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PROLOGUE

ADELE

ONE WEEK BEFORE NYE

YouTube

1.2M subscribers

Hey, lovelies. (wipes tears away) I don’t know why I’m filming this; I won’t end up putting it on YouTube because it’s so stupid recording yourself crying. (wipes away more tears) Especially when I can’t explain why I’m upset and as far as YouTube, TikTok and influencing goes, it couldn’t be better but my life away from that feels like it’s falling apart. I’ve never felt so lonely.

Anyone who knows me, knows I rarely get upset. This isn’t me but I can’t stop crying and I can’t shake this anxiety and I feel like there’s nobody I can talk to about it, not even Jack. There’s so much I need to say that I’ve been bottling up because I’ve been too afraid to . . .

(looks nervously over shoulder)

Can you hear that?

(strains to listen)

I think someone’s there.

‘Hello?’

(waits, listens)

‘Who’s there?’

(shakes head) Christ, I’m going mad. I’m hearing noises, look at the state of me. I’m all worked up again over nothing. This place – it’s making me lose my mind.

(breathes out heavily) I thought moving to the French countryside would help us, a fresh start, that it would be calm and peaceful – it’s anything but.

Coming here was a huge mistake.

(starts crying again)

I know from the outside my life must look perfect and you must be thinking: what has she got to be upset about? But trust me, guys, when I say – it’s not.

I guess sharing this shows the real side of influencing. It’s important for those watching to know that the people they follow get upset too.

What am I trying to say? That’s the thing, it’s almost impossible to put into words because it’s more a feeling. Something about the house feels wrong.

I don’t usually believe in ghosts or paranormal stuff like that, but it’s these old rooms, this creaky dark building, the way it moans, it’s like there’s someone here with me.

Even Jack’s been behaving strangely. I think he’s keeping secrets. There’s something he won’t tell me.

You’re all going to say I’ve lost it when I tell you the next bit, but I have to get it off my chest, it’s eating me up not being able to tell anyone.

(looks behind again, lowers voice)

I think I’m being followed. I keep getting this ick sensation that someone’s watching me and it’s really creeping me out.

(breaks down in tears)

I don’t know what’s happening to me. (rakes hands through hair) It’s frightening.

(looks camera dead on)

I’m scared, I’m afraid something really bad is about to happen.


   



CHAPTER ONE

ERIN

SEVEN DAYS AFTER NYE

The snow is flawless. Linen white and crisp. It doesn’t register at first how there’s no fresh tyre tracks.

I’m too busy studying the road for black ice. My foot tensed over the brake pedal; I feel the pinch of nerves as I slow into another hairpin bend.

It’s never-ending, the driveway to their house. Narrow and twisty, carving up the woodland.

I open the window letting the cold flood in, rinsing away the air of my long journey. The scent of sunshine, frost and pine sweeps through the car.

The radio is interrupted by the weather report. More snow on the way, treacherous driving conditions, there’s threats of road and public transport closures. My stomach tightens at the thought of being trapped out here. It’s fine, I’ll be gone before it turns. I switch it off, sponging up the silence instead.

Besides, it doesn’t feel like the reports will come true. It snowed all of last night but now – everything is still. Nature has taken a breath and you can almost hear her hold it. Nothing is quieter than freshly fallen snow.

The forest either side is a tight knot of fir trees and tall skinny birch. Frosted branches glisten in the fading light. Beneath the canopy, an uninterrupted expanse of white. A duvet that’s been shaken out until it’s thick and fluffy.

Concealing what lies beneath.

Something about winter frightens me – it’s how suddenly the darkness moves in. By 5 p.m. it’s pitch-black outside and that’s when my sense of being trapped awakens. An emotion I’ve struggled with since I was little. I’ve always been untrusting of the night.

Mum complains I tiptoe through life – I’m too hesitant, too uncertain. I must try to be more like my younger sister, Adele, who strides confidently wherever she goes.

Adele. The thought of her and why I’ve made this twelve-hour drive to Eastern France now fills me with anger.

My self-absorbed baby sister.

The words swell like a storm and soon I’m so consumed with resentment I don’t notice how everything around me has changed. The trees have parted. The sky has expanded into a blaze of sunset.

It appears like a mirage in the clearing, shimmering with the frosting of snow – the chateau.

Adele’s videos haven’t done it justice.

Puncturing the sky with its tower and turret, it’s far bigger and more impressive in real life.

I slow to a crawl, my breath catching as I drink in the view.

Perfectly proportioned – as tall as it’s wide. Built from limestone the colour of butter with granite rimming the windows like smoky eyeliner. There are sage-green shutters, a Juliet balcony wrapping around the upstairs room. The roof is spiked with hooded windows, pointy like witches’ hats.

The courtyard circles around a fountain. A statue of a woman cradling a child, the pale folds of her robe falling loosely around her waist. I imagine what it must be like when it’s switched on in summer with the patter of water drifting through the estate.

Dazzling in the low winter light, the building commands attention. It speaks to you with an air of arrogance – I’ve survived hundreds of years. I’ve weathered storms fiercer than you’ll ever know. Look at me.

Adele’s been calling it ‘small’ in her videos compared to other chateaus in the region because it only has nine bedrooms. Only nine! There’s no doubt in my mind – this is the grandest home I’ve ever seen. I feel a stab of jealousy as I can’t help but compare her life to mine. How far I’ve been left behind.

My eyes are stuck on the view as I slow to a stop and it takes me a moment to notice – I’m the only car here.

