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          Up-Do Hair, Kensington, London

        

      

    

    
      
        Leo: I’m sorry. Can we talk?

        

      Ava Devlin swiped the email hard to the left and watched it disappear from the screen of her iPhone. That’s what you did with messages from liars and fakes who had whispered one thing into your ear, as they wrapped their arms around you, and did the complete opposite when your back was turned. She swallowed back a bitter feeling. She had always worried that Leo – successful, rich, good-looking in a Joey Essex kind of way – was maybe a little bit out of her league.

      ‘Boss or boyfriend?’

      The question came from Sissy, the hairdresser who was currently coating Ava’s head in foils and a paste that felt as if it was doing nuclear things to Ava’s scalp.

      ‘Neither,’ she answered, putting the phone on the counter under the mirror in front of her. A sigh left her. ‘Not any more.’ She needed to shake this off like Taylor Swift.

      Giving her reflection a defiant look, she enlarged her green eyes, flared the nostrils of her button nose and set her lips into a deliberate pout she felt she had never quite been able to pull off. With her face positioned like she was a Z-list celeb doing a provocative selfie on Twitter, she knew she was done. With men. With love. With everything. Her ears picked up the dulcet tones of Cliff Richard suggesting mistletoe and wine, floating from the salon sound system. Her eyes then moved from her reflection to the string of tinsel and fir cones that surrounded the mirror. This rinky-dink Christmas crap could do one as well. Coming right up was a nation getting obsessed with food they never ate in the other eleven months – dates, walnuts, an entire board of European cheeses – and a whole two weeks of alterations to the television schedule – less The Wright Stuff and more World’s Strongest Man. And now she was on her own with it.

      ‘Well,’ Sissy said, dabbing more goo on Ava’s head, ‘I always think Christmas is a good time to be young, free and single.’ She giggled, drawing Ava’s attention back to the effort Sissy was putting into her hair. ‘All those parties... people loosening up with goodwill and...’

      ‘Stella Artois?’ Ava offered.

      ‘You don’t drink that, do you?’ Sissy exclaimed as if Ava had announced she was partial to Polonium 210. ‘I had a boyfriend once who was allergic to that. If he had more than four it made him really ill.’

      ‘Sissy, that isn’t an allergy, that’s just getting drunk.’

      ‘On lager?’ Sissy quizzed. ‘Doesn’t it mix well with shots?’

      Ava was caught between a laugh and a cry. She swallowed it down and focussed again on the mirror. Why was she here having these highlights put in? She’d booked the appointment when she’d had the work do to go to. Now, having caught Leo out with Cassandra, she wouldn’t need perfect roots to go with the perfect dress he’d bought her. She didn’t even like the dress. It was all red crushed velvet like something a magician’s assistant might wear. Like something her mother might wear. But Leo had said she looked beautiful and she remembered how that had made her feel at the time. All lies.

      ‘Stop,’ Ava stated abruptly, sitting forward in her seat.

      ‘Stop?’ Sissy clarified. ‘Stop what? Talking? Putting the colour on?’

      ‘All of it,’ Ava said. She put her fingers to the silver strips on her head and tugged.

      ‘What are you doing? Don’t touch them!’ Sissy said, as if one wrong move was going to detonate an explosive device.

      ‘I want them off... out...not in my hair!’ Ava gripped one foil between her fingers, pulling.

      ‘OK, OK, but not like that, you’ll pull your hair out.’

      ‘I want a new look.’ Ava scooped up her hair in her palms, pulling it away from her face and angling her head to check out the look. Nothing would make her jawline less angular or her lips thinner. She sighed. ‘Cut it off.’ She wanted it to come out strong, decisive, but her voice broke a little at the end and when she looked back at Sissy, she saw pity growing in her hairdresser’s eyes.

      ‘Well... I have to finish the tinting first.’ Sissy bit her lip.

      Ava didn’t want pity. ‘Well, finish the tinting and then cut it off,’ she repeated.

      ‘Trim it, you mean,’ Sissy said, her eyes in the mirror, looking back at Ava.

      Ava shook her remaining silver-wrapped hair, making it rustle. ‘No, Sissy, I don’t want it trimmed. I want it cut off.’ She pulled in a long, steady breath. ‘I’m thinking short... but definitely more Bowie in his heyday than Jedward.’

      ‘That short.’ Sissy was almost choking on the words.

      ‘You did say a change was good,’ Ava answered. ‘Change me.’ She sat back until she could feel the pleather at her back. ‘Make me completely unrecognisable even to my mother.’ She closed her eyes. ‘In fact, especially to my mother.’

      With her eyes shut, she blocked out everything – Cliff Richard, the tinsel and fir cones, Leo. A different style was just what she needed. Something that was going to go with her new outlook on life. A haircut that was going to say, You can look, but if you set one eyelash into my personal space, suggesting joy to the world, you will be taken down. Nothing or nobody was going to touch her.

      Ava’s phone let out a bleep and she opened one eye, squinting at the screen. Why didn’t Leo just give up? Why wasn’t he suctioned to Cassandra like he had been for God knows how long? She was betting Cassandra had never had to use Clearasil.

      Sissy leant forward, regarding the phone screen. ‘It says it’s from Debs.’

      Cheered considerably, Ava reached for the phone, picking it up and reading the message.

      
        I know I said not to bring anything, but I totes forgot to get something Christmassy. Can you get something Christmassy? To eat... like those crisps that are meant to taste like turkey and stuffing or roasted nuts and cranberry. And bring red wine, not white, because I got three bottles of white today. And if you’ve completely forgotten all about coming to mine tonight for neighbourly nibbles before I leave for Paris then this is your reminder. Debs xx

        

      Debs texted like she was writing a dissertation. There was no OMG, FFS or TMI with Ava’s best friend. And Ava had forgotten about the ‘neighbourly nibbles’. That was what having a break-up on your plate did to you – addled your brain and fried the important relationship circuits. Well, she was taking control now – elusive and aloof to anyone but her best friend – and the only frazzled motherboard was going to be the one with wires connected to men.

      Ava looked into the mirror at Sissy. ‘After you’ve cut it, Sissy, I want you to make me blonder,’ she stated. ‘And not the honey kind.’ She smiled. ‘The Miley Cyrus meltdown kind.’
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          Hotel Oiseau Rouge, 4th Arrondissement, Paris

        

      

    

    
      Julien Fitoussi squinted as the shards of light from the crystal chandelier at the entrance to the ballroom pierced his retinas. He closed his eyes, floaters cascading like winter rain. He should have stayed at home. His compact, functional apartment overlooking the Seine. That view of the river changing and warping into anything he wanted it to be. In the summer the rippling water could be full of light and hope, now, in the winter it was the deep, dark pit of despair he needed it to be.

