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© Guillaume Bonnaud


Virginie Grimaldi grew up in Bordeaux and wanted to be a writer for as long as she can remember. She wrote her first novel aged eight in a green notebook with multiplication tables in the back. It was about love and the sea and featured a thirty-page-long sunset . . .


How to Find Love in the Little Things was first published in France in May 2016 and became an instant bestseller, translated into multiple languages.


You can follow Virginie on Twitter: @GinieGrimaldi and Instagram: @virginiegrimaldi




 


What readers are saying about How to Find Love in the Little Things


‘Fabulously glorious, funny and uplifting’


‘I devoured this novel’


‘Don’t miss this book. I loved every word –it’s an ode to life and love’


‘Fantastic, feel-good summer read’


‘A real delight that lingers in the head and heart’


‘What a beautiful book . . . great fun to read’


‘Full of humour and pathos. A wonderful read!’


‘Reminds us that we all have stories to share of past loves and experiences – and that appearances can be deceptive’


‘I loved all the characters, found it funny, heart-warming, sad, nostalgic’


‘A lovely read with a few surprises thrown in’


‘A warm and fuzzy read with relatable and real characters’




About the Book


‘Welcome to Ocean View. You don’t know it yet, but you’ll be happy here. . .’


Julia’s not running away. Not exactly. She just needs a break from Paris and Marc and all the sad stuff that’s been going on lately. A little time to pull herself together.


The job offer felt like a lifeline. But now she’s back in Biarritz, suitcase in hand, she hasn’t the faintest idea what she was thinking.


What Julia doesn’t yet know is there’s more to the odds and ends of Ocean View than meet the eye. Behind the double doors lie broken hearts, lifelong secrets, a touch of romance and an unwavering passion for life. And sometimes it’s the most unlikely of places and people who help you find your way.




For William




Prologue


It was just another Saturday evening. Not destined to be engraved on my memory, and yet I remember every detail. That’s a prerogative of traumatic experiences, apparently. They embed themselves so deeply in our brains and bodies that we keep on reliving them afterwards, like endlessly watching the same scene of a film.


Marc’s stomach was acting as my pillow, we were watching Game of Thrones, episode nine of season three, we’d eaten takeaway sushi, the fan was whirring, it was nice. If I were a cat, I would have been purring.


When my phone rang, I sighed. Who’d disturb me at this time of night?


When I saw ‘Mum’ on the screen, I grumbled. She knows perfectly well it worries me when she calls late.


I wish I hadn’t answered. I wish it hadn’t happened.


That was six months ago, and I still feel like I’ve had my heart wrenched out.




February


‘Our greatest glory is not in never failing, but in rising up every time we fail’


‒ Ralph Waldo Emerson




Chapter 1


Monday, rain, February: a winning combo for a shit day.


The further my car travels along the road, the further I want to get away. I fork off down the lane and a sign on a tree tells me it’s straight ahead. Maybe no one will notice if I turn back. I come to a small car park dotted with trees and flowerbeds that clearly haven’t seen a gardener in a long time. I drive around it and park in front of the big building.


‘OCEAN VIEW U SING HOME’


If even the cast-iron lettering is packing in, I should be worried. Or what if the job offer had the typo, and this isn’t a nursing home and I’m really going to find myself in some kind of residential glee club . . . To be honest, that sounds much more fun than what’s in store for me.


The last few footsteps between me and the front door take for ever.


One step. I could still leave.


Two steps. I’d only have to get back to the car.


Three steps. No one would ever know, after all.


‘Do come in, we’ve been waiting for you!’


I don’t have time to get to the door before a woman appears in the entrance. She’s tall and solid, and her hair’s so frizzy she can hold a pencil in it. I scour my mind for an escape route, an excuse to run away, but nothing comes to me. So I smile politely, proffer my hand and follow her towards the next eight months of my life.




Chapter 2


Her high heels make a loud click-clacking on the white floor tiles. She walks briskly and I follow, respecting the appropriate distance. Two tiles, and I’m too close; four, and I’m safe.


What I’d like, in no particular order or all at once, is to disappear, become invisible, die, disintegrate, do a U-turn or rewind. Yes, there, that’s it. Could we rewind, please? Let’s meet up a little way back, when everything was fine. When my life didn’t feel like a horror film with me as the girl who’s slashed a hundred times with a chainsaw and gets back on her feet each time. Let’s meet before everything turned upside down, before everything fell apart. Before I told myself it would be the brainwave of the century to reply to this ad.


What the hell am I doing here?


We come to a stop by a white door and my guide puts a key in the lock. I look up at a small sign which reads:


Anne-Marie Rouillaux


Director


So this is the person I’ve spoken to several times on the phone. She goes in, walks around her desk and sits down in her chair.


‘Close the door and sit yourself down.’


I do as I’m told while she opens a file and studies the documents inside it, screwing up her eyes. A cactus standing next to her computer monitor indicates the mood. Somewhere in the background, the ticking of a clock marks out the seconds, in what feels like slow motion. Either that, or my heart’s beating too quickly.


I take a deep breath and launch into my explanations.


‘I’m so sorry I’m late. There are roadworks on the way into Biarritz and it took for ever to get through the temporary lights.’


She draws the pencil from her hair and jots down a few words on a fresh sheet of paper.


‘It’s all right this once, but I hope it remains an exception. We can’t afford to keep the residents waiting, do you understand?’


‘Yes, I understand.’