They’ll be parked around the back. She’ll have had the stables converted to garages; I scoff at the extravagance of her new life.

Turning off the engine, I sink back and take a moment. Pulling my emotions together, building up courage.

How will I break the news to her? I’m still trying to process it myself. It’s all been so sudden, the doctors promised Mum was getting better. I steal one last breath and then open the door, stepping out into the fray.

The powdery snow reaches past my ankles and within seconds the cold’s worked its way in, seeping through the fabric of my trainers. I’m not dressed for this weather. It was sunny when I left home in England. I hunch into my coat and tighten the belt.

Slipping into the shadow of the building, my senses become alert. Instinctively, I look up, eyes scanning the facade, taking in the weather vane, the gargoyles clinging to the corners. The slits in the tower where the archers would have hidden. It’s a hotchpotch, the styles of centuries soldered together.

I feel another surge of emotion coming on but this time I catch myself – a skill I’ve learned from years working as an ICU nurse: mastering the art of keeping calm. I’ve learned how to understand feelings so as not to be overwhelmed by the emotional intensity of my job.

I have no doubt as to what’s driving this new wave.

Envy.

I envy how Adele and Jack’s life has turned out. Escaping abroad. Starting over. Isn’t that what we all long for?

While I worked long night shifts with no energy left to keep my eyes open. While I was caring for Mum, Adele slid into a new life fit for a princess.

I’ve lived on a hand-to-mouth salary for years, always saving, always having to hold back on the things I really want to do. Adele – she’s now throwing money around like it doesn’t matter.

My sister’s always had admirers, people bending over backwards, giving her things for free – because she’s pretty, because she’s mastered being the damsel in distress. But this? My eyes narrow at the magnificent view; this is another level. How did she afford to buy a chateau?

None of it makes sense.

There’s one thing about her new life I wouldn’t swap for anything – Jack.

Jack’s the reason Adele and I aren’t close. He drove a wedge between us soon after they started dating, determined to be her number one. He filled her head with poison. That said, she could have fought for us. Perhaps it’s what she wanted? Adele used him as the excuse to sever our bond? I often find myself thinking this.

It’s been fraught for years, but communication finally broke down with her move to France last spring – not long after we found out Mum has breast cancer. Instead of putting her plans on hold, Adele disappeared on her big adventure with the expectation I would be the one to deal with it.

Of course, that’s what I did, I brought Mum home to my flat in Bournemouth where I cooked and I cleaned and washed her. It was me who held her hand through those three gruelling months of chemo. I alone patched her up and got her back on her feet.

For her entire life, Adele has run from responsibility and anything that might cause her pain. I’m the protector cushioning her from the blows of life. Well, not any more. Death has caught up with us both. The cancer has returned and the oncologist has given Mum just a month.

Fighting off the tears, I begin the mantra. STOP. Don’t let your emotions control you. Because who will be there to pick me up if I do?

I look ahead to the grand entrance. A columned porch, white stone banisters rising up to it.

Adele’s always been self-centred, but her behaviour worsened when she started filming a diary of her French life for her YouTube channel. The constant documenting of every bloody thing she does, revealing intimate details to imaginary friends in exchange for likes. I swear her obsessive fans mean more to her than our family. Vlogging has brought out the very worst in her.

I tuned into the first few, but I couldn’t bring myself to watch after that. Her fake life and who she’s pretending to be. She’s not being honest – about any of it.

We haven’t spoken properly for months but things have now reached new levels of rudeness. She’s not answered calls or messages for over a week now, not since New Year’s Eve. I don’t know if she’s ignoring me, or still mad at me. But if this is what it’s come to, it speaks volumes about how far our relationship has deteriorated.

Adele takes no interest in me and what’s going on in my life. She has no idea of the trouble waiting for me back home.

I feel a swell of panic. I push it aside, focusing on what I’ve come here to do.

Her ghosting me is the reason I’ve driven all this way. She’s forced me to hunt her down and I’d go as far as to say I hate her for it.

But I can’t afford to get into an argument with her because time is something we don’t have. I’m not here to build bridges; I’ve come to collect my sister and bring her home.

I swallow down my hurt, anger, envy and start up the wide stone steps to the grand entrance.

The thick oak door has a bright gold knocker in the shape of a lion’s head.

Jack’s doing. I grimace at the tasteless feature. Then I role-play how the next few minutes will go: Adele will pretend she didn’t get my messages; Jack will act like I don’t exist.

But there’s no fake welcome. Only silence as the sound of the knock drifts. I try again, smacking it so hard the vibration travels up my arm.

Calm down. You’ll only make things worse.

It never crossed my mind she wouldn’t be here. Have they gone away for the weekend?

I head into the grounds to look around. Shoes squeaking as I power through the snow. My angry breath misting.

The first window I come to offers a glimpse into their new life – a house full of heirlooms and inheritances. Nose pressed up against glass, I catch the last of the light pouring into a high-ceilinged room.

Walnut-panelled walls and biscuit-coloured parquet floor. There’s a long oval dining table in the centre and a piano to one side, beneath a solid gold-framed painting of a hunting scene. Opposite is a large open fireplace – white marble veined with black. The lemon-yellow curtains tied back with silk tassels add a homely feel. It really is spectacular in an old-fashioned gentry way.

I move around to the side of the building where the entire wall is hidden with ivy and the snow is piled up against the windows. A dimly lit room. A library, an actual library with floor-to-ceiling shelves full of leather-bound books. A tapestry hangs across the length of one wall. A battle scene with horses rearing, spears flying, it’s violent and gruesome.

