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			Chapter 1

			‘I’ve been thinking about the book,’ Sam says to me, as she runs her finger down the wine list. It’s the one thing I respect the most about Sam, she doesn’t mince her words.

			Her colleagues call it a ‘Sam special’, the kind of needs/must communication that has helped secure her Editor of the Year three years in a row. Even her email inviting me for dinner this evening was brisk. It contained all the information necessary in the subject line: ‘La Brasserie. Seven PM tonight’. Signed off with a warm and courteous EOM.

			I think with anybody else she may have flowered it up a little, given them more notice perhaps, but Sam knows me; she has been my editor and almost-friend for just over a year and she knows that I very rarely have any evening plans.

			Sam briefly shows me the menu, pointing to some forty-five-pound-bottle of red halfway down the page. ‘This do?’ she says briefly. It’s all in French, italicised to make it look fancy, and I feel the tug of familiarity. Three years ago, I would have understood almost every word, enjoyed the cadence and flow, loved how I could fit into two worlds. The words are gone now, locked up in a place in my brain that can only be accessed by a key that I have hurled off a bridge.

			‘Yeah,’ I nod, swallowing down the tightness in my throat.

			‘Great. We’ll take this one.’ She manages a tight-lipped smile in the waiter’s direction, hands over the menu and then crosses her forearms on the table.

			‘So, the book…’ she tries again, bringing us back to the reason we’re here. To talk about The Book. The book about grief that we’ve been working on for a year and a half. My book.

			‘It’s missing an ending.’ Her face tries its hardest to stay neutral but I notice how she stops blinking.

			

			‘An ending?’ I repeat.

			‘Yeah, like a destination. Right now it’s brilliant and modern and totally heart wrenching of course… but we need some sort of resolution, a post-script kind of thing.’

			‘A resolution…’ I try the word on my lips, ‘to grief?’ I can’t help but smile into my wine. ‘I hate to break it to you but you haven’t read it properly if you think he’s coming back.’ I bring my face in line with hers. She winks at me. We have had many conversations about grief over the past year and a half; she has seen me at my rawest and my best, she can’t be put off by my bad idea of a joke.

			‘Save the gallows humour for the page, eh?’ The smile that radiates off her face disappears as quickly as it arrived and instead, she returns to professional Sam. ‘It needs something more, otherwise why read it? People can just scroll through your blog for free, we need something to signify that there has been progress, that others in your situation might find it too.’

			‘Right…’ I draw it out, the universal sign to let her know that I am not sure she is indeed right.

			‘I have an idea.’ She proffers an olive on a cocktail stick in my direction. ‘Don’t worry, I think it can all be easily resolved.’

			I feel a prickle of frustration, that her ‘easily resolved’ will probably mean many more nights staring hopelessly at yet another Word document. ‘I’m all ears.’

			‘Go back.’ She waves her hands a little as she says it, leans her body over the table, eyes wide.

			‘Back where?’

			‘To France!’ I feel a heat that comes with such intensity it makes me choke. ‘To where it all began, to the village…’ The waiter interrupts, delivering the wine and pouring out two glasses.

			‘Monpazier?’ I say the name of that village, the place that I had spent seven of the most important years of my life, a place that was, at one time, my home. Sam picks up her glass and starts swinging it around enthusiastically.

			‘Ava, you’ve come so far I think it would be the thing that makes this book fly, that homecoming.’

			

			I pull at my sleeve. I feel entirely at her mercy again, the way it felt when I was on submission, thinking I would sell my soul if someone wanted me. ‘What does everyone else think?’

			‘In all honesty?’

			I don’t respond, instead I nod apprehensively. I have never been one to take criticism on the chin.

			‘I just get the feeling they want more. The premise is great, and you have the readership in all those followers, but right now it’s just a lot of stand-alone blog posts. I spun the team a line about you coming up with this idea and they’re on board.’

			‘And if I don’t go, I don’t have a book?’

			Her silence answers the question. It’s strange, how bereft I feel at the thought of it. If anyone had asked me when I was a little girl what I wanted to be, a writer would never have been top of my list. Instead, ‘the bug’ got me slowly: a good grade in secondary English, a great teacher at Sixth Form, a very persuasive sales pitch at a university open day and suddenly it mattered, words and experiences, and cadence and vocabulary, they all mattered. The thought of the last three years resulting in nothing seems too cruel to comprehend.

			‘We’d pay of course. Treat it like a holiday…’ Sam cuts across my glazed silence.

			‘A holiday?’ I scoff.

			‘A break then, away from your parents? I’ll make sure we spare no expense! What do you want? Luxury hotel, B&B, villa…’

			‘An apartment,’ I counter. ‘Somewhere of my own.’

			Her brow puckers slightly. I feel like Sam would never willingly turn down a hotel in favour of self-catering. But Sam hasn’t had to move back in with her parents after her life exploded so Sam doesn’t truly understand how appealing the promise of solitude really is. 

			‘How long do you want?’

			‘A month.’ It’s a joke at first. A challenge of sorts, to see how serious she really is about all of this but Sam doesn’t even blink.