‘Good. I’ll give you the morning to settle in, look around and get your bearings. This afternoon, you’ll meet Lea Marnon, who you’ll be taking over from, as of tomorrow. Because of her condition, she can’t stay on to train you up, but she’ll try to teach you as much as she can in the few hours she has left here. That should be plenty. As I said on the phone, there aren’t many residents: twenty-one exactly, including one couple who share a studio.’


‘Oh, are there studios?’


‘That’s what we call the accommodation,’ she explains, getting to her feet. ‘Each one has a small bedroom, a living room with a kitchenette and a bathroom. Right, unless you have any questions, I have a meeting. Go to reception and Isabelle will show you your studio.’


I stand up, too, and follow her to the door.


‘Welcome to Ocean View,’ she smiles, slipping the pencil back between her curls. ‘You don’t know it yet, but you’re going to like it here!’


As she gestures me through the door, I think I’d be more likely to make friends with a unicorn than to enjoy being in this end-of-the-road place. The woman’s lost some of her marbles, for sure.


Oh god, what the hell am I doing here?




Chapter 3


Isabelle definitely suits the second half of her name. She’d be the belle of any ball, with her long black eyelashes framing green eyes, and a smile that could light up a decommissioned coalmine. Fairy godmothers had clearly just had a pay rise when Isabelle was born. When I introduce myself, she comes around the counter at reception and gives me a kiss on each cheek.


‘We can treat each other as friends, not just colleagues, can’t we?’ she suggests, without really waiting for an answer. ‘Everyone here does, except for Anne-Marie, and the residents, of course. But we do call them by their first names, it’s less formal. So you’re Julia?’


‘That’s right.’


‘And I gather you’ll be living on site. Come on, I’ll show you your studio, it’s in the annexe.’


She takes my hand and leads me out to the front of the building. There are ten or twelve trees and a few benches in the paved parking area. Sitting on one of them is an old lady who appears to be waiting for an imaginary bus. She has her walking stick in hand, wears the strap of her little black handbag across her body, and she’s matched her lipstick to her pink loafers.


‘Everything okay, Lucienne?’ Isabelle asks as we walk past.


The old woman looks to see where the voice came from, eventually focuses through her tinted lenses and gives us a sketchy smile.


‘Everything’s fine, dear. I’m waiting for my son, to go to the market. Oh, and I finally opened my bowels this morning!’


‘Well, that is good news!’ my new colleague exclaims. ‘You know what they say: “A poo before noon, the whole day’s a boon!”’


I pause momentarily. My car’s just a few metres away; if I’m quick, they won’t see me scram. But, governed by some sort of resignation to my fate, I keep following Isabelle.


The annexe is a small, two-storey construction thirty or forty metres from the main building. Like its bigger brother, it’s made of stone, punctuated with white windows and wrought-iron balconies.


‘There are seven studios here,’ Isabelle explains. ‘The four on the ground floor are for residents’ families who want somewhere to stay when visiting, and for elderly people to get a feel for the place before moving in. The three upstairs are for staff. Follow me. I’ll show you yours.’


‘Are the other two occupied?’ I ask as we go upstairs.


‘Yes, by Clara and Greg. Clara’s a care assistant who’s been living here since she split up with her boyfriend; she’s a laugh, but, between you and me, I find her a bit much. Greg’s the activities coordinator; he’s living here while he has work done on his apartment. You’ll see ‒ he looks like a god, but you and I don’t have what it takes to catch his eye, if you know what I mean . . . So, here’s your new home!’


Isabelle opens a white door and steps inside to give me the guided tour . . . which is quick; there are only two rooms: a dark bathroom equipped for someone with reduced mobility and a living room-cum-bedroom which is bathed in light but must have been decorated by someone way past their sell-by date. My new habitat comprises a two-seater sofa in mustard-coloured velvet, a round table covered with a doily, a vintage-but-God-knows-what-vintage sideboard, a medieval television, a single bed pressed up against the wall and blackout curtains in burgundy velvet. I feel like crying, and not for joy.


‘And now for the best bit!’ Isabelle exclaims, opening the French windows. ‘Come and see the view!’


I join her on the balcony. The grounds of the retirement home extend almost a hundred metres away, with a little white pebble path meandering between huge trees, a vegetable plot, luxuriant shrubs and wooden benches dotted here and there. The grass is so green it looks fake, like nowhere else on earth but Basque country. A fence marks the boundary at the far end of the plot. Beyond that, nothingness; and down below, the ocean, stretching as far as the eye can see.


‘Isn’t it just fantastic?’ she crows.


‘It is, it’s really beautiful,’ I reply, realising just how much I’ve missed the sea.


‘There, I told you, didn’t I! This place is paradise. Okay, I’ll let you settle in. If you need anything, you know where to find me.’


Lost in thought, I hardly hear the door close. The view really is glorious, there’s no denying that. But calling this God’s-waiting-room of a place paradise strikes me as optimistic, to say the least. For the thousandth time, I wonder why I came here. As if I don’t know . . .


Everything turned upside down one Saturday evening. The evening my father died.




Chapter 4


When I picked up, there was silence. That’s never a good sign, when silence does the talking.


‘Mum?’


Nothing.


‘Are you okay, Mum?’


My lips trembled. As if they knew what was going on before I did.


Marc pressed Pause; I sat down and cancelled the call. My mother must have had a bad signal. Or she’d phoned by mistake. There, that’s all it was. Still, I called her back to make sure. She picked up, her voice swimming in tears.