      Opening his eyes, he adjusted the lapels of his jacket and moved his shoulders a little. Ruffling a dark head of hair he took in his surroundings. ‘Christmas opulence’ would be the title if this were an exhibition. All that glitters is... completely unnecessary. There were two Christmas trees here, not green but gold, covered in lights and bling that could have been borrowed from Busta Rhymes. A string quartet was playing carols at the far end of the function room and, all high on free drinks, the people from his father’s world buzzed together like rich worker bees layering up the hive. Lauren would have hated it. He swallowed. He hated it.

      ‘Ah! Here he is!’

      His father’s voice, followed by the man himself, broke into his space and Julien forced a smile as Gerard approached. The love he had for his father, not the world he did business in or the free drinks, was the only reason he had forced himself out of bed and into a tuxedo at seven p.m. on a Friday.

      Gerard kissed him on each cheek in turn then whispered in his ear, ‘You’re late again.’

      Julien gritted his teeth as a wave of emotion rolled through him. Anger mixed with guilt, swirling together like one of the expensive drinks his father’s employees were currently sipping.

      As Gerard stepped back, Julien saw his step-mother-to-be, Vivienne, and a large woman wearing a hat of fruit and octagon-shaped spectacles. He widened his smile at the ladies, moving forward. ‘Bonsoir.’

      ‘Bonsoir, Julien,’ Vivienne said, kissing him. ‘This is Marcie, the lady I was telling you about... Marcie, this is my step-son, Julien.’

      Julien arranged his face into an expression of understanding but he really had no idea who this woman was or when his step-mother-to-be had mentioned anything about a woman with half a pineapple, a guava and several satsumas on her head.

      ‘From Parisian Pathways magazine,’ his father hissed like an angry king cobra.

      ‘Ah, of course,’ Julien said, none the wiser. ‘It is a pleasure to meet you.’ He didn’t mean it. She was now another irritation who had kept him from covering his head with the duvet and wishing the night away.

      ‘I have seen some of your work, Monsieur Fitoussi,’ the walking, talking greengrocery display said.

      Vivienne was nodding her head up and down almost eagerly. He wasn’t sure what he was supposed to say but he knew exactly what he was going to say.

      ‘I am not working at the moment.’

      That felt good. And, directing his eyes into the thick of the ballroom where guests were milling around a champagne fountain and a large waterfall of chocolate fondue, he could see his words hadn’t prompted the world to stop turning. That felt even better.

      ‘What he means is... he’s taking some time out and... redirecting his focus... waiting for his new muse,’ Vivienne jumped in.

      If that statement hadn’t been so utterly tragic he might have laughed. Was that what Vivienne thought? Was that what his father thought? He smiled at Marcie and her fruit bowl. ‘What I mean is’ – he plucked a glass of champagne from a passing waiter – ‘I am not working at the moment.’

      Marcie shook her head, pushing her octagon-shaped glasses up her nose. ‘I understand,’ the woman said. ‘I have to say our thoughts have been with you all.’ She looked directly at Julien then.

      ‘Really?’ Julien asked abruptly.

      ‘Yes, it was such a tragic loss for everyone concerned. We all felt it.’

      ‘Although it got only a tiny column in the newspaper.’

      ‘Julien—’ Vivienne started.

      ‘You were injured, weren’t you? Going in to rescue people.’

      The heat invaded his cheeks instantaneously. He wanted to step away before he felt the urge to grab her and her citrus display and hurl them both into the fondue.

      ‘Thank you, Marcie, but Julien, he was one of the lucky ones,’ Gerard answered.

      Julien snapped his head round to view his father. ‘Lucky.’ The word almost didn’t make it past his lips.

      Gerard didn’t engage, just continued to focus on Marcie, a pious look on his face. ‘It has been a terrible time for all of us as a family.’ Gerard picked an olive-festooned canapé from the tray of a passing waiter. ‘Everyone is still bearing the loss.’

      Everyone is still bearing the loss. Julien didn’t believe what he was hearing. His sister Lauren, and twenty-five others, had been trapped in a burning apartment in the city centre just a year ago, and twelve of them never made it out again. Lauren and the others who had died in the fire hadn’t made headline news. Did they not count? This woman dressed as a healthy-eating advert had no idea just how black things had been. Lauren was dead, she wasn’t coming back and Julien’s life had never felt so empty and pointless. And that was the real reason why he wasn’t working at the moment.

      ‘Her name was Lauren,’ Julien said, staring at his father who was chewing up the canapé. ‘You do remember your daughter, don’t you?’

      His eyes went to Vivienne and she gave him a sympathetic look. Not complete understanding maybe, but sympathy nonetheless.

      ‘So, Marcie,’ Vivienne started, taking a good grip on the woman with the five-a-day display. ‘Why don’t we go and speak to Jean-Paul? He’s the actor I was telling you about. Up and coming. Gerard and I saw him last year in a production in London.’

      Julien took a step into their path, ignoring all his future step-mother’s warning signals and anxious looks at his father. He addressed the woman. ‘So, you want me to take photos I assume. Smiling, happy people? Celebrities perhaps? Fodder for your magazine? Fantasy pictures to tell people everything is always wonderful in Paris?’ He put his hands both sides of his mouth and shouted. ‘All is well! We have great cafés and Gerard Depardieu, non?’

      Suddenly his father’s fingers were gripping his forearm and pulling him away from a retreating Vivienne and Marcie, the women shifting up the room in a glimmer of sequins and a sway of citrus. When he met Gerard’s gaze there was pure white fury written in his father’s expression.

      ‘What the hell was that?’ Gerard seethed. ‘You are here to show support to the company. Vivienne thought it would also be a good opportunity for you to re-engage, get a new job.’

      ‘Why would she think I want to do that?’ Julien asked, folding his arms across his chest.

      ‘Because you haven’t fucking worked for over a year!’

      ‘So fucking what?!’ Julien fired the words at his father’s face, anger and hurt spiralling through his body. He was breathing hard now, more pain and heartache reaching his chest than air for his lungs. He shook, his body trembling as Gerard simply plucked a handkerchief from the top pocket of his suit and wiped his face, as if Julien’s words had tainted his skin.