			‘Fine. I’ll even pay for extra legroom on the plane.’

			

			I feel the clammy panic set in. ‘You spoil me,’ I manage, my voice devoid of any emotion.

			Sam notices. Her job is to read between the lines. She softens a little. ‘This book means a lot to me too, Ava, as do you. I care about this.’

			I soften. ‘I know. I… I just never thought I’d go there again, that’s all.’ 

			‘You know I’m the last one to want to make you uncomfortable. I appreciated that when I took on this project, that it is so personal, and losing him – the rawness of it all – is what made me fall in love with you as a writer, but something good can come out of it all. You can be a writer. You can have a book that people read. This can be something special, it’s just going to have to take that little bit more to get it there.’ Her phone buzzes. Our conversation has been punctuated with sporadic pings from emails and texts and missed calls. She turns it over and winces. ‘I’ve got to take this. Why don’t you take five to think it over?’ she offers. I nod as she gets up from her seat, phone already on her ear as she leaves.

			When the door closes behind her, I reach into my bag for my own phone for some sort of distraction, hoping on its cracked screen there would be a reason not to take her up on her offer. But the only reason that would fly would probably be resurrection, and I think that may be off the cards. Instead of my phone, my fingers find fabric. My diary peeks out at me, green and covered with pink and blue paisley prints, half-filled and slightly beaten up.

			I take it out, brush my fingers over the cover and then turn to the inside page. It’s an exquisite torture, seeing my name in his handwriting in the top right-hand corner. The words just write something capitalised and underlined below. It was supposed to be an incentive to start doing the thing I had been saying I would for the first five years of our relationship. It hadn’t worked in the way he intended; those pages had remained completely empty until the ninth of May, three years ago.

			The day Etienne Grenaud, my husband, died.

			

			The door to the restaurant opens and I can see Sam cutting through the tables towards me. I close the page, go to slip my diary back into my bag, but it’s too late.

			‘What’s this?’ She gestures to the book I am now hiding under the table.

			‘It’s nothing.’ I try to play it off but the look on her face tells me that she doesn’t believe me. I shrug. ‘Just a diary.’ It’s not a lie. Inside this cover is every single thought, idea and revelation I have had about losing Ettie since the day his heart stopped. It isn’t the blog I started a few months after he died that has racked up enough followers to lead Sam to signing me; it isn’t even coherent in places, it is just a companion. I put it back in my bag gently and then when I note Sam’s raised eyebrow I smile softly at her. ‘When you upload every single one of your weaknesses to an ever-growing following you have to have a place for everything else to go.’

			She leans forward, eyes sparkling. ‘Now that’s something I’d like to read.’

			‘And I’d like it noted that it is to be burnt before that ever happens.’ I place it safely back into my bag.

			‘Fair enough.’ She raises her glass to mine and we clink them together before taking large sips and I know she’s waiting for my answer.

			I try to think of an excuse – that if she could just give me a month, I could bring about an epiphany right here in London; I could find God, go on a retreat, start meditating. But it’s useless because I know she’s right. As much as it pains me to admit it, she has managed to find the glaringly obvious plot-hole in my life. That despite the blog and the book detailing every part of my grief process, I’m not even close to getting over Ettie.

			I swig back the rest of my wine, take one last fleeting look at my diary and nod. ‘Okay, I’ll do it.’

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			‘One day you’re going to stay for breakfast,’ Archie says as I slip out from under his arm and the quilt.

			‘Cornflakes and a carton of old orange juice? I’ll take my chances on the street, thanks.’ I start to hunt out my clothes that are scattered over various corners of his bedroom. I had arrived without warning, knocking on his door, slightly tipsy. I knew he’d be home; knew he would let me in, knew he would want me, and that was exactly what I needed to try to process Sam’s meeting.

			The first time I slept with Archie, I was blind drunk. I had to be, otherwise I wouldn’t have gone through with it. He was a friend’s younger brother, a friend who can no longer look me in the eye. I had just signed my book contract; we spoke about Ettie and I cried and then took him a little by surprise when I launched myself at him in the taxi on the way home. I was awful, emotionally and physically, lay there not doing much and vomited into his pot plant when we were finished.

			Things have improved in recent months.

			He yawns. It’s seven o’clock; I have no need to be up this early apart from the fact that if I linger it means this is something more.

			He props himself up on the pillows, rubs his eyes. ‘I’m actually a very good cook. Not that you’ll ever let me show you.’

			I start to wrestle my jeans back into submission. ‘It’s nothing personal.’

			‘It’s hard to not take it personally when I’m naked in my bed and you can’t get your clothes on fast enough.’ He passes it off as a quick joke, but I know there’s truth there. ‘I mean you were the one who turned up at my door last night.’

			I go over to him in the bed, press a kiss into his cheek and run a hand through his hair. ‘I love it when you get all paranoid and sensitive.’

			

			‘Fuck off.’ He pushes me away, splutters off my affection with a shake of his head and a boyish smirk.