‘Sweetheart, your father’s had a heart attack.’


‘Is he all right?’


Silence.


‘Mum!’ I wailed. ‘Mum, is he all right? Please . . .’


‘He’s dead, sweetheart. He’s dead . . .’


She described it all, but only the occasional word got through to me. Kitchen, roast, fell, ambulance, cardiac massage, failed, so sorry. Then we stayed on the line for many minutes, crying in silence, together. I clutched my phone tightly in my hand and wished it was my mother in my arms. In the end, we hung up, I told Marc, my future husband, he could press Play, and put my head back on his stomach as if nothing had happened. Every ounce of me refused to accept reality.


It was when I took my make-up off before going to bed, looking into the mirror, which reflected my terrified expression, that it hit me. My father was dead. He no longer existed. He would never exist again. He would never pinch my cheek again and call me Juju, never again grumble that I’m always late, never again read the sports pages of his newspaper in his green armchair; he wouldn’t be walking me down the aisle now, or eating the crust off the end of a baguette before sitting down to a meal, or leaving his shoes by the door. I wouldn’t see his hair go any whiter now, or hear his voice, or joke about Mum’s cooking with him; I wouldn’t wrinkle my nose when his beard prickled my cheeks. I’d never say ‘Daddy’ again. One of my greatest fears had just been realised. We’d come to it, to the moment when everything turns upside down. Nothing would ever be the same again.


My reflection distorted and an animal sound came from my throat. Then another. Then many more. I screamed continuously, until I slumped, breathless, to my knees in my little bathroom.


All I could think about was going home to my family, burrowing into my mother’s arms, hugging my sister to me, being near him. But I was in Paris and they were in Biarritz; I would have to wait till the morning to catch the first train. That night, I made acquaintance with real pain.


Every now and then, just for a few seconds, I would think about something else and forget what was happening. And then reality would strike me brutally. My father was dead. I’d been lying peacefully on the sand, but a wave had come crashing down on me. The next few months saw a succession of these violent waves. My father, my boyfriend, my grandmother. I was drowning. So, when I read this job offer last week, what I saw was a lifeline. A retirement home in Biarritz urgently needed a qualified psychologist for maternity cover. On-site accommodation was available. The prospect of working with the elderly enthused me about as much as kissing a spider, but it was a question of survival.


The cold wind makes me shiver. I cast a last glance over my new home before going to fetch my bags. A sunbeam breaks through the clouds, sending a shaft of light down on to the ocean. In a burst of optimism, I see this as a sign and find myself believing I may have made the right choice. A wild belief which is quickly dashed when I hear Isabelle’s voice coming from the garden:


‘You’ve forgotten your incontinence pad again, Paulette!’




Chapter 5


The psychologist is putting her personal belongings into a small crate when I join her in her office. She comes over to me, her hand outstretched, and her stomach, too.


‘Ah, you must be Julia. I’m Lea, pleased to meet you.’


‘Yes, that’s me. Nice to meet you, too. Do you need any help?’


‘Nearly done,’ she says, picking up a pile of books. ‘Did Anne-Marie explain why I’m leaving?’


‘Well, it’s for maternity cover, so I’m guessing you’re pregnant?’


‘Four months, and I’m already having contractions. As far as possible, I need to avoid stress, so my obstetrician’s prescribed sick leave. Do you have children?’


‘No.’


‘We’ve been trying for two years,’ she confides. ‘So, I can tell you, I’m not prepared to risk losing this baby for work. And, it may not look it, but it’s tiring working here . . . where were you before?’


‘In a cosmetic-surgery clinic in Paris.’


‘Wow, that’s fantastic! Did you get operations for free?’


‘Only the sex change.’


She pauses for a moment, struggling to keep the polite smile on her face.


‘Really?’


Okay, so she’s taken me seriously. I’m about to go into detail about having my penis excised, but I don’t want to send her into early labour.


‘I was joking. No, I didn’t get a discount on operations, and there wouldn’t have been any point, anyway. I’ve seen too many to be tempted myself.’


‘I’m not surprised . . . It’s a bit like that here. Spending the whole day with old people makes you want to die young. Right, that’s enough chitchat, let’s get to work!’


She invites me round to her side of the desk and I take out a notepad.


‘All the residents’ files are stored digitally,’ she explains, clicking on a series of icons. ‘This is where you enter the information you gather every day, but there’s not actually that much deskwork. You have to see each resident at least once a week, and the sessions are held in their studios. It’s easier to get them to talk in a familiar environment. Have you worked with the elderly before?’


‘At the end of my degree I did my final placement in a geriatric unit, but that was a while ago.’


‘It’s different, you’ll see. They don’t think you can do anything for them, so they don’t confide in you much. I basically just ask how they’re feeling: mostly, they’re more or less okay and, when they’re not, you make sure they’re prescribed antidepressants. Never have any qualms about doing that ‒ I mean, at their age, there’s not much we can do for them.’


Three cheers for the psychologist. She’s about as sharp as a feather pillow.


‘Really? I seem to remember the opposite, they really wanted to open up . . .’


‘We’ll soon see if you can do any better than me, but I doubt it. They’re tricky. I’m going to be honest with you, I’m glad I’m stopping work early. If you stick it out till I get back, it’ll be quite a feat. Come on. I’ll introduce you to everyone, then I’m off.’


Lea hares off to the day room. Literally, like a hare. I practically have to run not to be left behind.


