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Bestselling French author Virginie Grimaldi was born 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 a thirty-page-long sunset . . .


Today she is a huge bestseller in France – one of the top six ‘most read’ novelists (Le Figaro, 2018) – and has been published in more than twenty languages throughout the world.


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




About the Book


Maybe if she hadn’t lost her job, Anna would never have dreamed of being so impulsive.


Or perhaps if Chloe wasn’t always having her heart broken, or if Lily was happy at school.


But when Anna realises that her family is falling apart, only a grand, spontaneous gesture will do. Which is how Anna, Chloe and Lily find themselves squashed together in a campervan, on a mother-daughter road trip across Europe to reach the Northern Lights.


The girls are horrified, but Anna is determined. This journey might just be their way back to each other.




Praise for Virginie Grimaldi’s How to Find Love in the Little Things:


‘The famous “Grimaldi touch” is a lightness of tone and style that takes your breath away’ Elle France


‘Heartwarming’ Good Housekeeping


‘A gorgeous story, charming and funny and poignant. I found it as refreshing as a breath of sea air’ Nicola Cornick


‘An uplifting journey of loss, romance and secrets’ Culturefly


‘A fabulous escape’ Take a Break




For my mother




A mother is the truest friend we have, when trials heavy and sudden fall upon us; when adversity takes the place of prosperity; when friends desert us; when trouble thickens around us, still will she cling to us, and endeavour by her kind precepts and counsels to dissipate the clouds of darkness, and cause peace to return to our hearts


– Washington Irving




Anna


‘Anna, can you come and see me when you finish your shift? I need a word.’


I tie my apron round my waist and do one last check of the tables before the first customer arrives. I know what Tony’s going to say; I overheard him talking to someone yesterday. It’s high time.


In the last three months L’Auberge Blanche has worked its way up to the top of the ratings for restaurants in Toulouse. We were busy enough already; now, it’s packed. I barely have time to clear a table before someone else sits down. I’m the only waitress and Tony can’t help out unless he has nothing else to do.


Last Monday I was just taking a crême brûlée to table six when my head began to spin, my eyesight went foggy and my legs turned to jelly. The dessert landed on the customer’s head and I landed up in my boss’s office.


At first he just shouted. I’m used to it – it meant he was worried. He once confided that he has situs inversus: he said his heart is on the left side of his body and his liver on the right. His communication skills are obviously the wrong way round, too.


‘What the bloody hell were you doing?’


‘Bloody fainting, that’s what.’


‘Well, why would you do that?’


‘To liven things up a bit – what a question! I mean, it is a bit quiet this evening, isn’t it?’


He relinquished his anger with a great sigh then moved on to the empathetic phase.


‘Right, are you okay?’


‘I’m a bit better. I’ll go back out.’


‘No, leave it, I’ll take care of things this evening. But you’re back on tomorrow, okay?’


‘Have I ever missed a single shift?’


He smiled. This was my moment.


‘I’m tired, Tony. I’m about to turn forty – I can’t keep this up. It would be great if you took on someone else.’


‘I know, I know, you’ve said that before. I’ll see what I can do.’


He picked up his phone and called Estelle, his mistress, to tell her he’d like to be inside her knickers right now. I deduced that our conversation was over. My neighbour Paul says I should change jobs. He’s taken over his daddy’s chain of shops and obviously thinks jobs are delivered by storks who’ve gone in a new direction since the baby market was nabbed by gooseberry bushes.


The truth is, there’s nothing else I can do. I did go to college, though; I’ve got an accountancy and management diploma. I found out I was pregnant on the last day of exams, Mathias was earning a decent living, so we decided I’d stay at home with Chloe. When she started nursery school three years later, I applied for dozens of jobs in accounts and admin. I got only one interview, during the course of which I realised everything about me was wrong: I had no experience, I’d given myself three years off to play with a baby and I had the impertinence to answer ‘no’ to the question ‘Is there someone to look after your child in an emergency?’ I couldn’t compete with the countless seasoned, uber-qualified applicants whose priorities hadn’t come out of their wombs.