Impressive, but it’s not very Adele is all I can now think as I search for some evidence of my sister. Despite our differences, I’m quietly relieved when I find a piece of her on the polished wood side table. The gaudy pineapple candlesticks she’d always bring out, back when we used to have dinners together. Even the bright gold looks tarnished in the muted light.

A partially open door at the other end reveals an entrance hall with a vast chandelier and a sweeping staircase.

Amid the grandness, something else strikes me as odd. The rooms, they’re spotlessly clean. Uncharacteristically so for my typically messy sister. There’s no clutter, it’s eerily precise – they seem unlived in.

I don’t realize I’m frowning until I catch my reflection in the window. As I make my way back to the front of the chateau, my thoughts shift to Adele’s vlog and how she’s amassed a cult following almost overnight. More than a million subscribers, thousands of views per video, but what’s really bothering me is how she’s made no secret of where they live and any weirdo could turn up on her doorstep.

I make a slow full turn, taking in the isolation. The thought of how vulnerable Adele is out here suddenly makes me shudder.

Should I take a look inside?

As I search near the front door for somewhere you might hide a key, something else catches my eye. Glinting in my footprint.

I crouch down, plucking the sharp object from the snow. It’s much bigger than I first thought. Holding it up to the light, the stones sparkle as I roll it between my thumb and finger. I breathe in sharply.

Diamonds, they’re real diamonds.

Adele might be living the high life, but she couldn’t afford earrings like this. Also, the fussy drop design isn’t her style. So, who does it belong to?

Indistinctively, I turn to face the woods, as if the answer will be waiting for me there. But now the sun has dropped, the scene I’m met with is a black impenetrable mass. The air is completely still and quiet except for the distant hooting of an owl.

My throat tightens. On my next inhale I call out: ‘ADELE!’

Casting around, my eyes rake through the darkness for signs of life.

Erin, relax! They’ll be visiting friends or have gone away for the weekend, because that’s what couples do.

I overreact, I’m easily triggered – I’ve come to understand this.

Yet, despite my self-awareness, I know something is off. I can sense it.

‘ADELE!’ I yell again. ‘JAAAAACK.’

My voice sounds small and weak, suffocated by the snow’s insulation.

Then, powdery flakes start to fall. Fine-milled, gentle like butterfly kisses, that is until the cold spreads. I blow into my hands; my fingertips are numb and white.

What should I do? Wait here until they come home? The satnav is showing me some houses five miles away but there’s unlikely to be a B & B, not somewhere this remote. And if I leave, I might miss her.

The chateau is eerily quiet but the forest is coming alive. There’s a faint rustling, the snapping of twigs, the sound of night animals moving through the trees.

I hate it when the darkness arrives.

I force myself to take a long deep breath but my self-soothing does nothing to calm my nerves. That thing that’s planted itself in my thoughts is taking root.

And that’s when I sense it, the stirring of winter. A current of something unfriendly and hostile has drifted in. Nature is trying to tell me something and her words are fierce enough to make me shiver.

I feel a sudden tug of dread, but what I’m afraid of, I’m not sure.


   



CHAPTER TWO

ADELE

NINE MONTHS BEFORE NYE

YouTube

5,300 subscribers

Revealing Our Secret Plans

Hi lovelies, happy Monday, welcome back to my channel. I know you like to hear about my week but today I want to do something special. I have some UBER important news I need to share. You know how I try to tell you everything that’s going on in my life. Well, this is probably the biggest decision Jack and I have ever made and because your support means so much to us, we want you to be the first to know.

For those of you who are new to my channel, Jack and I have been together eight years and we’re still stupidly in love. Quick recap on how we met – randomly, house hunting. I’d finished college and was searching for a place and Jack was advertising his spare room. I went to take a look around but it was him that caught my eye. He didn’t waste any time asking me out and that same night we went for our first date. I probably shouldn’t tell you this (giggles nervously) but we slept together. I was panicking he wouldn’t want to see me again – I’m probably oversharing right now (laughs again) but the next day a massive bunch of roses arrived with a note from Jack asking if I’d like to move in – but not into his spare room. Yah, talk about a fast mover! But here we are, still together, all these years later. (jazz hands) Anyone wanting to hear our full love story can catch up on my previous vlog, HOW I KNEW JACK WAS THE ONE. I’ll leave the link below.

Slight tangent there, lovelies. Back to what I’ve jumped on here for, and this isn’t easy – I was in two minds whether to share, but I feel it’s important to be honest, especially with all of you who’ve been on this journey with me from the start and hopefully what I’m about to say will raise awareness and help those going through similar hard times.

(breathes in deeply)

Three months ago we received the devastating news that Mum has cancer. (fights back tears) A routine breast scan revealed a lump and the tests came back as positive. She’s been having chemotherapy and various treatments, and although she’s weak she’s doing OK – the doctors are optimistic as they caught it pretty early on – but we’re all worried sick and it’s been such a shock because Mum . . . since Dad walked out on us, she’s been the glue holding our family together. Always happy, always positive and kind, and I don’t know what we would do without her . . .

(clears throat)

But— I can’t bear to even think about that now.

(clears throat again)

If that’s not bad enough, last month Jack was made redundant from his job at the council where he’s been working for the past seven years, so (pauses, wipes tear from eye) to say life is a liiiitle bit rubbish right now doesn’t even come close.

(pushes out a smile) Oh, by the way, Jack says hi. He’s sorry he can’t be on the vlog tonight – you know he loves you guys, but he’s helping a friend move house. That’s my Jack, always putting others first, even when he’s going through a rough time himself, but that’s why I love him.

