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Prologue


Provence, Summer 1985


‘Yuck, that’s bitter!’ Ava spat out the grape.


Grandpapa laughed so loudly he was overwhelmed by a fit of coughing.


‘That’s because it’s not ripe, child!’ He patted his chest. Holding the red grape between his finger and thumb, he angled it to the sky. The bright sunshine streamed through it, turning the purple fruit a transparent shade of lavender.


‘We must catch them at the perfect moment. That is why we have to keep trying them. Tasting them. Checking them for their sweetness. And then when they are ripe, we pick them!’ he exclaimed with his typical French exuberance.


Ava giggled.


‘But …’ he waggled his finger. ‘But there is only a tiny little window for this magic to happen.’ He shrugged. ‘Bouff, maybe two, maybe three days. And if we get it wrong …’ he paused.


She stared at him, mouth open like a goldfish, hanging on his every word.


‘It is a disaster!’


He walked on, leaving her glued to the spot, first with shock and then curiosity as her mind began whizzing with questions.


‘The grapes are only ripe for a few days, Grandpapa?’ she called after him.


‘Oui! Come along now.’ The chalky dry soil crunched underneath his dusty shoes as he walked ahead. Every now and then, he would reach his hand out and touch the leaves with a soft caressing motion, as if he were stroking a beloved pet dog.


Ava followed closely at his heels, lurching from stop to start whenever her grandfather decided to test another grape.


Her freckles were developing by the second under the scorching afternoon sun.


Suddenly he turned and looked at her intently.


‘I’ll let you into a little secret, my dear Ava.’ His voice lowered to a whisper.


Her eyes widened, waiting for him to reveal another nugget of wisdom.


‘These grapes here,’ he motioned his hands across the rows of vines. ‘They are the heart of my vineyard. They are the oldest vines, and do you know what that means?’


Ava shook her head.


‘It means, they are the strongest. Their roots have buried deep into the terroir so they can reach nutrients no other vines can get to.’


Kneeling down, and groaning slightly at the effort, her grandpapa wrapped his sinewy fingers around the trunk of the vine and placed his other weathered hand on the ground to provide some support. His rugged hands were covered in liver spots.


‘Très forte, very strong,’ he muttered, as he gave it a gentle shake. ‘They drink the minerals and carry them through here.’ He traced his forefinger up the trunk. ‘And along here.’ Ava watched with fascination as he drew a pathway to the fruits. He tugged another grape free, the vine shaking before springing back into place.


‘And when it is ripe, it will add a perfect sweetness to my rosé wine like no other grape can.’


He placed the little red fruit into her palm. His bones creaked as he steadied himself back onto his feet.


She looked up at her grandpapa in awe, but his gaze was now fixed on the horizon. Eyes narrowed, he stared past the vines to her parents’ car, which was speeding along the driveway, trailing a cloud of dust.


‘Is everything okay, Grandpapa?’


His warm smile had evaporated. His bushy grey eyebrows pinched together with a frown.


‘Grandpapa?’


He muttered something in French.


‘Come on child, let’s get you back to the house.’




Chapter One


November 2017


Ava clamped her phone to her ear with her left shoulder, and used both hands to wrestle with the stiff lock on her front door.


Between the rain driving at her neck and her husband, Mark, yammering on in her ear, it was difficult to concentrate, but finally, the key shifted and the lock gave way.


She stumbled into the warmth, exhausted.


While Mark chatted through his day at work, Ava picked up the small pile of post from the doormat. She dropped the house keys into the bowl on the hall table, kicked off her damp ankle boots, peeled herself out of her drenched coat, unwrapped her flowery chiffon scarf, and hung them both on the set of hooks next to the mirror.


Ava grimaced at her reflection. She looked a state.


The sudden downpour on her walk home from work had turned her shoulder-length dark hair into matted clumps. Her mascara had bled down her face, leaving inky swirls across the apples of her cheeks.


She padded along the hallway in her damp socks to the kitchen.


The smell of last night’s chicken korma still clung to the air but before she could think about airing the room, she needed a large glass of wine to wash away her stressful day at work.


It suddenly dawned on her that she had been on the phone to Mark for well over twenty minutes and he still hadn’t got around to asking her how she was.


Ava clasped her mobile back between her ear and her shoulder as she unscrewed the cap of the Sauvignon Blanc. The white wine sloshed from side to side as she filled the glass just shy of its brim. She raised it to her lips and took a large gulp, the acidity burning her throat.


Mark never did have much of a clue when it came to choosing decent wine. All he cared about was getting a bargain. Two for one, twenty-five per cent off ; if there was a deal to be had, he would have it. She threw an irritated glance across the kitchen at the two cardboard boxes of plonk stacked by the wine rack, still waiting to be emptied out. 


‘So, when do you think you’ll be back?’ she asked, interrupting him mid-sentence.


Mark had been away from home for three and a half weeks, having been sent up north by the construction company he worked for. They were building a motorway hotel near Leeds, she recalled him telling her.


‘Not too much longer sweetheart, you know how these things can take time.’ 


But it wasn’t like Mark to spend this long away without returning for the weekend. While Ava cherished a bit of time alone after twenty-three years of marriage, she was starting to feel the distance.


‘Well I’m doing a big food shop tomorrow so it would be good to know.’ She pushed him for a more concrete answer.


‘Gimme a break, I’m under the cosh as it is, I can do without your nagging,’ he snapped. Ava could imagine his cool blue eyes narrowing as he spat out the words.