So I accepted an offer of work from Tony, a friend of Mathias’s who runs a restaurant. For the first seven years I just did the lunchtime shift, which meant I could spend time with my daughters. Until I had no choice but to do evenings as well.


I’ve just wound down the metal shutters when Tony shouts for me. I go back in and sit down opposite him.


‘You know I really like you, Anna.’


Situs inversus. This isn’t looking good.


‘How long have you been working here? Ten years?’


‘Fourteen.’


‘Fourteen! Time does fly. I still remember your interview, you were so—’


‘Cut to the chase, Tony.’


He rubs his temples with the tips of his fingers and sighs.


‘Estelle’s been made redundant and I want to take her on.’


‘Ah! That’s a relief, I thought you were going to give me bad news. I have to say, I’m not sure it’s the brainwave of the century as far as your wife’s concerned, but, well, that’s your problem. When’s she starting?’


He shakes his head.


‘I want to take her on instead of you, Anna.’


The information takes several seconds to wend its way to my brain.


‘What do you mean, instead of me ? You can’t do that!’


‘I know I don’t have any reason to fire you. Mind you, there’s always something if you look hard enough, but I wouldn’t do that to you – you don’t deserve it. I’ve got a proposal for you: let’s do this amicably, come to an agreement. I’ll give you a little envelope as a thank-you.’


I don’t know how long I sit there not reacting. Long enough to think about all the bills I already can’t pay. And to picture the fridge even emptier than it already is. And to realise there’ll be more visits from the bailiffs. And to imagine the look on my daughters’ faces when I tell them their mum’s lost her job.


‘So what do you say?’


I push back my chair and stand up.


‘Go fuck yourself, Tony.’




The Chloe Chronicles




First of all, I want to thank you for all your comments. When I started this blog a year ago, I never thought so many of you would read the ramblings of a ‘hypersensitive’ seventeen-year-old. Thanks [image: image]





I adjusted my beanie and took a last glance in the mirror. Perfect. Hiding behind foundation and lipstick, I was ready to take on the day.


I put my headphones on as I raced downstairs. The front door was still broken and the wind was blasting into the stairwell. If only it would blow away the smell of piss.


Lily was already at the bus stop. She waved at me, but I ignored her and kept walking. I wouldn’t be getting on the bus with her this morning.


Why bother going to school? My future’s all mapped out. In three months I’ll get a merit in my exams and I’ll enrol at uni to do Literature. And I’ll never set foot in the place. Uni – at worst, you have to pay for it; at best, it doesn’t pay to go.


Mum got another registered letter yesterday. She hid it under her trousers in the drawer with all the others, but I’m not stupid. As well as her waitressing job, she does ironing for neighbours. I can’t go on living off her so I’ll start work next year.


I watched the estate come to life as I walked through it. There’s a smell of hope about the place in the mornings. Maybe today would be the day everything changed. A chance meeting. An idea. A solution. A fresh start.


Every morning I mentally sketch out my dreams in pencil. And every evening I rub them out.


I waved hello to people – we’ve been living here five years so I know everyone. There was Leila taking Asia and Elias to school. Madame Lopez drinking coffee at her window. Ahmed going over to his car. Marcel walking his two chihuahuas. Nina running to catch the bus. Jordan struggling to get his scooter to start. And Ludmila having a fag by the front door of block D.


‘I was waiting for you,’ she said, opening the door.


She lives in a studio flat on the seventh floor. It was the first time I’d been here. She pointed to the sofa bed for me to sit on.


‘Malik promised me you were reliable,’ she said, taking a packet from under the coffee table. ‘Are you?’


‘Yes, I’m reliable.’


‘Who do you usually buy from?’


‘I’ve never bought any – this is the first time. I just smoke my friends’ stuff.’


‘Okay. Let’s see the ring.’


I handed her the gold ring and she inspected it as if she knew what she was looking at.


‘It’s worth a ten, okay?’


I gave this confident nod so she couldn’t tell I don’t know what ‘a ten’ is. She held up a little brown cube, wrapped it in foil and slipped it into my hand.