She’s in a hurry, I get that. If I could, I’d be running for the door, too. Her gloomy forecast has wiped away the last traces of my enthusiasm. I’d pictured the minutely small possibility that the residents here would be adorable and would change my ideas about old age. I need to be realistic: that’s not going to happen.


I don’t like old people. To be really accurate, it’s not that I dislike them, even though I can’t say I actively like them, it’s that I’m afraid of them. They’re on first-name terms with death, and I prefer to keep it at arm’s length. I’m so keen on avoiding any mention of it that I often used to skip history lessons, because studying the lives of people who now exist only in books bothered me so much. And, I might as well admit it, they’re not very interesting. There’s nothing more like an old person than another old person, a bit like babies and miniature poodles. They all have the same hair – whether it’s real or synthetic – and the same stooped back, the same glasses, the same shakes and the same constant regrets.


‘Here we are!’ Lea announces.


The double doors are closed. She presses on the handle and pushes. I clutch my notebook to my chest, a paper barrier between me and them, and I step into the communal day room. Inside, sitting facing the door in a half-circle, twenty crinkled faces light up and cry:


‘Welcome, Juliaaaa!’


I select my most professional smile and slap it on my face. How am I going to tell them apart?




Chapter 6


Lea has gone. She gave me the keys to the office, lobbed a general ‘goodbye’ to anyone who was listening, then cleared off with a haste I didn’t find very reassuring. From now on, the psychologist at Ocean View . . . is me.


The fear must be plain to see in my eyes because a tall, dark-haired man, who I can safely assume is not one of the residents, comes over to me with a beaming smile.


‘Hi, I’m Greg, the activities coordinator. Not easy on the first day, is it?’


‘I’m feeling a bit lost, but I’ll be okay. Thanks!’


‘Don’t worry, it’ll be fine. I’m guessing Lea painted a terrible picture ‒ she’s the personification of pessimism. Come with me. We’ll soon change that.’


He slips his arm into mine and leads me over to the residents.


He introduces me to them one by one. I shake each resident’s hand, trying to remember their names, but soon give up. I do manage five: Lucienne, the woman with the black handbag who was on the bench this morning, waiting for her son; Leon, who doesn’t deign to look up from his iPhone; Marilyn, who’s proudly wearing a ‘Miss Granny 2004’ sash; Louise, who holds my hand in hers a little longer than the others; and Gustave, who asks, ‘Do you like salmon, Ella?’ and roars with laughter when I say my name’s Julia. It takes me several seconds to understand his pun. And when I’ve given my last handshake, he’s the one who starts slow hand-clapping and chanting, ‘Spee-eech, spee-eech!’, and the other residents immediately join in. Greg gives me a nod, which seems to say I have no choice. I clear my throat, dig my nails into my notebook and launch into my best airport voice.


‘Good afternoon, everyone. I’m Julia, your new psychologist. As from tomorrow, I’ll visit you in your rooms every week so that we can assess how you’re feeling. Of course, should you need me, I’ll be available at any time. I’m delighted to be here at Ocean View with you, and I’ll do everything I can to work alongside you on a daily basis.’


My speech is greeted with a smattering of lukewarm applause. While the residents drift away – with or without walking sticks, wheelchairs or walking frames – Greg comes over to me.


‘You need to speak up next time ‒ lots of them are hard of hearing. Otherwise, you came off okay. Even Leon wasn’t too unpleasant.’


‘So, Leon’s the one glued to his phone?’


‘Exactly, a real geek. He never looks up from his screens, unless it’s to grumble or complain. I’ve been trying to find his redeeming features for two years, without success. I’d have more luck looking for a bit of Madonna’s face that hasn’t been Botoxed!’


For the first time since I arrived here, I laugh. A little too loudly and for a little too long, but I’m struggling to stop, as if every new outburst is driving out another pocket of stress.


‘I’ve got a bit of time before Bingo. Shall I show you around?’ he asks.


I accept gladly, and not just because his smile deserves a place among the seven wonders of the world. I don’t know my way around; I feel like a new pupil at the beginning of the school year and I’m very happy a classmate has offered to hold my hand. As I follow him, my notebook at the ready, I hear a quavering voice behind me:


‘She’s prettier than the other one but she seems even less friendly.’




Chapter 7


I almost have a heart attack when I hear voices while I’m walking through the grounds of Ocean View in the dead of night.


I’m such a scaredy-cat. There was a time when my nickname was Boo!, and I have to admit it suits me better than Julia. I jump out of my skin every time I come across someone unexpectedly, going down blue runs in snowplough feels like an extreme sport and I wail like a fire-engine siren if a dog so much as comes near me.


Once, I must have been about fifteen, I heard my mother scream in the kitchen. I ran to see what was going on and found her trying to control the flames billowing from a frying pan. In my mind’s eye, I saw myself grab a tea-towel, run it under a tap and smother the fire with tremendous composure. But only in my mind’s eye. Because what actually happened was I just managed to blurt out, ‘Rest in peace, Mum,’ before running, shrieking, from the scene.


Another time, when I was in the car waiting for Marc outside his office, a man knocked insistently at the window. It was dark and he had a picture of a kitten on his T-shirt – very suspect. Without even thinking, I squirted my whole canister of pepper spray in his eyes. It turned out to be a colleague of Marc’s who’d kindly come down to let me know he was running late.


So now, when I hear voices in the grounds, my legs start to wobble, my throat constricts and my heart beats a David Guetta bass line.