So, with everything that’s happened, we’ve decided to do something completely spontaneously crazy and insane but if we can pull it off . . . it will be life-changing.

Which is where YOU, my lovelies, come in. As always, we want to include you in our plans.

Our big reveal, which I’ve been dying to share, is that we’re going to be moving to France. We’ve found our dream home.

In the cutaway (points finger above) you’ll see why we’ve fallen in love.

Chateau Bellay is a seventeenth-century manor house in southern Burgundy, in the heart of the Côte Chalonnaise wine region. I hope I’ve said that right? Dreamy, huh?

It has everything you’d imagine a chateau to have – a tower and turret, boiserie wall panels, a ballroom, a huge dining room, a really pretty library and there’s nine bedrooms. And don’t even get me started on the vineyards! It’s on the Route des Grands Crus, THE world-famous wine route through Burgundy.

The chateau has belonged to the Du Bellay family for more than three hundred years, which is why it’s kept so much of the original beauty. It needs renovating, but nothing too major. Luckily the offer to buy comes with the furniture included, but I’m planning on a massive refurb. I’ve a whole bunch of ideas on how we can redesign the rooms. (claps hands excitedly)

We want to give Chateau Bellay our own spin while preserving its historic features. We plan to grow our own vegetables and use sustainable materials for the renovations, and the place will be powered by renewable energy, everything will be eco-friendly.

Isn’t it something out of a fairy tale?

I am obsessed. Honestly, guys, I cannot deal with how stunning this place is. Above all, it’ll be somewhere peaceful, tucked out of the way, where Mum can recuperate after the chemo.

There’s just one teeny little problem. (pinches fingers together) It’s a tad out of our budget at 1.2 million euros. (giggles) I’m laughing because I know I sound absolutely INSANE saying this, but hear me out . . .

(pressing hands into a prayer) We need you to make our dreams come true.

From today we are setting up a GoFundMe crowdfunding account to buy Chateau Bellay.

Help us restore Chateau Bellay to its former glory. We’ll run it as a B & B so all you lovely, wonderful people will eventually be able to stay with us.

I plan to regularly upload videos on my channel so you can follow our renovation project, keep up to date with everything we’re doing and stay connected. And hopefully feel part of our journey to the finishing line. Those signed up to our Patreon account will be granted exclusive VIP access to extra content as well as discount member rates on rooms when we open.

Just think, you’ll be able to stay in a chateau for massively subsidized prices and drink world-renowned Burgundy wines, eat French cheese while hanging out with me and Jack and . . . (prayer hands) we need you. This has been the most unbelievably tough year for us, God, it’s hard me even saying this, but please, please help make our dream come true.

I’ll leave a link to our GoFundMe below. We’re grateful for anything you have to spare. And as always, if you could click the like and subscribe button that would be ah-mazing. Big love and kisses from me and Jack.

(blows a kiss)

I love you all so SO much.


   



CHAPTER THREE

ADELE

NINE MONTHS BEFORE NYE

There’s a throaty rumble from outside and the violent slam of a door. The noise pulls me out of bed; I throw off the duvet and cross to the window that looks out on our street. A man in a Barbour jacket staggers out of a taxi but it’s not Jack.

The knot tightens in my stomach.

I check my phone: 3.24 a.m. and still no message. He knows I’ll be panicking and all it would take to ease my anxiety is a message. He’s doing it on purpose.

Grabbing my dressing gown from the door, I slip out of our deathly quiet bedroom. From the landing I hear the faint meow of the neighbour’s cat coming from our back door. I let him in one night when I was feeling especially lonely and now he won’t leave me alone.

Secretly, I’d glad he’s become my friend, comforting me in those eerily quiet hours when I can’t sleep.

It’s the third night this week that Jack’s been out drinking. I’ve lost count of how many evenings I’ve spent alone since he was made redundant.

It’s as if he’s trying hard not to be around me. He’s never home and when he is, he’s not there, not really. He’s either watching TV or on the computer with his earphones in, blocking out the world. Blocking out – me. But if I say anything, if I even broach the subject or, God help me, attempt to be positive about the future, he’ll snap or, worse, shut down. More recently there’s an edge to Jack’s tone.

It’s as if there are ten different people living inside him. Every morning I wake up not knowing which Jack I’m going to get.

If I’m honest, it’s terrifying.

A natural born ‘fixer’, I’ve been searching the internet for answers. Googling symptoms, the diagnosis always taking me back to the same place: depression.

He’s ticking all the boxes – retreating into his shell, lack of sex drive, lack of drive in general. Then there’s stress rash across his scalp and knuckles. And the most obvious tell – he’s stopped taking care of himself. Jack’s always paid attention to how he looks, but he’s stopped bothering to shave, he leaves his bed-flattened hair until the afternoon, and he won’t stop wearing that ugly jumper with the hole.

Part of what attracted me to Jack was the pride he took. We were the well-turned-out couple at dinner parties. The most attractive couple in the room. I enjoyed that label and I want it back.

I will bring him back.

I won’t lie, there are days when I want to give up – especially when I’m dealing with all my own stress over Mum not being well. Which I know I’m not dealing with.

But then I remind myself relationships need continuous work, perfection doesn’t exist and giving up is easy.

Jack wasn’t always like this. He was confident and assertive and didn’t need me propping him up.