‘If anyone asks, say Jo sold it to you.’


I put the packet into my backpack with all my schoolbooks then headed for the door. I was just about to close it behind me when Ludmila called, ‘Hey, wasn’t that you what won the writing competition last year?’


I pretended not to hear her and closed the door.




Lily




3 March


Dear Marcel,


Saturday was my twelfth bday and my godmother gave me a diary: you! She’s really nice, probs to make up for her beaver teeth, but that was way out of line. First of all, I’ve never seen the point of keeping a diary, and I’ve got enough homework anyway. Plus, she chose you, with your gross pink cover with all the hearts. All that’s missing are a few sequins!


I wasn’t planning on using you – I left you in the kitchen in the hope Mum or Chloe would chuck you out with the junk mail – but this thing just happened to me and I really need to tell someone, but I can’t tell anyone. So I’ve coloured all over your cover with a red marker, I’ve put a padlock on you (better safe than a sorry state) and I’ve found you a perfect hiding place, but I’m not telling where. (If you’re reading this, Chloe, stop right now or I’ll tell Mum you’ve been nicking her bras.)


So, your name’s Marcel. I hope you like it. It’s coz you’re red like Marcel Musson, the baldie on the first floor.


I don’t know if I’ll write in you very much. If it’s anything like my spot cream, I’ll forget at least two thirds of the time, but I’ll give it a go.


So here goes.


I had a stomach ache on the bus this morning. I didn’t even manage to finish my cereal at bfast, which was weird, but I thought that was because of our English test. I don’t know all the irregular verbs and it was stressing me out. Except that after the test my stomach still hurt. So I thought it must have been yesterday’s supper. Me and Chloe reheated this stew Mum brought home from the restaurant, and it was so rank.


It was basketball in PE today. I screamed at Theo to pass me the ball for, like, ten minutes, and she finally did, just when I was tying my hair back up. The ball hit me right on the nose and it started bleeding, so the teacher told me to get off the court.


I was sitting on the side with my head tipped back and toilet paper in my nostrils (there wasn’t any cotton wool) when I heard chuckling behind me. It was some older boys and a girl sitting a few rows up. They were all looking at me. This little dark-haired boy with a face like a toilet asked me if the ball hit me on the arse. I was, like, no, just my nose. They all laughed and kept staring at my bum, and then I got it. That explained the stomach ache – Mum’s told me about the whole period thing a few times. It had to happen the day I was wearing my white trackie bottoms.


I backed over to the door and slipped along the wall to the changing rooms. There was blood everywhere. I didn’t know there’d be so much – my knickers were like a crime scene. I did my best to clean them up, and put a few sheets of toilet paper inside to protect them, but it was soon obvious that wasn’t going to be enough so I flattened the toilet roll and put the whole thing in my knickers.


I walked around like a crab the whole day, with my coat tied round my waist. I don’t think anyone noticed anything. I need to ask Mum to buy some pads.


See ya soon, Marcel


Lily x


PS What if it’s not my period but a cerebral haemorrhage (from when the ball hit me) coming out the bottom end, and I’ll be dead tomorrow?







Anna


Every morning is the same: I start by saying, ‘No TV,’ try to get a conversation going but hit a brick wall of silence and end up convincing myself that if we’re all staring at the same screen at least we’re looking in the same direction.


Lily’s pouring milk into her bowl, captivated by a cartoon.


‘Can you get real cereal next time, Mum?’


‘Turn that down, please. Isn’t that real, then?’


She tears herself away from the screen for a moment and trains her green marble eyes on me.


‘You know it’s not – it’s not a brand. It’s like eating polystyrene! You have to get the ones on the middle shelf. The stuff on the bottom’s scuzzy.’


I don’t have time to answer. Chloe pops her head round the door, lobs us a ‘See ya!’ and disappears. I catch her just as she’s heading down the stairs.


‘Can you come and sit with us for a few minutes, Chloe?’


She turns round with a sigh. She must have applied her foundation with a spray-gun.


‘Not hungry.’