      ‘Go home, Julien. If you’re going to be like this then I don’t want you here,’ Gerard stated coolly. ‘Get yourself together.’

      Julien bunched his hands into fists as the string quartet started to play ‘Vive Le Vent’. Was there a time limit on grief? Was there a moment, perhaps one morning, when you woke up and suddenly everything was all right again?

      He focussed on his father, shaking hands with a tuxedoed clone, reaching for another expensive tiny canapé.

      ‘Monsieur?’ a waiter asked, offering a tray of champagne glasses towards him.

      Julien looked at the white alcohol fizzing in the tall, slim glasses. Bright effervescence bursting with every bubble that popped on its surface. It sparkled and shone. Just like his sister had.

      He shook his head quickly at the waiter before making for the door.

      Bursting out of the hotel, Julien hit the cold air of the centre of the fourth arrondissement and grounded himself on the pavement, willing his anger to subside. He closed his eyes and breathed in. The aroma of garlic, sizzling meats and tobacco hit his nose as he let himself get caught up in the street sounds – mopeds, laughter, dogs barking. Slowly he opened his eyes, adjusting to the dark, the only light coming from the wrought-iron lamps each side of the road. A café opposite – Deschamps – was bursting at the seams. Its clientele sat outside, in the French way. Now, in December, there were no floaty dresses or tailored shorts – all the customers were enveloped in winter coats and scarves, barricaded against the harsh wind that threatened snow, gloved hands gripping small cups of café or tumblers of beer.

      Had Julien had his camera with him and if he hadn’t still been grieving for his sister, he might have snapped a shot of this perfect portrayal of French winter life. Lauren had adored the café culture of their homeland. They’d meet up on a Friday night like this, after work, drink copious amounts of alcohol, just remembering to order food before the kitchen of their chosen brasserie closed for the evening. Over something with chicken or just a large portion of pommes frites and bread they had talked about their week. He smiled now. Lauren had always been so full of stories about the department store she worked in. A picky woman she had had to help dress for a wedding, or a badly behaved child she had pulled a face at when his mother wasn’t looking. His sister had been a whirlwind in life. But, just like a whirlwind, she had spun fast and furious and then... was gone... leaving nothing but memories and her family’s broken hearts.

      The chill whipped under his tuxedo jacket and he waited for traffic to lessen before he stepped across the road towards the café. There was only one thing left to do to ease his way out of this night and into the morning. Get drunk.
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          Waitrose, Kensington, London

        

      

    

    
      Ava hated it. She looked like the love child of a toilet brush and Billy Idol. This wasn’t Bowie in his heyday, this was simply hay – only blonder and shorter and just as smelly. But she hadn’t admitted she hated it to Sissy. She had instead composed her face into what she thought was the look of a rock musician and had given the mirror the appropriate attitude. Then she’d handed over an extortionate amount of money and fled the salon, on a clock to get to Tesco before she was supposed to be at Debs’. Except Waitrose was much closer and time was of the essence. She only hoped, after forking out for her new hair, she could afford their nibbles.

      Waitrose seemed to have ‘luxury’ Christmas crackers at the end of every aisle – prizes ranging from nail clippers and golf tees to a plastic moustache and a Chinese puzzle. Ava was having trouble finding anything she wanted. Festive crisps she was going to get last, firstly she needed to grab chocolate – milk chocolate, the biggest slab they had – and ensure any red wine she bought was over thirteen per cent.

      She navigated a stand of ‘luxury’ mince pies and Christmas puddings. Everything was ‘luxury’ around here including the prices. She was going to have to start watching the pennies now she had told Leo they were over and he could keep his job as well. She’d never liked selling apartments even though she was good at it. It was always just meant to be a stopgap. The job she’d snapped up to distance herself from her mother’s modelling agency and to try and head off her mother’s intention to still push modelling gigs her way. She could almost hear her mother now, a rewind from the time before she got the apparently apocalyptic tattoo no manner of cover-up was going to fix: It’s Dubai, darling. A night in the Burj Al Arab. They wanted Tina but she’s in LA. If you’d just do this incredible juice-fast diet all the girls are on, you’d be in perfect shape in two weeks – a month tops.

      And that was the heart of their relationship. Rhoda Devlin, former model, now a partner at an agency Ava had been signed up to as soon as she was old enough to smile, still trying to direct her life. Still wanting her to be the model daughter in every sense of the phrase. She couldn’t wait for her mother to see what she’d done with her hair. Perhaps, at last, she would see that apart from a little work on the agency’s social media accounts, she wanted no other involvement.

      Her phone trilled and Ava dipped her hand into her black leather messenger bag and retrieved her phone.

      Rhoda Rhinestone.

      It was a petty nickname for her own mother but it did make her smile every time it flashed up. Flash was appropriate, her mother had always thought she was two sequins above everyone else. Ava read the text which had apparently come in an hour ago.

      
        Brilliant news, darling! Wonderful opportunity for you on a beach in the Azores if you detox. I’ve booked us into a fantastic retreat in Goa. Yashtanga and spa treatments. I’ve emailed through the details…

        

      Ava’s gaze broke away from the text as the email arrived in her inbox. The woman was unstoppable. She had no idea what Yashtanga meant and ‘spa treatments’ was code for mud, cling-film-style body wraps and colon cleansing. Another beep and a second message arrived.

      
        Leo could come with you. Sun, sand and smoked tofu should smooth over relations.

        

      Ava gritted her teeth, the words blurring as her eyes reacted to the horrible realisation that she hadn’t been the only one Leo had been in contact with today. He had obviously spoken to her mother and she would lay bets that he hadn’t mentioned the fact he was sleeping with the woman in charge of selling the penthouse suites.

      ‘I just want to get to the biscuits for cheese.’

      Ava received an elbow to her side and looked up at a large man dressed all in tweed, green Hunter boots on his feet, a flat cap on his head. He was in the centre of London looking like he’d just walked off the cover of Angling Times – and he had just shoved her because she was in his way.

      ‘Do you mind?’ Ava shot back, her body prickling from his ignorance and the messages from Rhoda Rhinestone.

      ‘Do you?’ the reply came. ‘I’m trying to get to the biscuits.’

      ‘Well now,’ Ava began, hands on hips and standing her ground, ‘I’m not moving an inch until you learn some bloody manners.’

      ‘What did you say?’ the man asked, squaring up to his full six feet.

      Ava narrowed her eyes at him, angst about Leo, her mother, her horrible hay hair, bubbling dangerously under the surface. ‘I said,’ she started, ‘if you don’t learn some manners pretty bloody quickly I’m going to take down those luxury biscuits for cheese and shove them right up your—’

      ‘Is there a problem here, madam?’