Gentle. Thoughtful. Like making sure the fridge is stocked with my favourite snacks or bringing me coffee in the morning. He’d surprise me with tickets to a show in London. Or he’d treat me to an expensive meal at a restaurant that had just opened. This temper, this short fuse he’s developed – it’s not him.

We will find a way out of this.

My new obsession with optimism, manifesting goals and drawing up vision boards is what’s carrying me through. If you believe the cancer will go away, it will. If you behave as if you already have what you want in life, if you let yourself feel those emotions, the universe will listen, respond and make it happen. The Law of Attraction – I practise it every day, much to Jack’s amusement and ridicule.

Manifesting a better life abroad is how I came up with the idea of crowdfunding – a solution to affording my very own fairy-tale chateau.

As a child I dreamed of being a princess in a castle. I’d dress up in Mum’s going-out clothes. I’d sit behind her dressing table swamped in fabric, trying on her lipsticks and splashing my wrists with her most expensive perfumes. I’d twirl around the house wearing a plastic pink tiara. Mum would have to wait until I was asleep to take it from me or I’d have a meltdown.

I’ll own up, I was spoilt and my parents indulged my fantasy, buying me princess gowns and even curtseying for me. I’d force my sister into playing castles – poor Erin, she was always stuck with the boy part. The court jester or the knight who had to rescue me from the tower. I’d boss her around, but she’d always go along with it.

I feel a pang of guilt and quickly push the feeling aside.

As I cross to the bathroom, something catches my eye. The light from my screensaver, spilling onto the landing. Calling me to attention.

I wasn’t going to post it, not until I’d talked it over with Jack and Mum. But the video I recorded earlier today is now burning a hole in my thoughts. I’m drawn to the light, towards my laptop on the desk inside the study.

I say study but it’s more a dumping ground for Jack’s things. Boxes piled high crowd the tiny room. Golf clubs, old trainers, sports gear that hasn’t been used since we started renting here four years ago. Stacks of magazines Jack will never read. Shelves sagging under the weight of pointless stuff.

As I study the chaos our lives have become, I can’t help feeling disappointed. Like I’ve been short-changed somehow.

Some days I struggle to breathe. As if the walls are moving inwards, crushing the life out of me. My parents promised me a fairy tale. I dreamed of more, is that so wrong?

My imaginary castle was my happy place back then, so it made sense to return there for sanctuary.

While Jack’s been at the pub, I’ve been soothing my anxiety scrolling through French property websites. Fantasizing about which chateau we’ll buy. I’ve been losing myself in the grand architecture, the ballrooms, libraries, outdoor pools, orangeries and sweeping estates.

Then there’s shows like Chateau Rescue DIY. A look at how other couples have made it work. If they can do it with zero experience, then so can we.

Twenty-six and still dreaming of playing castles. Immature, I know, but everyone has a dream that keeps them going. Perhaps the only difference is, I won’t stop at the fantasy.

The thought of becoming a châtelaine has become lodged and every day the roots grow deeper.

Most of the chateaus I found were either insanely expensive or ridiculously cheap but needed huge amounts spent on renovation. Others didn’t quite have that fairy-tale vibe. But then there was Chateau Bellay, who only needed a moderate amount of TLC to bring her back to her former glory. With her wood-panelled, high-ceiling rooms, four-poster beds and a real princess tower, I only had to see the photos on the website, and I knew.

She’s the one.

The GoFundMe idea came from watching my favourite YouTubers and TikTokers – learning about the new way to afford your dreams.

Renovation projects have become the hottest new charity, springing up all over the world.

You wouldn’t believe how many influencers are turning to the platform to ask the public to help fund projects, whether it be building and structural work, restoration or interior decoration. GoFundMe is now the world’s largest crowdfunding platform, raising $9 billion since it was launched in 2010, and there seems to be no limit to what you can ask viewers and subscribers to invest in.

Once you’ve secured funding you can begin earning money creating content documenting your journey. The average influencer earns £3,000 a month – that’s £36,000 a year doing what they love. Talking about their passion projects. Then there’s all the add-ons like advertising, brand sponsorship and, with so many new formats, like YouTube shorts and live streaming, members-only content, the possibilities to make money are endless.

Makes you think, why bother with school and university and all the debt that goes with it when you can just film and document your own life. If they’re doing it, why can’t I?

I’m part way there. I started YouTubing several months ago and I have a small following, a few thousand subscribers. It’s not much, but it’s something. Mostly I chat about random crap like my morning routine or what I do at the gym, sometimes a GRWM – that’s short for get ready with me. I guess I don’t have a fixed identity, a USP. But a chateau will change all of that.

In the meantime, I do have a real job: assistant manager for a hotel chain near the motorway flyover. It was only meant to be a stopgap, a stepping stone to greater things. I can see that now.

Erin doesn’t approve of my vlogging, but then she’s never thought much of my life choices. With six years between us, Erin took on the role of the responsible older sister. And she never lets me forget it.

I’ve been there for her too. When we were growing up and she was afraid of the dark, it was me who comforted her in the night. It was me who’d cuddle her until she fell asleep. But that’s all conveniently forgotten so Erin can play the martyr.

It wasn’t always like this between us. After Erin qualified as a nurse, she changed, behaving as if she was above her own problems, and turned to fixing me instead. Project Adele. Studying me as if I were her patient. And don’t even get me started on Jack.

The problem is, she won’t let it drop, that thing he did. I almost wish I never told her. I know she wants to protect me, but doesn’t she realize it makes it impossible for us to spend time together when she’s dripping poison in my ear?