‘I know, you never are. But you can still come and spend a bit of time with us, can’t you? Breakfast is the only time we get to see each other.’


‘Whose fault is that?’ she spits out, glowering at me, before thundering down the stairs.


I’m still standing like a lemon on the landing when the entry phone rings. I don’t answer it – I’m not expecting anyone and nine times out of ten it’s someone trying to sell me roller blinds or give me the low-down on Jehovah.


Two minutes later someone knocks at our door. I tiptoe over to the peephole. There’s a man outside who looks about as welcome as a colonoscopy. I already know how this scene plays out, but I don’t have a choice. I open the door.


‘Madame Moulineau? Good morning, I’m a bailiff, my name’s Monsieur Fox. May I come in?’


It’s a rhetorical question: he’s inside my flat before he gets to the question mark. He looks through a file and takes out a sheet of paper. I close the living-room door so Lily can’t hear.


‘I’m very pleased to have caught you. I imagine you haven’t received my messages?’


‘Yes, I have. I’m so sorry, I—’


‘Well, then, you know why I’m here,’ he interrupts. ‘I’m now handing over in person the legal order for you to pay the sum of 5,225 euros to Cefitis.’


I take the document and the pen he’s offering me, read it on the diagonal, lean against the wall and sign it.


‘Can I ask you something, Monsieur Fox?’ I ask, handing back the piece of paper.


‘Please do.’


‘If I haven’t managed to honour several monthly payments, do you really think I’m going be in a position to pay 5,225 euros in one go?’


He shrugs his shoulder pads and attempts a sympathetic smile.


‘I’m very sorry. The creditor has been patient, but you haven’t honoured the terms of the agreement.’


‘I promise, I’m doing my best! I’ve been paying a hundred euros a month for years to pay off this loan, except for three occasions when I couldn’t. Really couldn’t. They can’t ask for the whole repayment just like that!’


‘They can. Cefitis offered you a repayment schedule to manage your late payments, but you only kept to it for a short time. I could have offered you an arrangement, but you never replied to me. Unfortunately, it’s now too late for any discussion.’


I want to protest, to beg. And swear I’m not lying, and tell him that I’m trying to honour the terms of this sodding repayment schedule, this one, and those from all the other creditors; that everything I earn goes into paying off my debts; that I sometimes manage to keep my head above water for months but in the end there’s always a wave that knocks me back down. The fan belt goes on the car, or it’s the washing machine, a school trip for Lily, or Chloe’s gone up another bra size. Some people like surprises, but I can’t wait for the day when I don’t have any. I want to tell him I didn’t spend this money on a week in the sun or on jewellery. And if I hadn’t been really hard pushed, I’d never have borrowed at such a bonkers interest rate in the first place. I’d like to tell him so many things, but all I can manage is to give a little whimper and dissolve into tears.


The bailiff is embarrassed; I’m embarrassed for making him embarrassed. While I try to pull myself together he gives a little cough and reaches one hand towards my shoulder before remembering I’m not his friend and riffling through his papers.


‘I’m so sorry,’ he eventually says.


‘What if I can’t pay? What happens then?’


He sighs.


‘We’ll have to take you to court to recover the debt by any means at our disposal. Believe me, I know from experience that the case would be accepted.’


‘Seizing my assets?’ I squeak.


‘For example, yes.’


‘Well, that’s perfect – there’s the solution! My car’s nearly twenty years old, the windows and third gear don’t work. We must be able to get thirty euros for that, then we’ll only need 5,195. I could sublet my flat – a three-bedroom apartment in a high-rise building with a dodgy lift must be worth a bit. What would you . . .’


I don’t have time to finish my sentence: the living-room door opens to reveal Lily, with milk all round her mouth. She frowns when she sees the tears on my cheeks.


‘What’s the matter?’


‘It’s nothing,’ I say, wiping my face with the back of my hand.


She tilts her chin at the bailiff. She appears to have heard everything.


‘Why are you crying? Is it because of Monsieur Wolf?’


‘Monsieur Fox,’ he corrects. ‘I was about to leave. May I wish you good day.’