She bit her lip, as she often did these days. Ava had learnt it was easier not to antagonise Mark.


Instead she zoned out, his voice turning into white noise as she started on the mail. 


She used her forefinger to rip open the first letter. It was a money-off voucher for her favourite clothes shop. When was the last time she’d treated herself to something new? Any spare money they had was spent on their daughter Sophie, or used for long overdue repairs to their house.


But if Ava was completely honest with herself, she’d have to admit that she’d lost interest in caring about her appearance. She rotated between three trouser suits for work, and at home all she wanted to do was to slip into her M&S pyjamas and wrap herself in her long mottled blue cardigan, which Mark said resembled a dressing gown, and not in a good way.


She put the voucher to one side while Mark changed the subject from work to Sophie, who was in her first year at Birmingham University.


‘Sophie rang today asking for a hundred quid to buy a dress for a party.’


Their daughter was a daddy’s girl ; she had her father wrapped around her little finger. It was Mark’s fault – he’d caved in to her every demand since she was a little girl. That meant Ava was often unfairly left to play the villain, the mean mum who said ‘no’. Meanwhile, Mark could do no wrong in Sophie’s eyes.


Ava tore the next letter open as she replied.


‘Sophie has dozens of dresses she’s bought and not even worn yet. And …’


But she couldn’t finish her sentence. The words were caught in her mouth as she stared at the numbers on the paper, in total disbelief.


Surely she must be imagining what she was reading? She closed her eyes and opened them slowly. But the numbers were still staring back at her, on the crisp white letter from the building society.


‘Yeah, but you know what she gets like if she can’t have a new dress and …’


‘Mark?’ She interrupted her husband’s monologue.


‘Yeah, what’s up?’


‘This can’t be right,’ she muttered, turning the letter over, expecting the real figures to be printed on the other side ; surely this was a mistake.


‘What’s wrong, babe?’ His voice had a slight nervous tremble to it now, as if he were expecting bad news. ‘Is everything okay?’ He chased her for an answer. No question about it, Mark was sounding nervous, and guilty. After two decades together, Ava could read every nuance in her husband’s tone.


‘No, everything is not okay! The building society says we haven’t paid our mortgage for six months!’


This was the moment where Mark should have jumped in and torn the bank apart for being incompetent idiots for sending out the wrong paperwork. Instead, Ava was left with a long disconcerting silence on the other end of the phone.


Dread gripped her stomach and she almost choked on the numbers as she read them out.


‘They say we owe them £15,000 …’


Still nothing from Mark. His silence spoke for him.


With every word, Ava’s voice rose an octave, growing in fury until she suddenly exploded. 


‘They are going to repossess the house! Are you listening to what I’m saying, Mark?’


Ava wondered if her husband had hung up, but then she heard the faint whistle as he drew in a long breath, and out came his cool, calm, wheeler-dealer businessman-voice.


‘It’s nothing that I can’t sort out, you know, you’ve just got to stay calm.’


Calm – the word was like a red rag to a bull.


‘We’re going to be homeless and you want me to stay calm?’


Mark always had a way of twisting things around. Ava had spent the better part of their marriage apologising for mistakes that were really his.


‘I wouldn’t be in this mess if it weren’t for you. I’ve spent all this money trying to keep you and Sophie happy and all it’s done has got me into debt.


Ava couldn’t be more different to the flashy wives who demanded their husbands buy them show homes. She wasn’t materialistic ; in fact, she was the one who put everyone first, to her own detriment.


Although almost every breath had been punched out of her lungs from the low blow he’d socked her, she somehow managed to keep her composure.


‘Where’s the money gone, Mark? What have you spent it on?’


Deep in his selfish heart, Mark knew Ava wasn’t the least bit interested in keeping up with the Joneses, and though he liked to come out on top in an argument and shift the blame onto her whenever he could, this time he had to concede. Mark couldn’t talk his way out of this one. Finally, he came clean.


As Mark confessed how he’d lost tens of thousands on a failed property deal on the Costa del Sol, Ava’s head started to spin.


She clambered onto one of the chrome stools dotted around their granite-topped breakfast bar and clung onto its edge as she waited for the nauseating whirling to stop.


Every few minutes she found herself repeating Mark’s last word, as if that would somehow help the hopelessness of their situation sink in.


‘Loan shark?’


‘Yeah, that’s right, I had to do something to find the money to invest in this property deal, didn’t I? And then it went bust, so I lost it all.’ 


In her mind, the debt was stacking up into a huge Jenga tower, about to come crashing down and bury them.


‘Who did you get the loan from?’


Mark cleared his throat. ‘You don’t need to worry about that, darling.’


Ava knew how this story ended.


‘You haven’t paid it all back, have you?’ Ava couldn’t even bear to think what the interest on the loan would be.


It was just as well Mark wasn’t standing in front of her now or God knows what she would have done. Never in her life had she felt so angry, so betrayed and so let down.


And just when she thought it couldn’t get worse, Mark revealed he wouldn’t be coming home just yet to clean up his mess.


‘I don’t think it’s safe for you if I come back. I don’t want to bring trouble to our door. Look babe, I’m going to sort this out, just sit tight,’ Mark promised. ‘You know I love you, you mean the world to me.’


Ava’s anger fizzled into nothing as the reality of having to deal with the mess on her own sank in.


‘Please Mark, you have to come home, you can’t leave me,’ she begged. She couldn’t fight the tears back any longer.


She tried to picture her husband’s face – his rugged good looks, his cheeky grin, the dark bristle of his stubble – in a desperate attempt to bridge the distance between them.