      It was a youthful, happy, smiling, full of pre-Christmas cheer staff member with a badge that said ‘Justin’.

      ‘Yes!’ Ava exclaimed. ‘Yes, there is a problem! This... excuse for a gentleman, has forgotten his manners en route to the luxury biscuits for cheese.’

      ‘This lady, although I use the term very loosely, has decided to verbally attack me for absolutely no reason whatsoever,’ the man dressed in green responded.

      ‘You!’ Ava said, pointing a finger. ‘You think you can just swan in here with your gentry gait and your... and your snooty boots... I bet... I bet you’ve got a Land Rover parked outside you don’t even need!’

      ‘How dare you!’

      ‘How dare I what?’ Ava continued. ‘Voice an opinion? Want a please or an excuse me? Manners are a requirement to shop here, aren’t they, Justin?’ She nodded at the shop worker, her blonde spikes barely moving an inch due to the amount of putty Sissy had rubbed in.

      ‘Well, I...’ Justin answered as a small crowd of shoppers began to congregate at the end of the aisle to watch the exchange.

      ‘All I wanted,’ the man yelled. ‘Was my biscuits for cheese.’

      ‘Please,’ Ava interjected angrily.

      ‘Oh for God’s sake... please,’ the man stated with an infuriated sigh.

      Satisfied, Ava reached up to the shelf and pulled down the biscuit box, offering it out to the man. He grabbed it, whipping it from Ava’s grasp and almost sending her off balance.

      ‘For your information,’ the man hissed as Ava straightened up, ‘I have a Nissan Navara and, going by your hair, I’d say you were one of those loud-mouth lesbians who wishes she was a man.’

      Now Ava was seething. She reached onto the shelf. The first thing that came to hand was a multipack of Ryvitas, followed by Carr’s water biscuits and a rather weighty plastic orange box of Jacob’s crackers. She threw them, one after the other, at the retreating gamekeeper-garbed man who was swearing and cussing but could do nothing but shield his head with his hands as Ava continued to attack.

      Gluten-free breadsticks were for Cassandra – she probably ate them herself – the artisan kale chips were for Leo because he liked upmarket crap like that – they hit the man in the eye – and the final item to make its mark, before security took her by her arms, was rice crackers from Thailand.

      ‘That was assault!’ the man bellowed, cheeks as red as a fox-hunting jacket. ‘I want her charged! You saw it! You all saw it!’

      Ava tried to shake off the two security guards. ‘Oh, go on back to your Nissan Navara and your lamping... or whatever else it is you’re pretending to do in central London dressed like that!’

      ‘Ava?’

      Ava turned her bright blonde head in the direction of a voice she recognised all too well. Her mouth shut then and she closed her eyes. Now she was wishing for a police van. Being arrested would be far preferable to having a conversation about this with her mother.
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          Deschamps Brasserie, 4th Arrondissement, Paris

        

      

    

    
      Julien raised his index finger at the barman indicating his need for a refill. He was three glasses of beer down, in the middle of the Friday party crowd, yet not part of their happy thriving mass. He was there but not there – an isolated island, unreachable, untouched by the rest of the planet.

      ‘Merci,’ he said to the barman as another beer glass was set down in front of him. He took a swig, the foam froth catching his top lip. Shifting slightly on his stool at the bar he turned to face the room. The sound of joyful chatter from the many customers rose over the background music playing from the café’s speakers. Couples held hands, smoked, dined on mussels, crêpes and gougères, a group of young men in the corner played air violin in time to nothing in particular, and four women dressed in short frocks, thick tights and Ugg boots – designer shopping bags at their feet – laughed over a carafe of red wine. Hanging from each front window frame by a red-and-white checked ribbon were rustic rattan stars covered in a coating of glistening snow spray. Fir cones tied together with gold tape cascaded down between each window. Christmas was coming whether anyone wanted it to or not.

      ‘Julien!’

      Hearing his name, he turned. Coming his way was his best friend, the only friend he hadn’t completely pushed aside. Didier. Julien waved a hand, not wanting the company but knowing it was inevitable.

      ‘How are you, my friend?’ Didier greeted above the hubbub of talk, leaning in to kiss Julien on each cheek then slapping him on the back.

      ‘I’m good,’ he lied, widening out a smile. ‘Very good.’

      Didier appraised him, his chocolate-coloured eyes bulging from his mocha skin as he seemed to analyse Julien’s statement. He put his hands on his hips and tilted his head a little. ‘Then why are you here alone?’

      Julien realised his mistake now. Didier had left a message – make that several messages – on his voicemail about coming out with him tonight. He hadn’t responded.

      ‘It was... a thing... a business thing... with my father.’ Julien pulled at the lapel of his tuxedo as if his dress explained everything.

      Didier pulled up a stool and sat down. ‘You could have called me back to tell me that.’

      Julien blew out a breath. ‘I wasn’t sure I was going to go. I suppose I didn’t really... in the end.’

      ‘You are fighting with him again,’ Didier stated, beckoning the bartender.

      ‘No,’ Julien said, shaking his head.

      ‘Why do you always try to lie to me, Julien? Am I not your friend?’

      ‘Of course,’ he said quickly. ‘OK, we may have had an exchange but... not really a fight.’ How did you describe yelling about your dead sister to your father, step-mother and a woman wearing a basket of fruit as couture?

      ‘You should have said you would come out with me tonight,’ Didier said, taking a packet of cigarettes from his pocket. He bit one out with his teeth then lit up.

      Julien had no answer for that. He picked up his glass of beer and buried his mouth in the liquid.

      ‘So, you will come out?’ Didier continued.

      ‘I am out,’ Julien answered.

      ‘Not here,’ Didier said, blowing smoke in Julien’s face. ‘To a club. Dancing. More drinks until the morning comes.’

      Didier’s exuberance burst from every pore. He had always been that way, ever since they studied at college together. Bright, intellectually as well as creatively, he was the very epitome of someone who lived their life blowing in the breeze, making decisions on the throw of the dice.

      Julien shook his head. ‘Not tonight, I’m tired.’

      Didier struck him with another look that suggested disbelief. ‘Tired?’ he asked. ‘Tired because you have slept all day?’

      ‘What?’ He hadn’t slept all day today. He had watched a couple of reruns of Sous Le Soleil and stared out his window as the gendarmes took away a singing man dressed as Papa Noël.