He opens the door and gives me one last look before making for the stairs. Before I’ve completely closed the door Lily slips her head through it and yells, ‘You’re not all that fantastic, Mr Fox, you know!’


Then she pulls on her puffa jacket and backpack, and she, too, disappears.




The Chloe Chronicles


Thursday’s the best day to skip school. Lily finishes at five and Mum doesn’t come home between shifts in the afternoon – she goes to see Nanny. I have the flat to myself; I’m nobody’s daughter or sister. I can do what I like and invite who I like.


I’ve been going out with Kevin for six days. I think I’m in love with him. He’s kind. He works at the bakery just down from the estate, and he always looks pleased to see me when I go to buy bread on the way home from school. He’s not very good-looking, but I don’t trust hot guys any more.


Our relationship started last Friday. I asked for the usual baguette and I could see him out the back, putting some pastries in the oven. He smiled at me and gestured for me to wait for him outside. He came out a few minutes later with a cigarette clamped in his mouth.


‘Hey, I’m Kevin.’


‘I’m Chloe.’


He had blue eyes and flour on his cheek.


‘Do you live round here?’


‘Block C.’


‘I like seeing you every evening.’


I looked away; I could feel my cheeks flushing. I always feel awkward when people pay me compliments. It’s like they’re giving me a present that’s too expensive.


He took my chin between his fingers and lifted my face gently.


‘I get off at eight. Will you come and wait for me?’


At eight o’clock I’d showered, done my hair and make-up, tried on three outfits, left Lily watching TV – making her promise not to tell Mum a thing – and I was standing outside the bakery.


At eleven o’clock, just before Mum got home, I snuck into bed, thinking back over the evening: the sandwiches Kevin had made, the bench by the pond, his thigh next to mine, his mouth on mine, his voice whispering that I’m beautiful, his freezing hands worming their way under my jumper, his hips pressing against me. I said no when he suggested getting into his car, and I could tell he was disappointed. He sat there smoking in silence, frowning, so I snuggled up to him and put my hand in his boxers. He was nice all evening after that.


When I told him this morning that I was alone in the flat for the afternoon, he immediately agreed to come over. I gave him the entry code and he came round at two. He didn’t have any flour on him; it’s his day off. He handed me a little bag with fresh choux pastries in it.


We sat on the sofa, listening to a romantic playlist on my phone. I put my head on his shoulder and took his hand. He stroked my palm with his thumb. He looked so huggable, Kevin did. Not like the boys I’ve known before, who were only interested in one thing and it was always take, take, take with no give. That little gesture, his thumb just touching my hand, might seem trivial, but maybe it meant he was the one. Maybe he was really interested in me. Maybe he would shower me with love and affection; maybe we’d make plans together and I would matter. Well, I was going to show him he mattered, too. He can’t have that many opportunities to meet people, working at the bakery. I turned to look at him and reached my lips towards him. He sat back up, which meant I had to as well, and slapped his hands on his thighs.


‘So, you going to show me your bedroom, then?’




Lily




16 March


Dear Marcel,


I hope you’re okay and you’re not too annoyed with me for hiding you behind the radiator. I thought Mum had switched it off.


Seeing as you ask, I’m doing fine. At the start of the year I didn’t have a problem with Manon and Juliette. Everybody loves them, first of all because they’re twins (buy one, get one free). Plus, their dad’s cousin is neighbours with Kev Adams’s mum’s hairdresser, and everyone loves Kev Adams, except for the geeks who do Latin and Greek – and who wants to be loved by people who do Latin and Greek?


Personally, I didn’t really care about them either way, but that stopped when they noticed my existence. It was all because I put myself up for election as class student rep. No one told me Manon wanted to be the only one. I only got one vote, and that wasn’t even mine (thank you, Clelia), so I didn’t understand when the twins started being all nasty. Okay, they didn’t exactly invent waterboarding, they just tripped me up a couple of times and chucked bread at me in the canteen, but it was better when they didn’t know I was there at all.