‘Stay strong for me, for Sophie,’ Mark said, winding down the conversation.


Ava was sobbing now. ‘Please Mark …’


Just as she was about to ask him when she would next hear from him, Mark told her he needed to go. And pouff, just like that, her husband, and the life they had been living, were gone.


She sat in stunned silence.


As she looked around her, at the kitchen they had filled with memories since they scrimped and saved to buy their two-bedroom suburban semi ten years ago, Ava had never felt so alone.


She grabbed her wine glass and tipped the remaining contents into her mouth, wincing with the sourness, but it didn’t stop her reaching for the rest of the bottle.


Glug. Glug. Glug.


She stared blankly out of the patio doors, mesmerised by the rain trickling down the glass. Tears ran down her cheeks, her eyes glazing over as she drifted into deep thought.


How could this have happened?


She knew how Mark could have got them in such debt without her knowing : they had separate accounts and Mark handled the mortgage payments and the credit cards, while she took care of the gas and electric from what she earned working as a receptionist. A thankless job in a Range Rover showroom, dealing with snotty city types who moved to the shires, with more money than manners.


Her dream had always been to own a cake shop, baking everything from lemon drizzle to black forest gâteau, doing something creative and inspiring …


Slurp ; she knocked back another large gulp as she wondered where her life had gone.


How could Mark have been so stupid as to gamble away all their money on some dodgy property development? Ava knew she’d married a dreamer but that’s what she had liked about him, his big ideas, and for the best part of their marriage she believed that one day he would make it.


Her friends had warned her off him, promising her she’d be sorry one day, but she hadn’t listened. When you’re in love, you never do. 


That’s why Ava was now struggling to know who to call. She’d cut herself off from almost everyone she’d grown up with by defending Mark, and eating humble pie would be difficult. 


She reached for her wine glass again. Slurp.


Ava was hoping the wine would make her feel numb. But it was only heightening her feelings of anxiety. Countless questions raced through her mind and she couldn’t be alone for a second longer.


She picked up her phone, scrolling through her recently called list. There was only one name on there that she could turn to, someone who wouldn’t attack her with a bunch of ‘I told you so’s’.


Emilia answered on the third ring.


‘What’s wrong?’ she demanded. She knew her best friend too well.


Ava didn’t know where to start. She sniffed, fighting back the avalanche of tears that hearing a friendly voice set off.


‘It’s Mark, he’s really messed up this time.’


‘Jesus. Are you okay?’


‘Not really, can you come over?’


Thankfully Emilia lived close by. Ever since school, they’d made a pact never to be more than half an hour from each other. Emilia had to twist her husband, Paul’s, arm to get him to agree to Surrey. But then she could be very persuasive, and persistent when she wanted to be, and had somehow managed not only to talk Paul into moving across the country but to settle down in the very desirable and expensive Esher.


Mark never had anything nice to say about Emilia, but Ava was sure that was because he felt threatened by her feisty spirit. Emilia refused to accept anything but the best in life, and as a result, she almost always got what she wanted.


Emilia would never have got herself in this mess, Ava reflected, as she prised two more wine bottles from the rack and wobbled her way through into the living room. She collapsed into the sunken sofa, her glass clinking against the bottle as she landed.


For a long moment, she lay there slumped, staring up at the ceiling, emotionally drained. She replayed the phone conversation with Mark, reliving the shock, the deceit ; trying to remember the details of what he had said, and that’s when the thought grabbed her :


She sat bolt upright.


If Mark had kept the mortgage debt a secret, what else was he hiding?


With a renewed energy fuelled by anger and alcohol, Ava charged across the living room to Mark’s desk. She pulled open the drawers of the lacquered pine monstrosity, one by one, riffling through the contents, searching for clues.


A gym membership contract form, a parking permit, a box of paperclips, a stapler, an old Nokia 3210 that hadn’t seen the light of day in ten years. She kept going, spraying the contents onto the carpet like a dog turfing up the garden for a bone.


She tugged at the bottom right-hand drawer but it wouldn’t budge. She tried again, sending herself tumbling backwards onto her bum through misjudged force. Ava gave the drawer the death stare, then clambered back onto her feet in search of something with which to prise it open. She was like a woman possessed.


Ava returned from the kitchen, this time carrying a screwdriver. She’d never broken into anything before in her life, but she found it strangely satisfying attacking the desk, finally allowing herself to unleash her fury.


She stabbed at the lock, shook the drawer from side to side, gored it some more. Wood shavings flew through the air as she chipped a hole large enough to squeeze the screwdriver into.


‘YES!’ she exclaimed with delight as she managed to slide her weapon of mass destruction into the drawer.


With one almighty heave, she wrenched it open.


Ava’s heart was hammering with adrenaline as she peered inside. She had a horrible sinking feeling she was about to discover something terrible. The Mark she knew wouldn’t keep things under lock and key, but did she actually know him at all? The doubt crept further in with every passing second. Inside the drawer was a huge pile of papers and torn envelopes, as if someone had hurriedly shoved them inside.


She took a deep, calming breath and dived in.


But no amount of yoga breathing exercises could have prepared her.


With trembling hands, she pulled out statement after statement for maxed-out credit cards. £8,000 cash withdrawal made on the 2nd of February. Seven thousand pounds taken out of a Barclays account she never knew Mark had, only a few weeks ago. On and on it went.