I want to pick up the phone and tell her everything that’s been going on since Jack lost his job. When I’m frightened and feeling helpless, when I’m scared about what will happen to Mum – because I’m terrified – I want my big sister back.

Instead of reaching out, I take myself off somewhere quiet and go over old ground. Was what Jack did my fault? I worry I’m not sexually adventurous enough for him. I bore him in bed. There’s so much pressure on women to be perfect. To be sexy and capable. Sometimes I think I see disappointment in his eyes and it breaks me. But then I pick myself up and promise I’ll fix that too. I won’t quit on our relationship. Not now, not after everything. Adele Davenport does not give up.

Erin’s upset because she’s desperate to settle down and takes that out on me. It’s her choice to sacrifice her life to her job instead of seeking out what she wants most – a husband, a family.

I swallow down the lump that’s jammed in my throat. It’s OK, there’s still plenty of time for Jack and me to have children.

It’s then the file on my desktop shows itself, swimming into view.

The window in our study overlooks Granville Close. I widen the gap in the curtains and stare out onto our street where every house looks the same. A two-up two-down with a rectangular fenced-in garden, a driveway and garage. The faint sound of the ring road rumbles in the distance. Cars circling the roundabout. A constant reminder of how we’re stuck in purgatory. A nowhere place between urban and rural.

The heating went off hours ago because we’re trying to save money. I wrap the gown around me more tightly to keep out the cold and I glare at the house opposite with its Christmas lights still up. What the hell? It’s almost spring! Santa’s still pissing on the roof while his reindeers graze near the porch. Outlined with flashing LED lights, blinking into the night.

Strangers. All of them. After all this time I barely know my neighbours. The most interaction we’ve had was a disagreement over parking. A French rural community won’t be like this. Nitpicking over the small things – not a chance. All of a sudden I’m imagining a rosy-cheeked woman with plaited hair cycling up our drive with a basketful of local meats and cheeses to welcome us into the community.

I won’t miss this place, not one bit.

Mum will come stay as soon as she’s had the chemotherapy, and she’ll love it. What could be more healing than the French countryside?

My girlfriends – yeah, I’ll be sad to say goodbye, but they’ll come visit. I can see the garden parties now – with lanterns and hammocks strung up between fruit trees. Wine glasses brimming with rosé. Ice cubes clinking.

Manifesting. I can feel it, the sweet sharpness of the wine slipping down.

I need a drink now. It might be gone three in the morning but sod it. It’s not something I’d normally do alone but sometimes you have to take the edge off and I know just the thing.

In one of the boxes is a bottle of Chevas Regal whisky. A present from Jack’s Scottish uncle Glen which he’s been saving for a special occasion. I reach in, rummaging for something I can drink from.

World’s best girlfriend. Blowing hard on the mug, a small cloud of dust mushrooms into the room. Illuminated by the glare from the street, the motes dance around like fireflies.

Just as they will in France. Swarming around the lanterns in our palatial garden.

I fill it halfway and then slug it back, my throat working hard to get it down. The alcohol scalds but the warmth spreads, moving across my entire body. My face flushes with heat and I immediately top it up, this time to the brim.

Yes, I’m stubborn, but that’s because I know what’s best for us. It’s those friends of his, they’re to blame for leading him astray. I’ve got to get Jack away from them. Call it an intervention if you will.

Another swig from the mug and my body takes over, forcing me to sit down behind the desk. I strike a key, waking up my laptop. The bluish light splintering the gloom.

There you are. I smile lazily at the file on my desktop, at the GoFundMe vlog I filmed earlier. Edited and waiting to be set free into cyberspace.

I falter.

Hang on, I should talk to Jack first; he has no idea what I’m planning. And I need to tell Mum, my friends.

I frown.

But they’ll only talk you out of it. They won’t understand. They don’t get how the world is changing, that it’s possible to make a living through social media.

The cursor blinks at me impatiently.

Then, an even more terrifying thought sweeps in. What if nobody helps us? The possibility of having my dream snuffed out is scarier than any thought I’ve had.

I snap the screen shut.

Returning to the gloom of our little study, the empty feeling quickly returns. My mind starts to race. My fingers move to attack the desk, drumming the Formica. I’ve dared to let myself dream of a better life; I can’t box it away now.

Adele, listen, you don’t need his permission. People will want to buy into your dream, they’d be mad not to. You have as much right to be happy as the next person. Everyone’s doing it; it’s time you took the plunge too.

I reach for the whisky, forcing more down.

Lying awake in bed imagining my partner of almost a decade is cheating is not what I call fun. It’s Jack’s fault for breaking my trust.

Wow, the alcohol is doing a terrific job of dredging up the past.

I can do better than this. I deserve better.

Closing my eyes, I imagine I’m sweeping away the mess. I’m pushing against the walls until the bricks fall away revealing a picture-perfect meadow in the heart of rural France.

Now I’m in the countryside, striding through the field to Bellay. The long grass brushing my knees. There’s buttercups and cows grazing and the sweet smell of honeysuckle, the bright yellow mimosa lighting up my path. Ahead is the driveway that curls around, leading me to our future.

I will do better.

I reopen my laptop, blood surging through my veins.

This is the only way.

The neighbour’s cat is still crying, trying to claw me back to reality. I fight back, taking him with me to France. He’s now weaving between my legs in our kitchen with its marble stone floor. The dogs are outside on the terrace and there’ll also be chickens who’ll lay fresh eggs for breakfast. And finally, I dare to let myself dream about our children playing on the emerald-green lawn. Raising my glass, I make a toast: ‘Jack, you’ll thank me later.’