I told my sister about it during the Christmas holidays, not to be a snitch (I’m not a snitch), but because she’d heard about it from Nahima’s brother (and he is a snitch). I made her swear on Beyoncé not to tell anyone, and she promised but then nabbed the twins as they came out of school – poor Beyoncé. She told them I was vulnerable and they were hurting me and they should try thinking what it was like for her, they’d do the same if it was one of them . . . The twins went bright red, burying their faces in their scarves and nodding their heads. Juliette promised to leave me alone, Manon said she was really sorry. The next morning the whole class was calling me ‘Snitch’ (I’m not a snitch). That’s the first and last time I’m telling my sister a secret.


Sorry, Marcel, I had to go and change pens; it stopped working. Right, I need to be quick because my favourite show is about to start.


The twins eased off a bit for a few weeks, I don’t know why, and I wasn’t about to ask them. Until this morning, in Chemistry. We had to work in pairs on an experiment and Max came and stood next to me where Clelia usually would be. The thing is, Max is Manon’s boyfriend – it’s not like you can help noticing; they spend every breaktime eating each other’s faces, like those fish that clean the inside of the tank. So, anyway, I turned round, and Manon was sending me daggers. I gave her this little smile, like, ‘don’t worry, I won’t touch,’ but seeing as she gave me the finger, she must have thought I was winding her up.


At breaktime me and Clelia were lying on the ground in the playground and the twins came over and asked me if I had a problem. I said no, because I didn’t, and Manon was, like, ‘Well, I do have a problem and it’s called Lily.’ I said that was really funny coz my name’s Lily, too, and she scowled at me, so I tried to explain that I’m really not interested in Max because I don’t have this ambition to be in a relationship when I’m not even a teenager but mostly because the guy’s got the worst breath ever, like, it shouldn’t be allowed, I mean, does he eat rotten-cabbage sandwiches for breakfast? So she didn’t need to worry. Juliette gave a little laugh, Manon snapped at her to shut it, then she crouched down on a level with me, brought her face up to mine (close enough so I could tell that rotten cabbage gets passed on in saliva like glandular fever) and whispered that I’m nothing but a little tart, like my sister.


I don’t know what I was thinking – maybe it was because of the report on llamas that I watched at the weekend – but I spat right in her face. Juliette grabbed my hair, Clelia grabbed Juliette’s hair, Manon grabbed Clelia’s hair and I grabbed Manon’s hair, and we stayed like that, not moving, until the bell went, and then we went off to Geography.


I don’t know what she meant about Chloe. I get to see first hand that my sister’s a bitch, but she’s not a tart.


Have a great evening, Marcel!


Lily x


PS I’m not a snitch.







Anna


‘It’s green, Mum!’ Lily yells.


I put the car into first and flash her a smile in the rear-view mirror, then sink back into my thoughts. I did the maths a while ago. To clear all my debts, I’d need 12,689 euros. It made me cry. For several months now, since I realised I’ll never dig myself out of this, since my stomach’s been producing ulcers and sleep’s been producing nightmares, I’ve turned into an ostrich. What’s the point of confronting an enemy if you know it’s going to knock you flat?


I stopped thinking the day the monthly payments on the credit agreements my ex and I had taken out together became impossible to cover on my own and I tried to salvage the situation by agreeing to a loan with interest payments worth more than the capital. I stopped looking at my bank account, where every refused payment and every cent overdrawn is cranked up with exorbitant charges. I stopped opening envelopes. I stopped answering calls from unknown numbers. For months, I’ve been living with part of my life anaesthetised. It’s painful waking up in the morning. It costs 12,689 euros.


‘We’re here!’ Lily shrieks.


I park the car outside my father’s house, the windscreen wipers valiantly battling the deluge. Sitting on the passenger seat, Chloe’s been lost in her phone since we left the flat.


‘We’re here, Chloe.’


‘Wa-hey.’


‘Please try, Chloe, your grandpa loves seeing you.’


She shrugs and unclicks her seatbelt. Her chin’s wobbling.


‘What’s the matter, sweetheart?’


‘Nothing,’ she says, clearly struggling to hold back her tears.


‘Are you sure?’ I prod, stroking her cheek.