The room started to spin so quickly, the numbers blurred into a thick grey mass on the page. Ava crumbled into a heap on the carpet, swallowing hard to stop herself from being sick.


Clutching her stomach, she closed her eyes.


How could Mark do this to her? Who was Mark? He’d gone from her husband of twenty-three years to a stranger in a matter of minutes.


The toxic cocktail of lies, secrets and cheap wine was sending Ava into a downward spiral. She curled herself into the foetal position and sobbed her heart out.




Chapter Two


February 2018


Ava yawned, stretched, rolled over, and nearly tumbled out of her best friend’s single bed.


Remembering where she was, she scrabbled back under the duvet, and lay on her back like a squashed starfish, staring blankly at the ceiling, as she acclimatised to what her life had been reduced to.


It had been four months since she’d discovered her husband had squandered all of their money. The house that she loved, that she’d poured her everything into making a family home, had been repossessed and was up for sale. If that wasn’t devastating enough, Mark was now living with Gabby from accounts. They were having a ‘thing’. Something ‘casual’ they had struck up after he had interpreted her needing some space to reflect on everything he’d destroyed, as a break. Mark had sworn nothing had happened while they were together but of course that was a pack of lies. Wasn’t it? Emilia had called it utter bullshit. But Ava wasn’t sure about anything any more.


Her marriage, her life, was in tatters. She was staying in Emilia’s spare bedroom, surrounded by mountains of bags and suitcases – the leftovers of her life, packed away in an ungodly mess.


As her eyes focused on a teeny spider crawling across the ceiling, Ava wondered if she could lie there for another year, until her life had somehow magically fixed itself. But Emilia wouldn’t hear of it.


‘Are you up yet?’ Right on cue, a cry came from the kitchen.


Ava pushed herself upright and took a small breath as she mustered up the energy for a final shove off the bed. She clambered onto her feet, settled into the thick fluffy white carpet, and padded her way, bleary-eyed, into the kitchen. Her hair was probably skewered in all directions, but she didn’t care.


As usual, Emilia was rushing around like a fly on amphetamines, and in spiked heels.


Ava trudged over to the breakfast bar as her friend whizzed past and weaved around her. Ava heaved herself up onto a stool, placed her elbows on the work surface and buried her eyes in the heels of her hands.


‘Not today!’ Emilia poked her in the side, jolting Ava so violently awake she almost buried her nose in the bowl of milk and cornflakes Emilia had plonked in front of her.


‘You’re going to be late!’


Ava hunched over her bowl, stirring it listlessly.


‘You don’t have to keep making me breakfast, you know.’


‘I know!’


Emilia continued her manic morning preparations, knocking back another Nespresso as if it were a Jägerbomb.


‘You and Paul must be sick of the sight of me.’


She slurped a spoonful of soggy cereal.


Emilia sighed, as though trying to curb her frustration.


‘You know you are welcome for as long as you like. I’ve told you so a gazillion times.’


‘I know. I just don’t want to be in anyone’s way …’ Her voice cracked with the onset of tears.


Emilia softened. She rushed to her side, opened her arms and wrapped them around her friend, hugging her tightly.


Ava tried to fight her sadness. ‘I’m fine,’ she wriggled.


‘No, you’re not, come here.’ Emilia held her even more snugly until Ava relented, softening into her friend’s comforting embrace.


After a long consoling silence, she pulled back and took a deep breath, gearing herself up to manage another few spoonfuls of cornflakes and somehow get through the day.


‘So …’ Emilia crossed her arms.


‘Have you heard from him?’


It was an innocent enough question, but having to say no made Ava feel ten times worse than she already did. Time apart was making her reconsider whether she had done the right thing.


She shook her head, gloomily. ‘Everything is done through our solicitors.’


‘That’s good! You don’t want to hear from him. It gives you the space you need to build yourself back up.’


Ava let out a little breath as something inside constricted.


Emilia flashed her a pointed look.


‘You don’t want him back, okay. Do you hear me?’


Ava shifted in her seat.


‘You can’t want him back, not after everything. God knows what she sees in him. It’s not like he has any money. He’s found someone to sponge off, good for him. I bet it won’t last five minutes.’


Emilia had never been shy about hiding her contempt for Mark. Ava would never forget the very awkward dinner they’d had at Sergio’s when Emilia encouraged her to follow her heart by enrolling in a baking course. Mark had almost choked on his carbonara, telling Emilia to mind her own business between his coughs and splutters. Of course that only served to antagonise Emilia more and the two locked horns until Ava finally had to speak up and reassure Mark she had zero plans to leave her receptionist job.


Ava loved how her friend was so defensive of her but the pep talks left her feeling more drained than rejuvenated.


‘I know I don’t say this enough, but I’m so proud of you.’


‘What, really?’


‘Yes! You’ve come so far, don’t give up now. This is the worst bit. Breaking up with someone is scary. It can feel like your world has ended. It can feel like they have died! It can feel like you will never move on and you will spend the rest of your life in eternal misery.’


Ava frowned, unconvinced her friend was helping much.


‘But you will be fine, I promise. Once you file for divorce, and you find what you want to do with your life …’


‘Divorce?’ Ava spluttered. ‘Where did divorce come from? I’m just taking a bit of time … I mean … we’re both just having a bit of time apart … I just …’ she sighed deeply. ‘Actually, I just don’t know anything any more.’