      ‘You are fooling no one, Julien,’ Didier said, his eyebrows meeting in the middle. ‘When was the last time you picked up your camera?’

      What was it with everyone? He’d spent years with a camera strung around his neck, living and breathing his art, not once had anyone said to him Julien, when was the last time you put your camera down?

      ‘Is there a point to this, Didier?’ he responded. ‘If I answer will you stop asking me to come dancing?’

      ‘Lauren would not want this,’ Didier said.

      A breath left Julien and floated into the air, mixing with the smoke and the scent of crème brûlée. ‘At least you are not too scared to say her name.’

      ‘What do you mean?’ Didier asked, resting his cigarette in the ashtray on the bar.

      Julien shook his head. ‘My father... he likes to pretend she didn’t even exist.’

      ‘I am sure that is not true,’ Didier insisted. ‘I saw him... at the funeral... he could hardly stand.’ He flicked the ash from the end of the cigarette before reinstalling it in his mouth. ‘That is not the behaviour of a man who does not care.’

      It was true. His father hadn’t coped well with Lauren’s service. Gerard was supposed to speak, tell the large congregation what a full life she had led in her twenty-five years. Instead he had clung on to Vivienne, burying his head in her shoulder, his face contorted with grief, leaving the words to be read by the priest.

      ‘He has moved on now,’ Julien stated, absentmindedly.

      Didier smiled, smoke escaping from his thick lips. ‘That is how the world works, Julien. We have to move on.’ He stubbed out his cigarette. ‘I know Lauren would not want to see you like this. Stopping life,’ Didier continued. ‘Not taking photographs.’ He nudged Julien with his arm. ‘She loved your photographs,’ he said. ‘And she definitely understood them more than me.’

      Julien smiled then. Didier liked simple things – the Eiffel Tower at night, the Place de la Concorde, boats on the Seine. His friend had struggled with the more arty shots he liked to take – flowers in the hand of a small child looking up at her grandfather, two bicycles leaning against each other outside the Louvre. Those photographs had been at the centre of his last exhibition. He had received praise from critics and press alike, sold more prints than ever before and received a string of commissions. Now it all felt like a world away.

      Julien looked around him. Smiling faces, animated chatter, the sound of an accordion drifting in from outside. His stomach contracted as two plates of croque monsieur were brought out by the waitress. He almost craved the soft, melted cheese and smoked ham. When was the last time he had felt hungry?

      ‘You should take more photographs,’ Didier stated, sipping his drink. ‘Have another exhibition like before.’

      Julien blew out a breath. ‘It isn’t as simple as that. I can’t just go out and take some pictures, book a gallery and hope that people come.’ He sighed. ‘It takes planning... and... inspiration.’

      And that was what he was lacking the most. Inspiration. Motivation for his job and pretty much the entire rest of his life.

      ‘You could take photos of me,’ Didier stated, wide-eyed, then posing as if he were a model.

      ‘You want my new muse to be you,’ Julien said.

      ‘Why not?’ Didier asked, hands on hips, still pouting. ‘My mother says I have the look of Sébastien Foucan and he has been in a James Bond movie.’

      Julien shook his head, trying not to laugh.

      ‘You think I am not good enough for your camera?’ Didier asked, sounding insulted.

      ‘I think you would get bored or lose concentration as soon as you saw a beautiful girl or needed another grand crème.’

      ‘I could be your practice, then,’ Didier suggested. ‘Tomorrow! We could go out, I could lay myself naked across the steps of the Sacré Coeur holding a kitten.’

      ‘You do that and the gendarmes will take your freedom,’ Julien replied.

      ‘No kitten, then,’ Didier said. ‘But tomorrow. Let’s go out, you can take some photos of the city and I will buy all the coffee.’

      Julien sighed. ‘I can’t.’

      ‘Julien...’

      ‘I’m sorry, Didier.’ He swallowed. ‘I’m just not ready.’
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          Kensington, London

        

      

    

    
      ‘I don’t know what you were thinking,’ Rhoda breathed. ‘If one of those security personnel decides to make a quick buck, you, throwing savoury snacks around, is going to go viral. And that isn’t the sort of publicity the company needs.’

      She wanted to say no one would recognise her as Rhoda Devlin’s daughter and no one would care, but the best thing to do was say nothing. She kept her mouth clamped shut, teeth gripped together like an advert for Fixodent. She hadn’t said one word since Rhoda had waded in with apologies and a fifty-pound note (who carried those in the real world?) before bundling her into her Audi. Silence was a tactic she had been employing since the Armageddon tattoo.

      ‘And... you’d better give me the name of the salon that did that to your hair so we can start legal proceedings.’

      Ava bit her teeth so hard the enamel started to ache. Why had her mother been in that Waitrose? Why had Leo had the absolute gall to text her? Couldn’t everyone, for once, just leave her alone?

      ‘Ava, are you listening to me?’

      Flicking her eyes to the rear-view mirror, Ava caught her mother’s eyes. It was only then she realised Rhoda had pushed her into the back seat. Not like a celebrity. Like a child.

      She heard her mother inhale as if she were in the middle of a session of reiki. Her father had cited the abdominal breathing in the divorce proceedings and, even then, Ava had understood completely why that might be considered an irreconcilable difference.

      ‘Don’t worry, we can fix this. I know someone who can transform unspeakable hair disasters because, believe me, most top models have been there.’

      It was time to talk. ‘I’m not a top model, Mum, I never was.’

      ‘No, but you could be, if you do all the things I’ve been telling you to do for years.’ Rhoda sighed. ‘I know you haven’t been keeping to the diet I planned for you.’

      Ava closed her eyes. The brown rice had almost made her long for anorexia and she was sure you could clean limescale off a toilet bowl with grapefruit.

      ‘Ava, are you listening?’ Rhoda bit.

      She nodded.

      ‘We can fix all this. Get you back on track, yes?’ Rhoda suggested.

      She just needed to stay quiet. Just utter suitably vague responses.

      ‘The assignment in the Azores could be your big break,’ Rhoda continued. ‘But we need to get you perfect.’

      Of course she did. Because she had never been good enough. Her ears weren’t the right shape and her neckline sagged. She looked bloated if she ate breakfast before a shoot... the list was endless. And that’s why she had started inventing injuries and accidents and blaming public transport on no-shows when she was still at school. And it had worked… to a degree. There were fewer offers, despite Rhoda still sending out her portfolio. And then, after tearing up Rhoda’s diet plans and spending her wax and mani-pedi allowance on Wagamamas, they had stopped altogether. Ava was, for the moment, just the girl in charge of Twitter. But her mother, almost four years after Ava’s last, grudging, catalogue shoot, showed no signs of giving up.