‘Stop it, Mum. I said it’s nothing.’


She gets out of the car, slams the door and goes to join Lily on her way to the front door, shielding her hair under her bag.


My father and my stepmother, Jeannette, give us four kisses each, just in case we didn’t notice the first two. They’re smiling so broadly we can see their wisdom teeth.


‘We couldn’t wait for you to get here. We’ve got something to show you!’ my father says excitedly.


Standing next to him, Jeannette claps her hands. The last time I saw them in this state, they’d just had their respective nicknames tattooed on their chests: Pops and Poppet.


My father opens the French windows and leads us into the garden.


‘Follow me.’


‘Pops, it’s raining!’ Chloe protests.


‘Just a few drops,’ Jeannette retorts, nudging us outside.


At the corner of the house, my father signals to us to stop.


‘Are you ready?’


‘Yes!’ Lily exclaims.


‘Wait,’ Jeannette intervenes. ‘Shall we let them guess?’


He agrees, beside himself. Pops and Poppet do love a game.


‘Have you bought a dog?’ Chloe asks listlessly.


‘A tiger?’ Lily suggests steadily.


‘A new car?’


‘You’re getting warm, Anna,’ Jeannette says. ‘But bigger than a car.’


‘A space rocket?’ Lily offers.


‘A campervan?’


My father blinks. He lets us walk on and spreads his arms with a ‘Ta-daaaa!’


Beyond him is an imposing white vehicle. He puts his arm around Jeannette’s shoulders and she purrs.


‘We decided to treat ourselves for our retirement. We’re planning to go to Italy this summer. It’s not new, but it’s only just ten years old. We couldn’t let such a bargain slip through our fingers. Go in, have a look around!’


He unlocks the door and gets us to climb into their campervan, but not before asking us to take off our shoes.


It’s small but functional inside. There’s a bedroom with a double bed, storage space everywhere, a living area with a bench seat that can be used as a bed, a kitchenette and even a shower cubicle, where I can just about fit half a leg.


Standing outside, drenched by the rain, Pops and Poppet wait for our reactions. I nod encouragingly at the girls, hoping they get the message, before making my opening gambit:


‘It’s absolutely wonderful, you’re going to have such a great time in here!’


‘And these curtains are gorgeous!’ Chloe picks up the baton, stroking the fabric, with its big yellow flowers.


Lily glances around the van looking for inspiration, then her face lights up.


‘It’s practical,’ she says. ‘It’s so small you can cook a meal while you’re having a poo!’


When we go through to the living room for coffee after a gargantuan lunch Chloe slinks off to the study to be by herself. Her mood yoyoed all through the meal, and her phone was holding the string. Every time she looked at it her eyes filled with either tears or twinkling stars. Adolescence has unstable weather.


When I go to find her she’s sitting on some cushions reading Wuthering Heights.


‘How are you doing?’


‘Good,’ she says, not looking up from the book.


I sit down next to her.


‘You can talk to me, you know.’


She shrugs.


‘Do you know that, Chloe?’


‘I know, Mum, but . . .’


‘But what?’


‘Nothing.’


‘What is it, sweetheart?’


‘Nothing. It’s fine, Mum. Can I just have a hug?’


Of course you can have a hug, my big girl. I open my arms and she nestles into them, her head in the crook of my neck and her hair tickling my nose. She’s been nicking my perfume again.


Chloe’s always liked me cuddling her. When she was little she could only get to sleep right up next to me. Every evening when I went to bed I’d find her in our bed. It drove her father mad. I would grumble, but I savoured that closeness, knowing it would be short-lived. She still sometimes comes into my bed at night, claiming she’s had a nightmare or has a stomach ache. I’ve stopped complaining. I move aside the duvet and let her sleep in the warm space I’ve just been in, not admitting that she doesn’t need to come up with an excuse.


She pulls away gently and rakes her fingers through her hair before going back to her book. I get up slowly.


‘You know I’m here if you need to talk.’


I step out of the study and close the door behind me. It’s almost completely closed when I hear Chloe’s voice.


‘When you’re not working.’