Without pausing this time, I press <UPLOAD>


   



CHAPTER FOUR

ADELE

My head throbs from the whisky and my neck aches from where I cricked it sleeping at a funny angle but I’m happy because I can hear him breathing. The relief of knowing Jack came home outweighs all those anxious thoughts.

Now the storm has cleared I feel calm again. I’m back in control and there’s no need to rake up the past.

Pushing myself upright, I tie my hair back with the band I keep around my wrist. It’s then that I notice the trail of clothes. A trainer by the door. Black socks next to the bed. His jeans flung over the chair.

My gaze swings back to Jack, his face planted in the fabric, cheek pushed up to his nose. I can tell his mouth is dry from the way he’s breathing. Red sticky sauce crusted in the corner of his lips, a tell-tale of last night’s fridge raid. His hand twitches, he must be dreaming.

Beneath his crumpled appearance a charm still burns brightly. He’ll never lose that. Jack’s always been weak when it comes to women, he can’t resist a flirt, but I know that’s where it ends. There’s no one else. Anxiety drops a surprise ball into my stomach and I have to look the other way to chase off the thoughts.

Across the room, the winter light forcing itself around the curtains warns me it’s late morning, my shift at the hotel will be starting soon. I reach for my mobile to check the time, my breath catches when I see what’s on my screen.

One long stream of notifications.

Alerting me that people have been commenting. Responding.

The vlog! Shit. I forgot all about uploading it.

I turn back to Jack, flushed with adrenaline.

‘Hey, wake up.’

He groans and rolls over, dragging the duvet with him.

‘Jack.’ I nudge him.

He wraps both arms around the pillow, hugging it into his face.

‘Sleeping,’ he tells me.

‘Come on, you’ve got to see this.’ I can hear the tremble of excitement in my voice. I return to the phone, to the dozens of new alerts that have appeared. I swipe right, Google taking me to my YouTube homepage where I can read what they have to say.

152,000 views. What?

This is insane. I’ve never had more than 2,000 for any of my videos. I only uploaded the vlog – I check the time – seven hours ago.

‘Jack, hey, come on, you want to hear this. No exaggeration – our lives are about to change!’

He reaches a hand out for me. ‘Come back to bed.’

‘Listen, I may have done something without asking you, BUT – don’t be mad, I wanted it to be a surprise. I didn’t actually think it would work.’ I pause, letting air in. ‘Last night while you were out, I uploaded a vlog.’

He peels open one eye.

‘Yeah, so erm, the vlog may have been asking viewers to help buy us a place in France.’

He squints. ‘You what?’

‘I found us a chateau and it’s perfect. Just the right size and it doesn’t need much renovation. It even has a pool. So I’ve set up a crowdfunding account to help buy it,’ I say too quickly.

He stares at me, blinking. His unwashed black hair is lying flat to his scalp. His face is lined from the bedding. ‘Sorry, repeat that last bit again.’

‘Look, it’s easier if I show you.’ I turn back to my screen.

Jack props up his back with pillows and looks at me closely with the same incredulous expression.

‘Show me then.’

A sickness swells as I study the screen.

‘Come on, let’s see,’ he says. ‘Adele?’

Noises become muffled and Jack’s voice has slowed to something stretched out and distorted. His words, unrecognizable.

‘A . . . d . . . e . . . l . . . e?’

My heart is thundering, beating so hard I can hear the pulse in my ears. A deep, rhythmical thud, thud, as I read through the comments. The vile, abusive, hateful words.

Entitled whore.

Hundreds of them, attacking us for ‘begging’.

I’d like a chateau too – wouldn’t we all, love. You need to EARN your way in life. Stop begging for handouts, you scrounger.

And:

In our dreams we’d all like to be paid to do exactly what we want when we want, but, Adele, your level of entitlement is astounding.

And if not horrible, they’re weird and obsessive:

Two hours ago I didn’t know who Adele Davenport was but now I think I’ll die for you.

I search for something supportive, anything. The best I can find is an ‘It’s a nice idea’, but even that sentiment ends with a schoolmistress-style telling-off. A reminder how many people in the world are struggling and we shouldn’t be taking money away from charities and worthy causes that actually need funding.

I drink in air before the next attack launches:

Bitch, you’re almost 30, try growing up.

But it’s the final comment that cuts the deepest.

Milking your mum’s cancer to get attention and people to pay for your life. U 2 should be ashamed of yourselves.

I look up at Jack. He’s still talking and I study the way his mouth is moving, opening, closing, but I can’t take in what he’s saying. My eyes step from the screen, to him, back to my phone, which continues to light up with fresh abuse. My thoughts veer into a dark place as the reality of what I’ve done takes hold.

This can’t be happening. I don’t understand – what went wrong? I didn’t mean for it to come across like we were begging. Those tears I shed for Mum were real. How could they think I’d fake something like that? So what if the Adele in my vlogs isn’t 100 per cent representative of the truth? Nobody wants to watch the real Adele in her average boring life. I was being genuine. My life is rubbish, and, it’s just got a whole lot worse.

Fuck. 

What should I do?

Destroy the vlog, that’s what. Delete it, right now.

Paralyzed by indecision, I’m gazing at my phone screen when the call comes in.

‘Are you going to answer that?’ I catch the sour smell of beer on his breath. Turning my head away to take the call I can still feel the intensity of his gaze. The weight of expectation.

‘Hello?’ My voice, small and brittle.

‘Adele, it’s Cara.’

‘Hi, yeah sorry, I’m on my way now.’