      ‘You can drop me just here,’ Ava said, looking at the window and not really knowing where she was.

      ‘What? Don’t be silly, Ava. I’m taking you back home.’ Rhoda’s eyes appeared in the rear-view mirror again. ‘We need to get ready for India and the Azores.’

      ‘Mum—’

      ‘I have these marvellous little pills that really stop your cravings.’

      Ava started to pull at the door handle, no concern for the fact they were cruising through London’s festive streets. She wanted out of there, even if it meant pitching herself onto the tarmac underneath the strings of multi-coloured fairy lights and illuminated angels. It failed to open. ‘Have you put the child lock on?’

      ‘For goodness sake, Ava,’ Rhoda exclaimed, pulling the Audi into the kerb.

      Ava continued to try the door, yanking at the handle in desperation.

      ‘Calm down,’ Rhoda ordered, turning off the engine and shifting her body in her seat to look at Ava. ‘You’ll get blotchy and crease your forehead.’

      ‘I don’t care!’ Ava wailed. ‘Why would I care?!’

      She wanted out of the car. The air was getting thin like she was 30,000 feet up in a Boeing with the window open. She gave the door another push.

      ‘You’re so like your father when you‘re like this,’ Rhoda breathed.

      Ava closed her eyes. Not that same old same old. When in doubt, blame the man who’d had the good sense to escape. She swallowed. That was cruel. The breakdown of her parents’ marriage hadn’t just been Rhoda’s fault. Her father hadn’t talked, or tried, just packed a bag and handed everything over. Rhoda was good at exhausting people. But, away from that stress now, her father was unblotchy with a forehead that wasn’t creased. He smiled a lot more and went to watch Tottenham every other week. He had a girlfriend called Myleene and they spent summers in the Philippines. She suspected any heavy breathing Myleene did involved something tantric she’d rather not think about in relation to her dad.

      Anger diluting a little, Ava let out a sigh. ‘Could you take me to Debs’?’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Because that’s where I’m meant to be. That’s where I was going before the guy in tweed started being rude and I threw Ryvita’s finest and... you came.’

      ‘I don’t like that girl,’ Rhoda said with a sniff, pulling down the visor and checking her reflection in the vanity mirror.

      ‘Why not?’ Ava asked.

      ‘She’s so...’ Rhoda started. ‘So...’

      Ava waited, sensing the type of thing that was going to come out of her mother’s mouth.

      ‘Ordinary,’ Rhoda finished off.

      Ava’s hackles were back up, defensive on her best friend’s behalf. She opened her mouth to say there was nothing wrong with ordinary, that ordinary was safe and cosy and comfortable. She closed it again when she realised what she had already been aware of for years. Her mother thought ‘ordinary’ was a mortal sin. Why be ‘ordinary’ when you could enhance everything with a potion from the Chinese herbal shop or chicken fillets in your bra.

      ‘I know what you’re doing, Ava,’ Rhoda stated. ‘And I want you to know it’s OK. I understand.’

      Did she? A flicker of hope danced in her insides.

      ‘You were going for a short crop like Natalie Portman tried.’

      Hope fell to the bottom of her stomach like an ungraceful Sugar Plum Fairy.

      ‘The thing is, Ava, you don’t have the cheekbones for that style,’ Rhoda continued. ‘And I think you know that... so really this was just a cry for help.’

      Instinctively, Ava’s fingers went to where her strawberry-blonde shoulder-length hair should be. A good ten inches higher up and they found the short crop of platinum. ‘This isn’t a cry for help.’

      Rhoda breathed out. ‘But you’ve lost Leo.’

      Ava furrowed her brow, her mother’s tone saying so much. She had lost Leo. Not Leo had lost her. And Leo wasn’t a cute puppy who had wandered off into the woods and was roaming alone in Epping. Leo was a cheating arse who had lied to her. For months. She was better off without him. Even if it meant she would be single for Christmas... and possibly forever.

      She shifted, unable to stay enclosed in the car any longer, bearing the brunt of her mother’s pent-up wrath because Ava had never been the next Cindy Crawford. Leaping forward, she clawed her way over the gearstick and into the passenger seat.

      ‘What are you doing?!’ Rhoda yelped. ‘You’ll scratch the leather seats.’

      And that comment said it all. Ava pulled the door handle and scrabbled out, a draft of icy wind freezing her newly shorn scalp. She’d get the Tube or hail the first for-hire cab, anything rather than sit here another minute more.

      ‘Ava, get back in the car,’ Rhoda called, seatbelt restricting her from leaning too far.

      ‘No,’ she replied.

      ‘We are going to Goa. It’s going to be nothing but chanting and mung beans. Your soul is going to be just as cleansed as your dermis, I promise.’

      She didn’t want her soul cleansed. The only thing she wanted to scrub away was this constant feeling of inadequacy. But the problem was, she had never been able to say no to her mother. She’d always had to look for another way out, or make something up. A sprained ankle or overdosing on Kettle chips and going up a dress size. And this time wasn’t any different.

      Ava pulled her coat closed, teeth chattering as the evening’s dropping temperature touched every uncovered inch of her. ‘I’ll call you tomorrow,’ she stated as softly as she could manage.

      ‘What time?’

      Ava swallowed, holding on to the door of the Audi as her mother’s eyes, false eyelashes to rival Nicole Scherzinger, looked back, waiting for an answer.

      ‘Schedule in eleven o’ clock,’ Ava responded. ‘Goodbye, Mum.’

      Without waiting for Rhoda to work up a response, she pushed the door hard and watched it slam shut, closing out her mother’s opening and closing mouth and the rose-gold earrings circa pictures she’d seen of Grace Jones in the eighties. Then she about-faced and headed off towards the line of hanging snowflake lights suspended from the railway bridge.

      

      Cabs were hard to come by on a Friday night and Ava’s cluttered bag wasn’t giving up her Oyster card so, by the time she’d walked across the borough and made it to Debs’ front door, she was colder than a character from Fortitude.

      She knocked – hands red and swollen from the frosty air – and within a few moments the door was flung open, Debs appearing in a Christmas jumper and a skirt with flashing lights. The sweater pronounced ‘No rein here, deer, just snow’ with a motif of two glittered-up reindeers, hooves in the air, looking like they were about to perform something choreographed by Michael Flatley. The skirt was glowing on and off with a multitude of colours and, for a second, Ava was blinded.