What a brilliant idea it was to come out this late.


I couldn’t sleep, too much stuff milling around inside my head. The perfect moment for a cigarette. I keep a packet in the car, so I’ve come out to get it and, now that I’m out, I’ve decided to have a little stroll in the grounds. In the moonlight, I hadn’t noticed how far I’ve strayed from the building. It’s only when I hear someone talking that I realise I’m at the far end of the garden, where no one would hear me if I screamed. I do the most ridiculous things when I’m tired.


Okay, breathe. It’s gone midnight and, judging by my freezing nose, the temperature is on a par with the inside of a pot of Häagen-Dazs. It’s highly unlikely anyone else is crazy enough to be venturing outside. I must have imagined the voices; that’s the only explanation. I’m going to go back to my monastic studio, lock myself in, push the sofa against the door and fall into a peaceful sleep – that’s what’s going to happen.


In a few speedy strides, I’m back at the annexe, and I’m trying to get back inside when I hear footsteps near the main building. While I struggle to put my key in the lock (a straightforward procedure, which becomes an elite SAS mission when you’re shaking like a leaf), I glance around, in the hope of identifying the source of the sound, and I almost pass out when I see a shadow sneak behind the vegetable patch. I stand there, paralysed, for a few seconds, long enough to see a person’s head emerge behind the wall, turn towards me and then whisk out of sight. They’ve seen me. Quick, I need to get to safety. This sodding key must go into the lock eventually; surely I’m not going to die here, strangled by some lowlife in the grounds of a care home in my pink flannelette pyjamas, my puffa jacket and my cat-head slippers!


I turn the key the other way up, push with all my strength, call on the god of doors . . . but it’s no good, the key’s determined not to go in. Behind me, I can hear footsteps drawing slowly closer. My heart isn’t just beating in my chest now, it’s beating in my neck, my eyes, my fingers, my ears, my hair and the whiskers on my slippers.


So is this what it’s like when you know the end is near? You turn into a giant vibrator?


My assassin is only a few metres away now; I can almost feel his hands around my neck. No, honestly, dying at thirty-two is a bit much. Especially as he only had to go a few metres further and he’d have found prey that’ll soon be dead anyway. In a final, miraculous jolt of lucidity, I realise that the key I’m frantically trying to put into the lock is the one for the studio, not the building itself. I hold my breath while I grapple for the right one and give a squeak of relief when it goes into the lock. I slam the door behind me, climb the stairs four at a time, shut myself in my studio and press my ear to the door.


Forty minutes later, I’m forced to acknowledge that the only thing following me was silence.


Two hours later, my muscles have relaxed, my teeth have stopped chattering and my heart is beating normally again.


I might have got just a teensy bit carried away.




Chapter 8


‘How are you feeling today?’


Louise is my first patient of my first day. Sitting in an armchair that faces out through the big picture window, she does her knitting while I settle into a chair opposite her. She’s shaking slightly, all part of being old. I’m shaking, too, all part of being terrified.


Her studio is crammed with stuff. There’s an accumulation of mismatched furniture, knick-knacks, framed photographs, books and knitting. At a glance, none of it looks like anything much, but each item must have some special value in her eyes. She must have carefully chosen what should come with her into her last bedroom.


‘I’m getting better and better,’ she says, putting down her knitting. ‘I’m starting to get my bearings. Did you know I haven’t been here long?’


‘I saw that in your file. Three months, is that right?’


‘Nearly three months, yes. First, I spent five weeks in hospital after my stupid stroke, then the doctors said I couldn’t go home. So my children found me a room here; apparently, it’s the best place in the area. I’m not too miserable here . . .’


‘Would you like to talk about your stroke, Louise?’ I ask gently.


‘Oh, there’s not much to say about it. I was doing my shopping in the market and bang!, I ended up on the ground, unconscious. When I came round a few days later, I’d forgotten the last forty years of my life. Can you imagine? Forty years gone in a few seconds.’


‘How did you feel?’


‘It was terrible. The year I turned thirty, there was a huge fire in the house I lived in with my husband and children. It destroyed everything ‒ everything. We lost our home, our furniture, all our paperwork, our clothes . . . But what upset me most was losing the memories. Photos and slides of the children when they were babies, their drawings, their poems, the letters they sent from summer camp, the photos of my parents, of our wedding . . .’


She pauses and looks out of the window.


‘When you don’t have all those things, your memory has no right to fail. It doesn’t have an understudy. Oh, what a twit! I haven’t offered you anything to drink. Would you like coffee, tea, hot chocolate? My daughter’s given me a very sophisticated machine. You just put a capsule in and the drink makes itself.’


You haven’t got any whisky, by any chance?


‘I’d love a hot chocolate, thank you. So, we were talking about your memory . . .’


‘Oh, don’t worry, I know!’ she says, heading for the kitchenette. ‘My short-term memory works well, thank goodness. I told you about the fire to explain how I felt. Losing your memories when they’re material things is painful enough. But that’s nothing compared to how I felt when they told me forty years had been wiped from my mind. Just think, forty years ago, my children weren’t yet twenty, my husband was still alive, I was still young, my grandchildren didn’t even exist . . . not to mention mobile phones, dozens of TV channels, the internet and nose piercings!’


When I read Louise’s file, I almost envied her for forgetting part of her life. I’d give quite a lot for the last six months of mine to disappear. But as I watch her fight back her tears, I don’t envy her at all.