‘About that,’ my boss pauses, for a beat too long. ‘Before you come in, I think it’s best you know we’ve seen the video.’

‘I can explain.’

‘We’re hoping you will, Adele. We’re all still in shock over here. Disappointed we had to find out your plans to leave via the internet. When were you going to tell us?

‘It’s not what you think.’

‘We assume this is your resignation letter?’

‘What, no—’ Christ! What have I done? I didn’t think anyone would watch it, not really. It was a pipe dream. I was drunk when I posted it. My heart skips a beat as the seriousness of the situation sinks in. If I lose my job, who’s going to pay our bills?

‘It was just a stupid prank. Really, Cara, I have no plans to resign.’ I feel myself cringe. If I can hear the uncertainty in my voice, so must she.

‘Clearly you’re not as committed to the job and the brand as we first thought. With summer, our busiest season ahead of us, we need someone who’s fully invested in the business.’

‘I’m one hundred per cent committed—’

Cara cuts me off. ‘Let’s have a chat when you get here, hey. Best if we leave it for now. See you shortly.’ Her voice disappears and her number vanishes, only to be replaced with more alerts. I don’t realize I’m shaking until I look down at my hand.

Jack catches me with his eyes. Speaking more softly but with the same intensity, he says: ‘You need to start explaining what the fuck’s going on.’

I slide off the bed, phone clutched in one hand as I make a quick retreat to the bathroom. Out of the corner of my eye I catch Jack turning to his mobile. He’ll see for himself soon enough.

A sickness is building. What have I done? I need time to process the damage. Work a way out of this. Think, Adele. Maybe I don’t delete the vlog but issue an apology instead. As I cross the landing, I’m rehearsing the lines. Hey lovelies, there’s been a bit of a misunderstanding. If I could just persuade Jack to be in the vlog this time, that will add sincerity to my apology. The viewers will like that.

I feel the thud of his footsteps close behind.

‘We’re a laughing stock.’ Jack’s tone has sharpened. He’s reading the comments.

‘It’ll be fine, I’ll take it down,’ I say, quickening my step.

‘Too late for that. Everyone’s seen it now. What am I going to tell my family? What will the boys think? They’re calling us scroungers. Scroungers, Adele! Me! I’d never accept handouts.’

I bite my tongue as I slip inside the bathroom, closing the door just in time.

‘Adele.’ He smacks the wood.

‘I’ll be out in a minute.’

‘ADELE!’

‘I’ll fix it!’ More quietly, I say, ‘Just give me a sec. Please.’

The hallway falls eerily quiet and I take the chance to breathe. Gripping onto the sides of the sink, I bow over the basin. Last night’s whisky is threatening to make a reappearance.

I know Cara and her tone was unmistakable. She’s going to fire me. That bitch never liked me anyway, always dismissing my interior design ideas. She disapproved of my vlogging. Cara’s been waiting for this day. I draw a long breath in, hold and release. Shit.

I lift my head and take a moment to study my reflection in the mirror. All colour has drained from my face and, despite my fake tan, I appear sickly grey. My blue eyes look dull and my dark auburn hair has lost its healthy sheen. Jack’s not the only one to let things slip. I hate myself for putting a less than perfect foot forward.

And there’s something else hiding behind my eyes. I know it’s there but I’m not willing to confront it.

The knock startles me.

‘Adele?’ Jack sounds calmer but his voice is still thick with irritation. ‘Can you come out here and explain what you’ve got us into.’

I hold my breath. Still clutching the sink, the cold of the porcelain feeding into my hands.

It was about starting a new life. It was about dreaming of something different.

‘Were you even going to tell me?’ He laughs through his nose. ‘Fuck’s sake, we can’t even speak French.’

We would have learned. We would have adapted to living abroad. Our lives would have fallen into place.

‘Adele, seriously, what’s going on with you?’

With me? I feel like screaming. Tears prick my eyes.

‘You’ve lost the plot. A chateau, seriously?’ He laughs again. ‘I blame your parents, spoiling you. Filling your head with rubbish.’

I close my eyes. Shutting down my reflection.

‘They’re right. What they’re saying about us. What were you thinking? What makes you entitled to more than anyone else?’

The bitterness from his redundancy, other Jack is really coming out now.

‘You know what?’ he says, then stops.

I stiffen. Bracing.

‘The thing is, Adele,’ he says more softly, ‘you should have married a rich bloke; you’d have been much happier.’

I swallow down his words. Eight years together and he still refuses to get married. ‘We don’t need a piece of paper to prove our love,’ he says. Jack believes marriage is a form of control and for couples who don’t trust each other. I used to think that was some crappy excuse to justify his fear of commitment but now, I don’t know. So many years have passed it’s become confusing. Maybe he’s right? We’re still together after eight years, and that’s longer than most marriages, so it must be love, surely?

My energy drains just thinking about it. I don’t want another row, I want to fix things, I want the old us back. We’re a good team, and I know he loves me. If I tell him I’m sorry, he’ll cool down. And I’ll let him know I’m there for him. I’m always there, supporting.

Like a drug addiction, my eyes find their way back to my phone. This time I skip over the messages and click on emails, half expecting Clara to have already sent me my P45.

Buried between the spring sales promotions and junk mail, a new message has arrived in my inbox with the subject line The Gift.

Hang on, I didn’t give out my email address.

My finger pauses, stuck between whether to open or delete. But what drew me to the flame before is whispering in my ear again. Open it.

I click on the tab and the email expands, filling up my screen. Only a few lines long but my breath catches as I read over them.
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