      ‘Ava!’ Debs exclaimed, as if Ava was Father Christmas himself. ‘Goodness, you didn’t have to go to so much trouble with the wig! Is it meant to be Cruella De Vil or Elsa from Frozen?’

      Before Ava could open her mouth to say anything, Debs had stepped forward and pulled her into a bear hug. Large plastic candy-cane earrings almost took out one of Ava’s eyes. She closed them, relishing the scent of LUSH products and eau de Lambrini as Debs hugged hard.

      ‘It’s not a wig,’ she whispered.

      Debs let her go then, standing back and staring at her, eyes focussing on her scalp as if looking for the weave.

      ‘It’s not?’ Debs said, voice still a little uncertain.

      Ava shook what was left of her remaining hair. ‘Leo was cheating on me,’ she began, ‘with the girl I told you about.’ She sniffed. ‘The one who looks like Ferne McCann. And’ – she looked up at Debs – ‘I went to Waitrose to get red wine and Christmassy crisps and I threw things at a really rude man and security came and then... my mother and...’ With every word that passed her lips her breath was becoming shorter and shorter, each piece of rotten drama suddenly activating inside her. Her eyes began to smart with tears to the strains of Greg Lake’s ‘I Believe in Father Christmas’ filtering out from the house. ‘My mother wants to take me to Goa, then the Azores,’ she continued. ‘After she’s fed me lentils, plastered me in Clinique and fitted me with a hair integration.’

      ‘Don’t say any more,’ Debs ordered, gathering Ava up in a warm hug she’d delivered so many times before when the going got tough at home, school, or wherever and whenever Bitchy Richy Nicola in the year above had decided to verbally attack her. ‘I know what we’re going to do.’

      Ava closed her eyes and took comfort in the gesture before releasing Debs. ‘Pickle our livers in Kopparberg?’ She pressed her index fingers to the escaping tears before they froze.

      ‘Yes!’ Debs answered enthusiastically. ‘And wait until you taste the homemade damson wine Ethel brought round. She said she made it in 1988 and I totes believe her.’

      Ava let a small laugh escape. ‘Maybe it will make my hair grow back.’

      ‘I like your hair,’ Debs said, pulling Ava closer as she stepped into the house. ‘It’s very... European.’

      ‘Is it?’

      ‘Yes, and that’s a good thing,’ Debs continued, pulling Ava into the house and closing the door on the dark and the freezing air.

      ‘It is?’

      ‘Yes, because it’s going to go beautifully in Paris,’ Debs said, putting her arm around Ava’s shoulders. ‘First come and say hello to everyone and start marinating your internal organs.’ She smiled. ‘Then we’ll get online and book you on my Eurostar. What you need is a change, Ava. France to be exact.’ Debs waved a hand like she was depicting an artist’s landscape. ‘The Parisian air, the French food... the French men.’

      ‘You need someone to help you with your latest article, don’t you?’ Ava guessed.

      Debs’ smile wobbled.

      ‘Debs?’

      ‘Is it that obvious?’ she asked with a sigh and a light laugh.

      ‘Just a bit.’

      ‘I was going to ask you anyway. Before’– Debs stopped briefly – ‘the TOWIE woman and the cosmopolitan hair.’

      Ava smiled at her friend. ‘In that case... have you got any Stella?’
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          Rue de Rivoli, 4th Arrondissement, Paris

        

      

    

    
      Julien stood in front of the Saint-Jacques Tower as the snow began to settle on the pavement. It was the earliest he had made it out of his apartment in months. Not only was it still light, it was before lunch, and around him the city was in full swing. Buses, cars, sliding over the thin coating of snow on the roads, wipers swishing the flakes away from windscreens.

      The last couple of days had passed without unusual occurrence. Didier had called. He hadn’t answered. He had people-watched from his Juliette balcony, eaten from cans when his stomach protested and drank from bottles when his memories got overwhelming. But now, he was here, his camera around his neck, looking at one of the monuments he’d always admired. The monument in the photo he’d forgotten all about until he found it, loose at the bottom of a box of Lauren’s things. There it had been last night, under her favourite cranberry-red, woollen beanie, the corner of it stuck inside a well-thumbed copy of a Jackie Collins novel. He’d pulled it out, his sister’s vibrant smile like a punch to his gut. He’d stared at the picture until his eyes ached, hoping somewhere in the depths of him that looking would bring her closer again.

      He tilted his head a little, eyes raising upwards with the gradient of the building. It was beautiful. A creamy white guardian standing over the street below, it’s flamboyant Gothic design representative of the Parisian ways. Gargoyles gurned down along with the sculptures of saints and the four evangelists – lion, bull, eagle and man – on each corner of the tower. Julien tipped back his head, the camera to his eye and clicked.

      The almost insignificant little noise his camera made caused a tightening of his core. It was the first time he had heard that noise in so long. That tiny sound used to be as present in his life as breathing. He lowered the camera and took a long, slow breath, his gaze going from the tower to the street around him. The city always carried on. Resilient, brave, caught up in living. He watched a line of school children walking along the pavement led at pace by their teacher. Cheeks red with cold, woollen hats on their heads, breath dancing in the air as they chatted with excitement. Fearless and innocent in a changing world.

      Could that be a theme for him? Contrast? Like night versus day? Dark versus light? The old flamboyance of the Tour de Saint-Jacques compared to the modern Pompidou Centre only a few streets away? He wasn’t sure how he felt about the Pompidou Centre with its steel supports and air ducts. It might make the inside uncluttered for the museum, but was its outside beautifully different or downright ugly?

      Beauty. Now that could definitely be a theme. It was different things to different people. One person’s view, appreciated by their eyes, held in their heart. It was certainly a better idea than capturing a naked Didier with a kitten. He smiled, a genuine reaction brought on by thoughts of his carefree friend prancing nude around the steps of a French church. And then it started, a rolling, unstoppable sensation that filled every inch of his insides. Laughter, uncontrollable laughter. A ray of winter sunshine hit his cheeks and suddenly it was like he had been reawakened. He was here. He was alive. He stretched out his hands, palms to the sky, letting the snowflakes fall onto his skin as his head tipped back. Beauty. Resilience. Life. It was still there. The little things. The smallest pleasures. He had his theme.
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          Debs’ house, London

        

      

    

    
      ‘So, are you sure you girls have got everything you need?’