Anna


I arrive at the restaurant every morning hoping Tony will have realised his proposal isn’t acceptable. And I leave every evening hoping he’ll be struck down with amnesia in the night.


He doesn’t forget. And doesn’t capitulate.


‘So, have you changed your mind?’ he asks, standing behind the bar and watching me push the mop between the tables.


‘Nope, Tony, I still haven’t.’


‘Why don’t you want to?’


‘I’ve told you a hundred times: I’ll never find another job at thirty-seven.’


‘But there’s too much for you to do here, you’ve said so yourself. Anyway, I can see you’ve been getting tired recently. You get out of breath so easily and you never stop complaining.’


The mop stops dead.


‘Don’t take the piss,’ I say, turning to face him. ‘Don’t go looking for reasons to fire me. You won’t find any – everyone knows how good I am at this. I do two people’s work all by myself, and if I’m tired it’s because you refuse to take anyone else on!’


He pours himself a glass of cognac and downs it in one.


‘I won’t do that to you, I’m legit. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have offered you the deal. I really like Estelle, you know, it’s not just the sex.’


‘I don’t want to know,’ I tell him, trying not to picture them.


He lays his hands flat on the counter and looks at me.


‘She’s a good woman,’ he says in a softer voice. ‘I’d really like to work with her. She’s agreed to it so long as I take on her sister as well.’


‘Her sister? You mean there’ll be two of them waitressing?’


‘That’s the plan.’


Without a word I go back to cleaning the floor, doing my best to ignore the mop, which is begging to be hurled over the bar.


‘Anna, are you refusing to do this because of my wife?’


‘Pardon?’


‘Is this a feminist solidarity thing? Or are you jealous?’


I let go of the mop handle and stride angrily over to my boss.


‘Do you think everything revolves around you, Tony? You can sleep with Estelle as much as you like, you know. You can even have her, her sister, her grandfather and her hamster, if it turns you on – I don’t give a stuff. This may go way over your head, but right now I’m thinking about myself, my daughters, my future and my bank balance. I’m not saying no because of anything to do with you but for my own reasons. So please stop talking about it. I won’t agree to it.’


He pours himself another glass and sips it in silence. I pick the mop back up to finish cleaning the floor. As I work my way round, my anger dissipates, soon replaced with exhaustion. I’m reduced to an empty husk by the time I nip round the back of the bar to get my handbag. He hasn’t moved.


‘Goodnight, Tony. See you tomorrow.’


‘Anna, is there nothing that’ll make you change your mind?’ he persists.


I can feel my hackles rising, my fighting spirit ready to lash out. Instead, I turn to him and hear myself say:


‘Well, there might be something . . .’




The Chloe Chronicles


Kevin doesn’t love me any more. Well, he didn’t actually say that – he claimed I’m too good for him and he doesn’t deserve me. I’ve been past the bakery at least ten times, hoping to see him, to talk to him. Considering what we had together, I’d have liked more than a text with a typo – ‘its over’. I saw him on his break, but only from a distance. Lea’s clearly not too good for him.


I thought things over as I sat in the lobby of my building waiting for the postwoman.


I don’t understand. I’ve made a list: I’ve been out with seven boys in my life. The first four dumped me because I wouldn’t sleep with them. The last three dumped me as soon as I did sleep with them. But I thought that was what they expected; the messages were loud and clear, not at all subliminal. When I give them what they want, why do they stop wanting it?


Every time I think, this is it. They’re affectionate and considerate, they say ‘we’ and talk about the future. How can I help falling in love?


Ines says I should wait, let them stew in their own juice, give them time to get to know me. Marion says I must be rubbish in bed and there are YouTube tutorials to help you get it right. Charlotte reckons they’re all pigs. But I don’t know. Maybe men are like Cinderella: they change after falling in love.


The local postwoman’s usually Sonia, who I used to do synchronised swimming with in primary school. She’s always happy to hand the post over to me instead of putting it in the box. It wasn’t her today but a young guy with curly hair. He leaned his bike against the wall and gazed at the dozens of names, looking baffled.
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