Ava bowed back over her bowl, her mind scrambled with confused thoughts. Divorce sounded so serious, so final. Admitting her marriage was over was petrifying. What would she do without Mark? The thought of starting over at forty-three was scarier than the idea of being homeless, thousands of pounds worth in debt and preparing to forgive her husband for shacking up with another woman. It was even scarier than swallowing her pride when he finally came back to her. Ava had convinced herself Mark would be back after he’d realised the grass wasn’t greener. Mark might not be the ideal husband, but he was all she’d ever known. Her identity hung on the life they had built together. If that disappeared, who would she be?


Putting up with crap from a man was something Emilia couldn’t understand though, and struggled to empathise with, or even listen to. She marched over to the window, lit a cigarette and inhaled deeply with relief.


‘I don’t even know if he’s managed to sort out all his debts,’ Ava hung her head as it dawned on her how disconnected she and Mark had become.


‘Who cares! Not your problem.’


‘But if he’s got loan sharks after him …’


Emilia cut her dead.


‘Don’t feel sorry for him.’


‘I’m not.’


‘And don’t feel sorry for yourself.’


‘Umm, can’t I? just a bit.’


Emilia blew out a plume of smoke from the corner of her mouth, fanning it out of the window with her hand.


Ava scowled. ‘You’re not still trying to pretend you’ve quit, are you?’ You should just be honest. I had secrets in my marriage and look where it got me.’


‘Hun, it’s just a fag!’ Emilia stubbed out the butt into the shrivelled herb pot on the windowsill. She glanced at her watch.


‘Christ, I’m late for work.’ She pointed to the bathroom. ‘And so are you! Go! Are you home for dinner?’


Ava shook her head.


‘Sophie is back from university for the weekend, we’re having dinner together tonight.’


‘Oh lovely! Give her my love. She’s welcome to crash here too.’


Crash was the operative word, Ava mused. Living like a student again, regressing to the life of her eighteen-year-old daughter – with a car crash of a marriage.


‘Thank you, I’ll tell her she can.’


Emilia jammed the last of her things into her Chanel handbag. ‘Phone, keys, ciggies, gum.’ She plunged her hand down the V of her tailored white shirt, rearranging the padding of her push-up bra to accentuate her assets even more.


‘How do I look?’ she stood back, her hands on her hips, modelling a pencil skirt, stilettos and a lot of cleavage. Her almost neon blonde hair tussled into a side parting in a sexy just-got-out-of-bed way.


Ava admired how her best friend was always stylish and groomed to perfection. She slid off the stool, causing her faded penguin-print pyjamas to almost slide off with her. She clutched the waist where the elastic had long gone and waddled towards the bathroom.


Emilia threw her one last cheerful smile. ‘Don’t give up, hun. Stay strong.’


The front door rattled shut and Ava’s shoulders slumped in relief that she could stop pretending she had any will to go on.


She stared at the sofa longingly. Nobody would notice if I just disappeared under the blanket and watched Netflix while devouring bags of crisps and chocolate for the rest of the day, would they?


And then she sighed deeply as she remembered her thankless job and her arsehole of a boss.


As it turned out, eight hours sitting at the reception of Gary Lovett’s Range Rover dealership on the high street, staring numbly at the murky sky and the people ambling past the showroom windows, was even worse than Ava had imagined.


When her boss Gary wasn’t up-selling a four-by-four to some clueless city type, he liked to lean with his elbow across the reception counter and talk to her breasts as he recited his favourite motivational quotes. Today’s gem was : ‘If football taught me anything about business, it is that you win the game one play at a time.’ Still staring at her tits he’d added : ‘If you play your cards right, you’ll be standing where I am one day.’ He’d even managed to squeeze in a wink. Ava felt unclean just looking at him across the showroom floor.


She’d been watching the clock obsessively for the last hour. Counting down the minutes, counting away the seconds until home time. Precisely two minutes until freedom – Ava gathered her things, unhooked her mud-coloured jacket from the back of the swivel chair and just as she was making a break for it, her boss stamped a handful of letters on the counter.


Loosening his tie and collar with the other, he grinned :


‘Off home are we?’


Ava double-checked her watch. Surely she couldn’t have got the time wrong after all that clock watching.


‘It’s six p.m.,’ she confirmed. But it turned out Gary was prying.


‘A little birdie told me you’re back on the market,’ he raised his eyebrows up and down.


Ava glared at Gemma on sales who quickly looked away.


‘I wouldn’t say that. Last time I checked, I was still married.’


‘But heading for a divorce?’ He pushed his tongue into his cheek.


It seemed more of a statement than a question, Ava thought. She shifted uneasily in her chair but there was nowhere to hide in the goldfish bowl of a showroom.


‘I’m not …’


‘The key to running a successful business is knowing when to cut your losses.’ Gary interrupted, patting his hand over his slicked-back hair to check it was still glued in place.


Ava rolled her eyes.


‘Right.’


‘And you don’t want to miss out on a good deal,’ he leaned in.


Ava wasn’t convinced he was still talking about car sales.


‘Okaaay then.’


She quickly shoved the rest of her things into her bag and rose to her feet, desperate to leave. She squeezed past her boss, who was giving her the once-over. As she made for the door, Gary shouted :


‘I’ve got something you might like.’


She flinched. Closed her eyes and slowly opened them, taking in a sharp breath of patience.


‘What’s that then?’ She turned to face him.


He was holding out a letter.


‘It wasn’t just Gemma who gave the game away. Redirecting your post here is a bit of a giveaway,’ he tapped his nose, knowingly.


Ava smiled through gritted teeth, but as she went to grab the post, Gary snatched it from reach. Dangling it in front of her like a carrot.