      It was Debs’ mum, Sue, who had asked the question and Ava answered by holding up her passport. Sue had come round early with tins of treats for them to eat on the train – sandwiches, cakes and cheese straws. She was also in charge of feeding Debs’ fish while they were away.

      Sue laughed, her wavy blonde hair shaking in response. ‘Clothes, Ava? Something to keep you warm?’

      ‘I happen to know that your daughter has a fine selection of jumpers I can borrow if I get cold, and besides, I can’t go home again just now.’

      She had been avoiding her mother’s phone calls for the past two days and sneaking about between dusk and dawn so there was no chance of her being kidnapped by Rhoda and put on the next plane to India.

      ‘I really think you should call your mum, Ava. She’ll be worried about you,’ Sue said softly.

      Ava looked up at Sue. Hair held off her face by a claw clip, make-up natural and at least three tones less orange than Rhoda’s. She was wearing a pencil skirt and quite a funky animal-print blouse. Modern, tasteful, nothing designer, her smile warm and genuine. Debs’ mum had virtually adopted Ava and she had been coming here for comfort and real food since senior school. There was no calorie counting in this house, just a never empty biscuit tin and pizza on Saturday nights. Here there had never been any expectations. Just an accepting welcome, an old comfy sofa and a listening ear if asked for.

      ‘I’ll call her from the train station,’ Ava offered. She wouldn’t. But she didn’t want to make Sue party to this, and it would make her feel better. If she actually believed her.

      ‘Promise me, Ava,’ Sue added, eying her with suspicion.

      There was no getting away from it now. She couldn’t make a promise.

      ‘I can’t call her,’ Ava stated. ‘If I call her she’ll make me go to India.’

      ‘I’m sure she won’t—’ Sue began.

      Debs entered the kitchen, pushing a wheelie case, a giant holdall on her back. ‘She will, Mum. This is totes the best way. Ava needs to disappear.’

      ‘Disappearing is perhaps a drastic way of putting it,’ Ava said.

      ‘Shall I call her?’ Sue suggested. ‘Maybe when you’re in the tunnel, actually under the water—’

      ‘No!’ Ava and Debs said at once.

      Sue looked a little taken aback and Ava moved then, putting an arm around her shoulder. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, resting her head against Sue’s. ‘I know it’s a lot to ask, but she can’t know where I am until it’s too late and Goa’s not a goer.’

      ‘’Til Goa’s a goner,’ Debs suggested.

      ‘But,’ Sue started, ‘if you tell her how you feel then…’

      Ava sighed. ‘My mum isn’t into feels.’ She smiled then, letting Sue go. ‘And she would probably have a stroke if she knew what goodies you’ve given us for the journey.’

      Debs put her hands to her mouth. ‘I don’t remember packing my Christmas-tree jumper with the talking elf.’

      ‘What?!’ Ava exclaimed. ‘Go and get it!’

      Debs about-turned and headed out into the hall, boot-clad feet thundering up the stairs.

      Before Ava could turn her attention to anything else, Sue swept her up into a hug, squeezing tight and patting the space between her shoulder blades. The familiar scent of something by Impulse, not something uber-exotic or expensive, was comforting.

      ‘Debs told me about Leo,’ Sue said softly.

      Ava swallowed. ‘She did?’

      ‘He doesn’t deserve you,’ Sue continued. ‘And you don’t deserve to be treated like that. You’re a lovely, lovely girl and you’re better off without him.’

      ‘I—’

      ‘Cheating on someone... going behind someone’s back... taking your trust and throwing it away as if it doesn’t mean a thing...’

      The squeezing was getting tighter. ‘I—’

      ‘No one should have to go through that.’ Sue sniffed and drew away quickly, turning towards the kitchen roll and tearing a piece off.

      ‘He didn’t even like Coldplay. I should have seen the signs,’ Ava said.

      She swallowed. She hadn’t been sure Leo was ‘the one’, but having him signal their relationship meant so little by sleeping with a colleague who looked like Heidi Klum and gave office doughnuts a look of disdain every Friday really hurt. She hadn’t been good enough. The memories of the times he’d held her and told her she was beautiful were all tarnished like cheap earrings.

      ‘One Christmas-tree elf jumper,’ Debs said, coming back in and holding up the item of clothing before squashing it into a gap in her suitcase.

      ‘You’re going to have a lovely time but don’t forget to eat. I remember what Paris is like,’ Sue said with a sigh. ‘You two will be so overawed by the beautiful sights and the sounds of the accordion playing, the coffee, the—’

      ‘Mini bar in our room,’ Debs added with a grin.

      ‘I know the last time I went there I didn’t eat for twelve hours and felt a little bit giddy when I rode on one of those merry-go-rounds with the gurning horses.’

      ‘Note to self... no gurning horses,’ Ava stated.

      ‘And keep your energy levels up for all that shopping,’ Sue added.

      It was the complete reverse of a pep talk from Rhoda. That would have been don’t eat before shopping so you can fit into a size zero.

      ‘Shopping!’ Debs exclaimed. ‘My totes favourite word.’

      ‘Apart from “totes”,’ Ava teased.

      ‘Come here,’ Sue said, opening her arms to her daughter and almost inhaling Debs into her bosom. ‘Now, listen to me, no worrying while you’re away. Concentrate on your work. Everything is fine.’

      ‘I know,’ Debs answered.

      Ava’s interest was piqued. Debs hadn’t indicated everything wasn’t fine. Or perhaps she had been so caught up in her break-up with Leo and her break away from her mother she hadn’t been taking enough notice.

      ‘You too, Ava,’ Sue said, opening her arms to release Debs and welcome Ava in. Ava stepped into the hug and closed her eyes. Who needed Leo when she had her best friend, her best friend’s mum and Paris in her sights?

      A loud blast of a car horn broke up the hugging and Ava forced a smile. ‘I guess that will be the taxi.’

      ‘Uber actually,’ Debs answered. ‘I’m trying to save money before we get to Paris and are at the mercy – that’s with a “y” not a “ci” – of the Paris taxi drivers.’

      ‘That’s a good idea,’ Sue said. ‘I remember them too.’ She smiled at the two women. ‘Bon voyage!’

      ‘More like bon appetit,’ Ava said. ‘The cheese straws are all for me, aren’t they?’

      ‘Come on, Ava,’ Debs ordered, heading out of the kitchen towards the front door.

      ‘Bye, Sue,’ Ava said, waving a hand. ‘Oh, just to say, if you fancy some of that purple wine in the fridge, I really wouldn’t have more than one glass.’
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