‘Thanks,’ I say, taking the cup she hands me. ‘How did you go about coming to terms with it?’


‘Well, it was simple,’ she says with a shrug, as if it really were. ‘When they told me my memory wouldn’t come back, I had two options: either I didn’t accept it and was unhappy for the rest of my days, or I accepted it and lived my final years in peace. I’ve always had quite a taste for happiness.’


‘What a wonderful philosophy!’


‘I’m very lucky, you know. I’m eighty-four, and I can still hear the tiniest peep of birdsong, I can read with ordinary glasses, I even still have a few real teeth. Lots of people don’t get to my age in such good shape. And, anyway, my past hasn’t really gone, I just don’t remember it, that’s all. My children, grandchildren and friends remember it. Those forty years did happen.’


She gets up and takes a photo from the sideboard. In the picture, she looks radiant and is surrounded by people of all ages.


‘Look,’ she says, handing it to me. ‘These are my children and grandchildren. That was fifteen years ago. It doesn’t show my youngest grandson and my two great-grandchildren, who were born later, but it’s one of the only pictures with all of us together. I have four children, ten grandchildren and two great-grandchildren, and they’ve shown me so much love since this happened. Please believe me when I say I don’t have any reason to opt for being unhappy. Do you have a big family?’


I nod my head then change the subject.


‘And if I asked for your level of happiness on a scale of one to ten?’


Louise doesn’t consider this for long before replying, ‘I’d say nine. I’ve deducted one for when I wake up – it takes me a good ten minutes to get out of bed every morning. I feel like a little piece of paper folded up tightly and I have to unfold it very carefully for fear of tearing it.’


She watches me while I write this in my notebook so I can add it to her file. And then, out of the blue, she asks me a question:


‘How about you? How do you feel on a scale of one to ten?’




Chapter 9


It’s bangers and mash for lunch today. The menu is written out in large, proud letters on the board. It’s only just twelve and the residents are already tucking into the main course. Perhaps they think the day will be over sooner like this.


There are five round tables in the refectory, spaced sufficiently far apart for wheelchairs and walking frames to get through easily. Greg explained yesterday that all the staff take turns to serve meals. ‘Versatility’s the buzzword at Ocean View,’ he said. So long as I don’t have to wash anyone, that’s fine by me.


Today, Isabelle and a short, blond-haired girl are flitting between residents, helping some of them eat. Greg waves me over, so I go and join him on what must be the staff table. There’s a place set for me and I sit down while he does the introductions. I already know Anne-Marie, the director, who’s too busy cutting her sausage into tiny pieces to notice me, and I now meet everyone who works here full-time: Jean-Paul, the coordinating doctor; Sarah, one of the care workers; Laura, the physio; Moussa, the nurse; and Stephanie, the admin assistant.


‘And you already know Isabelle, the receptionist, and Clara, the other care worker,’ Greg adds, pointing to them as they try to convince one of the residents that yes, the mashed potato is home-made.


My bottom has hardly touched down on the chair before the barrage of questions begins. You’d honestly think these people were prisoners who haven’t seen anyone new for ten years.


‘I live in Paris but, originally, I’m from here; no, I don’t have any children; no pets either; in a cosmetic-surgery clinic; only the sex change; yes, very pleasant; I’m not married either; Paris; I’m not at all sporty; because I liked the sound of the job; no, I’m not just saying that because Anne-Marie’s here; thirty-two . . .’


I’m pretty close to asking whether they’d like to see my last cervical smear test when a male voice interrupts.


‘Whoever did this, give yourself up or I’ll press charges against all of you!’ roars an old man standing bolt upright, like a soldier to attention.


‘What’s happened now, Leon?’ Clara asks, rolling her eyes.


‘What’s happened is my dentures vanished while I was using the facilities. I put them down on my serviette and they’re not there now.’


‘Why did you take your dentures out?’ Isabelle asks.


‘I like eating mashed potato without them. I still have a right to do as I please, for heaven’s sake!’


The other residents around Leon keep eating their lunch and don’t say a word.


‘I’m warning you,’ he rails, ‘if I don’t get my dentures in the next minute, I’ll take this to a tribunal. This is abuse. I won’t be bullied!’


‘You’re a pain, Leon!’ Miss Granny 2004 says bluntly. ‘We’ve had enough of your scenes. You know perfectly well where your dentures are.’


‘Here we go again . . .’ the nurse says, laughing.


‘Does this happen often?’ I ask.


‘Regularly, yes. You’d think he does it on purpose . . . he leaves his things lying around and knows exactly how it will end.’


Intrigued, I keep watching. On the next table, Gustave, the joker grandpa, pushes back his chair, leans on his walking frame and makes his way slowly over to Leon. Once he reaches him, he puts a hand on his shoulder and smiles.


‘So, old boy, no sense of humour?’


‘You call this humour?’ replies Leon. ‘Give me back my dentures right now or . . .’


‘Or what? You’ll bite me?’


A ripple of amusement runs around the tables. Louise crams a serviette against her mouth to stifle a laugh.


‘I’m waiting . . .’ Leon says.


‘Well, go on, take your dentures, then,’ Gustave swaggers, with a broad smile.


‘Where are they?’


‘Can’t you see?’ Gustave insists, broadening his smile even further.


‘Clearly not.’


Gustave brings his face closer to Leon’s and draws back his lips. Isabelle shakes her head.


‘Oh, no, Gustave, you haven’t! Are you wearing Leon’s dentures?’


