware of Kate and Simon sleeping upstairs. When there was no sound from them, Michael took another moment to analyze the situation.
Rupert had fallen onto a rug, so Michael tugged it free from under the sofa and, straightening Rupert’s body, rolled the rug around it, relieved there was no blood. In the kitchen, he found some butcher’s twine in a drawer. Back in the sitting room, he wound it around the rug, tying knots here and there. Once Rupert was secured inside, like a sausage, he pulled the rug over to the chimney, opened the door of the bread oven, and heaved it in, then pushed it far over to the right-hand side.
What next? Michael turned over various solutions in his mind, then made his way to the main house. Inside Rupert’s room, he quietly packed his belongings into the suitcase he found at the bottom of the wardrobe. He carried it to his house and pushed it into the bread oven. The only thing he kept was the SIM card from Rupert’s phone, which he flushed down the toilet and into the cavernous septic tank. Then Michael went to bed, and, for the first time since arriving, untroubled by the mosquito, he slept the sleep of the dead.
The next morning, he joined the others on the terrace for breakfast at nine.
“Rupert came to see me early this morning,” he said, pulling out a chair and sitting down, aware that he needed to act as if nothing had happened. “He wanted to apologize for his behavior before he left.”
“Has he gone then?” Simon asked.
Michael reached for the cafetière, conscious of the lies he was telling Kate, his friends. “Yes. I offered to take him to the station, but he wanted to walk. He said that now he no longer has ties in the UK, he felt like going on an adventure and intends to make his way through France to Spain and maybe on to Portugal.” He paused. “I don’t think you’ll see him again for quite a while.” That, at least, was true.
“I can’t pretend I’m not glad to see the back of him,” Saskia said. “I keep thinking of poor Angelica.”
Michael took a sip of coffee. “Actually, what he said got me thinking.”
“In what way?”
“Just that now Julie has left me, I feel like a change too.” He looked across the table at Nathan and Saskia, mentally crossing his fingers. “Would you consider selling to me? I love it here, and I’ve always liked the idea of running a B and B. This house is perfect for it.”
Happiness lit up Saskia’s face. “Oh my God, that would be amazing.” She reached out and clutched Nathan’s hand. “What do you think, Nate?”
Nathan looked dazed. “I don’t know what to say. It would make our lives so much easier if we could sell directly to you.”
“Our house in the UK is already on the market,” Michael said. “I know that with my half, I’d have enough to buy this one—if you’re selling it for the price you mentioned the other evening.”
“Are you really going to give up your job?” Kate asked, looking at her brother. “I know how much you love teaching.”
“Not so much anymore.” He paused, realizing the truth of it. “What do you think? And what about you, Simon? Do you think I’m mad to want to open a B and B?”
“I think it’s a great idea,” Simon said.
Kate beamed at him. “So do I.”
“There’s just one thing.” Michael turned to Saskia and Nathan. “I don’t even want to go back to the UK. Would it be all right if I stayed here until the sale of our house has gone through and I’m in a position to buy this one? I’d pay you rent, of course.”
“You don’t need to pay us rent,” Nathan protested. “You’re welcome to stay on.”
Kate leaned across the table and gave his hand a squeeze. “Are you sure you won’t be lonely when we leave at the end of the week?”
“I’ll be fine. Anyway,” Michael added, giving his sister a smile, “I’ve got plenty to do. For a start, I want to get the old bread oven working again.”
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