‘For goodness’ sake,’ she muttered under her breath.


‘So maybe we could go for a drink sometime?’ he waved the letter playfully.


‘No.’


‘Just a cheeky one after work?’


‘Nope!’ She motioned for him to hand over the ransom.


Finally relenting, he thrust the envelope into her hand. She stuffed it into her handbag.


‘Think about it. I won’t be available for long, you don’t want to have regrets,’ he called after her.


Ava shook her head wearily as she finally made contact with the door handle.


Could this day get any worse?




Chapter Three


The drive to the Slug and Lettuce in town didn’t take Ava past her old house on Acorn Close but she couldn’t stop herself making a detour.


Slowing the car to a crawl, she approached Number 21 at the end of the cul-de-sac and then gently came to a stop outside the red brick semi-detached house with the For Sale sign outside.


She remembered the day she and Mark moved in like it was yesterday. He had kissed her passionately, lifted her into his arms and carried her through the white porch and across the threshold, her ankles, not so romantically, banging against the doorframe. Sophie was only ten and full of energy, running up and down the stairs, yelling at the top of her voice how she wanted her room to be turned into a palace with a mock princess bed and everything must be pink. Mark had of course agreed to everything.


As the enormous grey sky pressed down and the rain started to splatter across her windscreen, their once cosy home looked cold and unwelcoming. All that was left was an empty shell. The furniture they had scrimped and saved to buy had been sold for a fraction of its value to a second-hand store, while the rest had been unceremoniously thrown into a skip. Their favourite sofa was still for sale. Ava knew because she had checked last week. It was some sadistic ritual she had somehow got into the habit of inflicting on herself – revisiting the tatters of her happy past.


Well, happy wasn’t completely accurate, but it had started out that way. A home full of hopes and dreams.


Ava had met Mark in her final year at college – he was the bad lad in her class who maddened the teachers because despite being clever, he refused to channel it into his studies.


Instead, Mark would spend his time planning schemes to get rich quick. She thought back to the nights they would hide away in his attic room at his parents’ house. She would lie with her head on his chest, the purr of his gravelly voice in her ear, lulling her to sleep as he chatted through his grand ideas. She remembered the internet clothing brand where everything on the site was a bargain £10. Then there was the idea to open a nightclub in town, and then came the discounted wine shop idea when Mark heard a friend of a friend urgently needed to shift box-loads of New Zealand chardonnay from his warehouse.


Ava loved his energy and she was there to support him every step of the way and, in turn, at first, Mark encouraged her to make something of her creativity. Ava loved baking cakes, the more elaborate the better. She had planned to enrol in a cake decorating course but then Sophie had come along and everything changed. Between being a young mum and holding down a job, she’d quickly became bogged down in family life – keeping the household running, putting dinner on the table – and so her dreams were moved to the back burner until they eventually fizzled out.


Mark found a job with a construction company and threw himself into his building projects. Any leftover time he had, he gave to Sophie.


Gradually, so slow it wasn’t at first noticeable, they became like ships passing in the night, parents to a beautiful daughter, but little more than friends to each other.


But that had been okay, because that’s what becomes of all relationships, Ava had reasoned. Most of the wives of Mark’s friends had sacrificed their careers for their family. Almost all of them moaned about their non-existent sex lives. Emilia was one of the few exceptions who had managed to keep both.


Ava blinked through the drizzle at Number 21, where she had tried so hard, on so many occasions, to create a home to keep her family together. She wiped away the tear that had escaped her eye. What had it all been for?


More tears appeared, bubbling out of the corner of her eyes and trickling down her cheeks. Too many to catch.


Her thoughts flitted between her old home and the house she envisioned Mark was now living in with her. It was probably immaculate, like a show home, full of cream soft furnishings, and she probably had one of those fancy ottomans where Mark could rest his feet after a hard day’s work. Ava was now imagining her giving him a foot rub, showering him with attention. Giggling flirtatiously, her blonde curls tumbling in front of her face as she tried to catch his eye. Ava had created a whole persona for Gabby out of the Facebook pictures she’d been staring at, obsessively, for the last few months.


Her heart quickened inside her chest while her anxiety tightened it like a vice. The tears streamed down her face while her snot clotted her nose. She couldn’t breathe. No air was coming in or out of her lungs.


She couldn’t breathe.


With shaky fingers she desperately fumbled for the ignition key.


‘Come on! Come on!’ she wheezed, trying to get the window down, but it was all taking too long. Suddenly, she snapped the door open and exploded onto the pavement. Gasping with relief, she fell back against the car, surrendering to the cold and the rain.


She was sure Gill Baker’s curtain at Number 23 twitched but she didn’t care what the neighbours thought. She inhaled the cool damp air deep into her lungs, relishing the release of pressure from her chest.


A long inhale in and three counts out. Whoosh, into the grim evening air.


Within minutes she was drenched to the bone. The rain had soaked through her coat, saturating her suit jacket, sticking her white blouse to her skin like wallpaper paste. But for some irrational reason she couldn’t pull herself away. As she looked on at her old home, Ava now saw past the imperfections, the problems, the heartbreak, and had an overwhelming urge to return to the security and comfort of her former life. All she wanted to do was crawl back into her old skin and start again.


The curtain at Number 23 was now violently moving back and forth as Mrs Baker pressed her nose against the living room window. Ava was sure she could hear the words ‘What on earth is she doing?’ Just as her husband opened the front door, sending out a triangle of light into the now dark evening sky, Ava’s mobile started ringing.