The old man starts laughing about his prank, followed by most of the residents and the staff. And me, I have to confess. What with Leon’s thwarted expression and Gustave’s obvious pride as he grins with teeth that are too big for his mouth, my black mood is lifting.


‘Hey, Julia, tomorrow’s Polar Bears day. Would you like to join us?’ Greg asks, pouring himself a glass of water.


‘Polar Bears? What’s that?’


‘It’s a small group of residents who get together once a month to swim in the sea, whatever the weather.’


They’re bonkers.


‘But would I have to swim, too?’


‘Definitely. If you come with us, you go in!’


All my new colleagues have turned to look at me. They’re testing me, the sadists. If I refuse, I’ll look like a wimp or, worse, a snob who doesn’t want to join in their activities. If I accept, I’ll probably turn into Mr Freeze. Tough choice.


‘I’d love to come with you!’


I don’t know who said that, but I seem to recognise my voice and it came from my mouth. If even my own body’s betraying me, there’s not much hope for my dignity.




Chapter 10


They could have chosen a sunny part of the day, just to claw back a few degrees. But no. It’s nine o’clock in the morning and it’s cold, very cold, so cold that all the hair on my body is standing to attention, and yet this little gaggle of degenerates – myself included – is preparing to dive into the Atlantic.


Since arriving in Biarritz, I’ve had plenty of time to wonder whether dropping everything to come here was the right choice. This morning, with my feet sinking into icy sand and wearing my most forgiving swimming costume as my only protection against the wind, my teeth are playing the maracas and I’ve stopped wondering – I now know for sure I’ve gone mad. A switch has flicked inside my head: I’m disturbed, distraught, distressed, disconcerted, disenchanted, discombobulated and every word that begins with dis-.


‘Are you all ready?’


Greg walks down to the water, followed by seven almost transparent figures. Gustave leaves his walking frame just before the wet sand, Miss Granny keeps her sash on, Louise holds in her tummy, Elisabeth and Pierre cling to each other’s hands, Jules jogs in his polka-dot trunks, Arlette stretches her arms . . . and I join them, praying that some unforeseen event will stop us getting into those arctic waves. A hurricane, a thunderstorm, a great white shark, an attack of giant crabs, or zombies ‒ it doesn’t matter, so long as I’m spared this. I know my body; there’s no way it will cope with the shock. I shower in practically boiling water ‒ my anatomy won’t understand what’s happening and it’ll give up the ghost.


‘Okay, line up!’ my tormenter says. ‘Julia, because this is your first time, I’ll explain the rules. I’m going to count to three, then we all run into the water. The last one in has to pay a forfeit. Ready?’


No, wait, I think I left something in my room – my brain ‒ I need to go back to look for it.


‘Ready.’


‘One . . .’


I bequeath my books and jewellery to my mother.


‘Two . . .’


I bequeath my make-up and my Ryan Gosling DVDs to my sister.


‘Three!’


Farewell, cruel world.


I can’t hear anything, and I can’t see anything. I’m running like my life depends on it, emitting a series of little cries. I might even call for my mum a few times. The water’s so cold it feels as if it’s burning. I’m going to disintegrate (there, another dis- word) and only my teeth will be left. Children will think they’re seashells and will make necklaces from them. Great, I’m going to end up as a necklace. The words on my gravestone will read: ‘She was a gem.’ What a way to go!


When I come back to my senses, I’m in up to my chest and I’m still in one piece. Well, I think I am. I’m half paralysed, so I can’t be sure. I wonder what sort of state the others are in – they won’t be a pretty sight. Legs stiff and head buzzing, I manage to turn round. It takes me a few seconds to see them; I didn’t realise I’d gone so far.


I can’t believe my eyes.


Lined up on the sand, nice and dry, all eight traitors are laughing so hard their jaws might drop off.




Chapter 11


‘How are things today?’


Leon the Grouch’s studio is about as cheerful as he is: immaculately made bed covered with a grey eiderdown, grey leather sofa, grey curtains and a smell of mothballs. The only decoration amounts to two computers – a desktop and a laptop – along with a tablet and two digital photo frames showing a series of portraits of him several decades younger.


‘What does it matter to you?’ he replies, without looking up from his phone screen.


Not much, to be honest. Right now, this old grump’s well-being matters distinctly less to me than the pain developing in my throat. Probably as a result of yesterday’s dip . . . Proud of their initiation ceremony, were they? Well, they won’t look so clever when I sneeze my germs all over them. But I can’t, in all decency, tell Leon that.


‘Don’t think that. I’m genuinely interested in how you feel.’


‘Yes, because you’re paid to be. No one ever worries about anyone else without an ulterior motive. I wasn’t born yesterday. Maybe you can bluff with the others, but I’m too astute to get caught in your traps.’


‘What makes you think I want to catch you in a trap?’


‘It’s so obvious. You see, young lady, all my life I’ve been surrounded by major players in the world. I set up and developed a company with an annual turnover you wouldn’t even know how to pronounce, and all that just by using my own grey cells. So don’t go thinking I can’t see you coming, with the mud still on your boots from your bumpkin upbringing.’


About now would be a good time to sneeze.


‘What sector was your company in?’ I ask, trying to get a conversation going.


He doesn’t answer. I study his perfectly combed, raven-black hair, his still-full lips and his unrealistically smooth face. The scalpel has definitely had some outings there; shame there isn’t an operation to get rid of a sour character. Leon could do with a shot of affability, and without anaesthetic.