It was the jolt she needed to get her back into her car.


She dived across the seat for her handbag in the footwell, the gearstick spearing her stomach, her feet dangling out of the driver’s door.


‘Hi sweetheart, I’m on my way!’ She blurted breathlessly into the phone.


‘I’m outside Auntie Em’s. It’s pissing down with rain. Where are you?’


Ava hated it when her daughter swore.


‘I thought I was meeting you at the pub?’


‘It was easier for me to dump my stuff first. How long are you going to be? It’s cold and I’m getting wet and Em isn’t home,’ she whinged.


‘That’s because she’s …’


‘How long, Mum?’


Ava shut her eyes wearily. She wished, just once, Sophie would treat her with the same respect she gave her father. She loved her daughter but she hated how selfish she’d become. Ava wished she could be honest with her, tell her how much it hurt when she spoke to her dismissively, but she was too tired, too cold, too drained to put up a fight.


‘Ten minutes, I won’t be long.’


‘Okay, hurry!’


As Ava shoved her phone back into her bag, still horizontal across both car seats, she noticed the letter had fallen out into the footwell. A large droplet of water trickled across her forehead, ran down her nose and hung at the tip like an icicle as she turned the envelope over.


Plop. The droplet landed on her name. Only it wasn’t familiar. In fact, it seemed like a lifetime since she had read anything written in that language.


Madame Chiltern.


Her whole body stiffened.


Airmail from France. The stamp said the letter had come from Provence.


There was only one person she knew who lived there, and she hadn’t spoken to him in over thirty years.


Her thoughts were startled by a loud clearing of the throat.


‘Is everything okay in there?’


Ava craned her neck over her shoulder to see Mr Baker hunched under his big black umbrella, peering down at her with a look of bewilderment.


‘Yes, fine,’ she squeaked, pushing herself into an upright position, pointlessly wiping the wet from her face with her saturated coat sleeve.


‘Absolutely fine, nothing to see here,’ She smiled with what she imagined were slightly wild, demented eyes.


‘Right you are,’ he nodded, taking a step back.


Embarrassed, Ava quickly closed the door, turned on the ignition, and put her foot on the accelerator. She tore off up the suburban street, away from her beloved home. The whole time, the white envelope on the passenger seat burned a hole in her mind.




Chapter Four


Provence, Summer 1985


‘I don’t want to go!’ Ava screamed until her little lungs rasped.


‘Just do what you’re told!’ Her mum grabbed her wrist, fiercely, tugging her towards the car.


‘Let go, let me go, GRANDPAPAAAAA!’


Her grandfather lunged for her but her mum thrust her body between them like a barricade.


‘She’s coming with me!’ She hissed, inches from his face.


‘Don’t do this to the child, she needs to know.’


‘Do you have any idea what he’ll do to me?’


‘What choice do you give me, I’ve tried everything else,’ he held her shoulders but she shook him free, turning her back on her father, yanking open the back door of the battered maroon Citroen.


‘Get in!’ she barked at Ava.


‘No, I don’t want to leave Grandpapa,’ Ava wailed, trying with all her might to wriggle free from her mum’s grasp, but her fight was fruitless. Her mum shoved her into the back seat.


‘Now wait here,’ she pointed a finger at her face. ‘Don’t move. I’ll be right back.’ She slammed the door hard, the window rattling in its sleeve.


Ava’s heart was hammering so rapidly, so loudly, she thought it would explode out of her chest. Yet she was too terrified to move, to even wind down the window to let air into the scorching oven of a car.


Instead, she watched in horror as her mum charged at her grandfather with the same pointed finger, jabbing it in the direction of his face, her mouth curled into a snarl.


Her eyes brimmed with tears as she watched her grandfather attempt to reason with her, holding his hands up with exasperation. Their voices were nothing more than angry muffles though the thick glass and steel doors. But her dear grandpapa was no match for the fury of her mum.


Eventually he stood down, taking a step back, shaking his head while her mum turned and marched towards the car. Her blue-and-white floaty dress clung to her thighs as she took long strides and she swore under her breath as she clambered into the driver’s seat, violently slamming the door. Ava’s mother sat perfectly still for a moment, breathing furious breaths, and then turned on the ignition. She crunched the car into gear, the tyres burning as she tore off back the way she had come. She ignored her daughter.


Ava twisted her body around, her fingers gripped over the top of the seat, her chin resting on her hands as she stared out of the back window at her grandfather, who disappeared into a haze of dust as the car tore up the dirt track.


Her mum sighed deeply. This time her voice was shaky with fear as she instructed : ‘Not a word.’ She then turned on the radio, drowning out Ava’s sniffles.


February 2018


Sophie was perched uncomfortably on top of her small wheelie case in Emilia’s porch, the fur-trimmed hood of her Parka jacket pulled over her head. She was scrolling impatiently through her mobile phone.


‘What took you so long?’ she demanded as soon as she clapped eyes on her mum.


Ava trudged up the garden path that carved the manicured lawn in two, modelling the drowned rat look again. Her hair was glued to her face, her skin sallow and blotchy and shadows crept away from her eyes. Her feet were making a ghastly noise as they squelched in her boots.


‘And why are you so … wet?’


‘Hi sweetheart!’ Ava opened her arms to give Sophie a big welcoming squeeze.


‘No, seriously, Mum, you’re too damp to touch!’


‘Thanks, darling.’ Ava pulled the keys out of her bag and opened the front door of Emilia’s expensive new-build.


Ava pointed to Sophie’s military-style boots. ‘Take those off, Auntie Em is very precious about her white carpet,’ at which Sophie immediately rolled her eyes.


Sophie parked her suitcase in the middle of the hallway and made a beeline for the fridge.


‘I’m bloody starving!’


‘Oi, language, missy.’


Sophie pretended not to hear her as she rifled through the shelves of the fridge, picking everything out in turn and examining it.


‘Doesn’t she eat normal food?’ she moaned, before settling on a bacteria-friendly yoghurt. She threw herself down onto Emilia’s gigantic sofa, while Ava’s thoughts returned to the letter in her hand. Half of her itched to open it, while the other half was fearful of what it might say.


She grabbed a hand towel, reappearing in the living room, scrubbing dry her bedraggled hair.


Sophie was now watching something on TV, her arms crossed. She had fully embraced the university shabby cool look with her hoodie jumper, ripped skinny jeans, her hair in a ‘just got out of bed’ messy top bun with tendrils hanging in front of her face. She looked up at her mum with her heavily kohl-outlined eyes.


‘I don’t like being here!’


Ava sighed deeply, as if her day hadn’t been trying enough.


‘Look, I know it’s not ideal, but things haven’t been easy, and …’


‘I want our old house back. I know it’s still for sale, can’t you buy it back?’


‘Honey, if only it were that easy.’


‘Why can’t it be that easy? Can’t you find the money from somewhere? You must have something stashed away, I just don’t understand how this could have happened.’


Ava and Mark had agreed to tell Sophie as little as possible about their financial mess to protect her. She didn’t know the extent of her father’s wheeling and dealing, how he’d even sunk to the depths of getting mixed up with loan sharks.


‘And I hate that bitch dad is with. Gaaaaby. That’s her stupid name, isn’t it?’


Ava should have told her off for her swearing again but she decided to let this one go.


‘She’s got fake tits and she’s had her lips done!’


Which was the moment Emilia walked into the room carrying a bag full of wine bottles.


‘Who’s got fake tits?’ Emilia exclaimed, the bottles clinking against each other.


‘Dad’s new girlfriend. I hate her.’


‘Ah.’ Emilia exchanged looks with Ava.


Sophie picked up her mobile and returned to her scrolling.


‘I don’t know why you told Dad you wanted time apart, he wouldn’t be with her if you hadn’t said that,’ she added, acidly, not looking up from her iPhone.


‘Soph, don’t speak to your mum like that,’ Emilia shot her a warning.


‘It’s her fault! Dad says Mum’s to blame. Why did you tell him that?’


There she went again, taking her father’s side over her mother’s. If anyone was to blame, Ava was, for not standing up for herself years ago. She felt all her resolve seeping away like a slow puncture. Emilia stuck up for her instead.


‘Sophie, watch what you say. Don’t believe everything your dad tells you. Your mum was right to take some time and he was with that tart long before that.’


Meanwhile Ava slipped quietly away into the dining room, her footsteps muted by the plush carpet.


‘What? That’s not true, is it?’


She sat down heavily in one of the cushion-backed chairs. Ava placed the letter on the glass tabletop and stared at it for a long moment.


‘Mum?’


It must be from him, she thought. Who else would be writing to her from Provence? But why now? Why after thirty-four years of silence?


A sudden surge of adrenaline blasted through her as she ripped at the seal, excited at the thought that her beloved grandfather had finally got in touch. She removed the folded letter, shaking it free. That paper felt thick, crisp – expensive.


Her eyes locked onto the embossed letterhead of the French notaire – Sebastien Fabrice, and suddenly the bickering going on behind her slipped into the background as she read the words on the page.


Her face dropped.


It shouldn’t have come as a surprise ; he was ninety-three after all, but for some reason it did, and it was shaking her to the core. A sharp pain stabbed at her stomach, that horrible nauseous feeling when bad news catches you off guard.


‘Mum?’


‘Ava, hun?’


Ava looked around, her face the colour of the paper she was holding between her shaky fingers.


‘Oh no!’ Emilia gasped. ‘What is it?’


Dazed, Ava replied softly. ‘It’s Grandpapa. He’s died.’


She now had two voices coming at her. One consoling her, the other demanding answers to a flurry of questions that Ava couldn’t quite decipher in her shocked state.


‘I’m so sorry, hun,’ Emilia whispered, tentatively.


‘Is that the French great-grandfather I never met? Who you never talk about?’ Sophie finally put her phone down and came towards her.


‘Yes, sweetheart.’


Emilia was hot on her heels. ‘On your mum’s side?’


She nodded and mumbled something inaudible. She continued to stare numbly at the letter, her eyes glazing over while Sophie and Emilia took a seat either side of her at the table.


‘Were you close?’ Emilia asked gently.


Ava looked away, wistfully. ‘We were once.’


‘I’m sorry, Mum,’ Sophie touched her arm.


‘It’s okay darling, thank you.’


Emilia peered over her shoulder. ‘So, who is the letter from?’


‘The notaire.’


Emilia stared at her blankly.


‘The lawyers, it’s an Acte de Notoriété … his will, confirming who his heirs are.’


Her eyes widened.


‘It says my grandfather wrote me a personal letter.’


Emilia gasped. ‘Bloody hell! Well, where is it?’


‘Here!’ Ava pulled out a second envelope from the original one. Only it was much smaller and faded yellow, as if it had spent years on a windowsill being bleached by the sun. It was unmarked except for her name, handwritten and underlined.
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