‘I’m here to see you, Leon. You don’t have to talk to me, I just think it could help you. It’s not always easy ending up in a retirement home . . .’


‘What do you think?’ he snaps, still without deigning to look at me. ‘I’m not like all these old wrecks who get shut away in here because they can’t live on their own any more! I came of my own free will, I’m in full possession of my faculties and no one can force me to do anything I don’t want. And right now, what I don’t want is to be pestered by someone looking for an excuse to pump me full of antidepressants.’


‘Fine, Leon, I—’


‘And stop calling me Leon, in the name of God! We hardly know each other.’


There’s no point going any further; he’s as rigid as his own forehead. I stand up without another word, put the chair back where it came from and head for the door. Just as I’m about to close it behind me, Leon finally concedes and looks up with a forced smile.


‘So, did you have a nice swim?’




Chapter 12


I’m going to die. My throat’s an inferno. I’m burning up from the inside. I think the characters from Inside Out have all met up in my larynx and built a camp fire, and arranged for some of their henchmen to play darts in my windpipe.


I’ve been here three days and I’ve already had three near-death experiences. The cosmos is obviously sending me signs. I’ll deal with that later ‒ right now, I have an emergency: I have to put out the throat fire. It’s nine o’clock in the evening, night time, the pharmacy’s closed, and I’m not convinced Strawberry Softies are good for soothing sore throats. As usual, I’m certain I’ve never been in so much pain. In the hope of reassuring myself, I’ve done what I tell everyone else they must never do: I’ve opened my laptop and done a bit of research on the Web:


Sore throat


Very sore throat


Throat cancer symptoms


Can you die of a sore throat?


How to get revenge on people who force you to swim in icy waters in midwinter


I think I’m a hypochondriac


With the internet predicting an imminent and painful death for me, I take the courageous decision not to give in without a fight. My closest neighbours might have throat pastilles, honey, a fire extinguisher or some other accessory to get rid of this pain. First, I try the door opposite, which I seem to remember is Greg’s studio. After knocking three times, I give up: he’s not there. The other door is Clara’s; this will be an opportunity to get to know her. She opens the door almost before my hand has reached it. She’s wearing a dressing-gown and her hair is coiled up in a towel.


‘Hi, Julia, great to see you at last! I was looking forward to having a neighbour to chat to. Come on in!’


‘That’s really kind, but I just came to see if you have anything for a sore throat, some cough syrup, or pastilles . . .’


‘Yes, I can give you something that’ll make you feel better. Come on, come in, I’ll get it for you.’


Clara’s studio is exactly like mine but the other way around. In terms of decoration, though, she’s obliterated any similarities. The bed and sofa are covered in brightly coloured fabric, the walls are a riot of photos of people smiling, gurning and kissing and pictures of her doing a duckface, the table is awash with copies of People magazine and there’s an acrid smell in the air.


‘Sit down,’ she says over her shoulder from the kitchenette. ‘I won’t be a minute. So, do you like it here?’


‘I don’t know yet . . . I have to say, I was picturing worse.’


‘That doesn’t surprise me! What were you thinking, coming to work in a retirement home? I heard you were in a face-lift clinic before, kind of different . . .’


I laugh.


‘Mind you, I’m happy here,’ she goes on, almost shouting over the clinking of pots and pans. ‘I was eighteen when I arrived. I didn’t think I’d stay long, but I’ve been working here five years now. The grannies and grandpas at Ocean View are nice. And the staff, too.’


‘Well, they certainly have a sense of humour! You must have heard about my, erm, initiation?’


‘Oh, that’s just tradition. I arrived here in August, so it would have been too easy if they’d played the same trick on me. They branched out: they arranged a baking session and I was chosen “at random” to taste the cake. They all pretended to be disappointed and I really thought I was lucky. I can’t tell you how much I milked it as I brought the spoonful up to my mouth . . . I couldn’t swallow a thing for two whole days. They’d stuffed the cake full of chilli . . . Here, this should do you good,’ she says, handing me a steaming mug.


‘What is it?’


‘A hot toddy. I don’t have any rum, so I put tequila in ‒ I think they’re basically the same. I’ve made one for myself, too, to keep you company.’


I wrap my hands around the hot drink. It smells good. I’m not particularly convinced tequila will do much for a sore throat, but the honey and lemon will soothe the pain.


Four hot toddies and two hours later, I know Clara’s whole life story.


The summer she turned seventeen, her parents insisted she went to Biarritz with them for a holiday, when she wanted to stay in Strasbourg with her friends. She lay on the beach feeling sorry for herself every day, with her head buried in magazines. On the fifth day, she looked up and noticed that one of the lifeguards had all the necessary qualities to improve her stay.


‘You should have seen his abs . . . Just as well my bikini was already wet.’


From that point on, her one mission was to get him to notice her. She swam only right in front of his lifeguard chair, she stepped into the water like a ballerina floating on stage and stopped breathing whenever he looked at her. She swam a long way out several times, hoping to hear a whistle warning her to come back in, but her own muscles always gave up before that happened. In the end, it was a weever-fish sting that propelled her into his arms. Literally. She was just practising a new chest-out-back-arched pose right in front of him when the fish, which was buried in the sand, took a liking to her foot. She howled and doubled up in pain, and it was then, when her mascara and her nose were both running, that he came over to her for the first time. He smiled, leaned close to her ear and admitted that he couldn’t resist her acting talent.
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