			I find my phone on the side, look at the missed calls from my mum, the late-night email that Sam had sent to ‘put our conversation in writing’ and everything seizes up. I feel the weight come back to me.

			‘Coffee.’ 

			Archie raises his eyebrows. ‘Is that a question?’

			‘Sorry. Yes. Can I have a coffee?’ I remember my manners.

			‘Yes, Ava, I will make us a coffee.’ He gets up, making no immediate attempt to cover up his body. He doesn’t need to. Archie and I have seen each other naked enough times to know what we’re hiding. I watch him, tall, solid, dark, and wonder if it’s appropriate to start this all over again, whether morning sex was a ‘casual’ affair or whether it turned this into something more.

			He pulls on some pyjama bottoms and a hoody and opens the door onto the rest of the flat.

			I take a moment to make his bed, and then perch on the edge of it, turning my phone around and around in my palm until I summon the courage to reply to my mother who is threatening to call the police if I don’t respond by nine. 

			I tell her I’m alive.

			Archie’s flat is a novelty; it is his, and only his. He doesn’t have a roommate (or a parent) who can pop in and out at any moment and ruin the mood with a poorly timed question about the recycling. He feels like a proper adult, which is pretty humbling considering that he’s younger than me, a whole two years younger, but he’s the kind of person I would trust to do their taxes in time and has credit cards for the benefits not just for the overdraft facilities.

			‘Sugar?’ He holds up a little glass container.

			

			‘Two, please.’

			‘Heathen.’ He scowls but dutifully scoops it in and then hands it to me with a little grin. We stand there, resting up against his kitchen cabinets, unsure of how to proceed.

			‘Hey,’ he says after a moment. In its attempt to sound casual it sounds strange. ‘Some guys at work have been talking about this new Japanese restaurant, said it was amazing but really hard to get into so I put my name on the list and they’ve called me back… think you might want to go?’

			I gulp down some scalding coffee and try not to wince. ‘When?’

			‘Next Thursday.’ I feel my chest constrict with the weight of the thing I now need to tell him. The flight that Sam had promptly booked for Wednesday before I could change my mind, my month-long absence, the realisation that this fucked up little holiday is, and will be, happening.

			‘Ah.’ I look at my bare feet, the chipped nail varnish that has almost worked itself off of my toenails. ‘I’d love to but I’m actually going away for a bit,’ I counter and I see his expression change. It clearly wasn’t the response he had been expecting, not a yes but not an outright no either. ‘It’s a work thing.’

			His brow furrows. ‘You don’t do “work things”, you’re freelance and barely that.’

			I hesitate. We have managed to keep the fine prints of our lives almost entirely separate. It’s like we have the summaries – a synopsis of major events, jobs, bereavements, any outstanding STDs – but we don’t really talk about specific nuances. ‘It’s a book thing.’

			‘Oh…’ His eyes shoot up a little and I can see him chew over the details. ‘Like a publicity tour?’ he guesses. I appreciate his optimism.

			‘Not exactly. It’s my editor. We went for dinner last night… before I came here.’ I watch as something passes over his face, a hardening of his jaw, the acceptance that yet again he was an afterthought.

			‘What’s the deal?’

			

			‘She wants me to go back to Monpazier, to go back to where it all happened… you know, Ettie and that.’ It’s like his name’s taboo here, I lower my voice a little, like when anyone says the word ‘sex’ in public. I don’t like Ettie and Archie to co-exist, it feels wrong.

			‘Oh shit, yeah.’ I can see the awkwardness fall back on his face.

			‘Sorry, this is probably far too deep for a post-shag chat, huh? Rule of thumb, men don’t like it when you bring up your dead ex-husband.’

			‘I’m not that bad, Ava.’ He looks genuinely hurt; I reach out and grab his arm.

			‘No, I know, I’m joking, I do that when I don’t know what to say.’ He looks down at the connection, the entirely platonic show of support that we rarely show each other.

			‘You don’t want to go?’

			‘Of course I don’t want to but it sounds like I don’t have a choice. They say I need to find some sort of “conclusion to my grief”.’ I put on a voice and screw my face up in a poor imitation of Sam.

			‘Bullshit.’

			‘I know right!’

			‘When do you go?’

			‘Wednesday. Decided it was better to just go and figure things out when I’m there.’

			‘How long?’

			I pause, pull my shoulders up. ‘A month.’

			He nods, returns one hand into his pocket and the other cups around his coffee protectively. ‘Maybe it will be nice?’ His affinity for positivity never fails to shock me. ‘You know, see some old friends, does he still have family out there? Sure they’ll be happy to see you.’

			My singular arched eyebrow and scoff say everything I need them to.

			‘Not good, huh?’ he pushes.

			‘His mother could never quite get over the fact that her son’s main ambition in life was to run a café in the village he was born in. And of course, as all totally non-toxic mother of boys will attest to, that was entirely my fault.’

			

			‘She’s one of those?’

			‘Yes. That, and in her eyes, I am also the worst thing a woman can possibly be.’ 

			I watch Archie’s brow furrow a little, an almost imperceptible panic in his eyes, wondering what could be quite so terrible. ‘What’s that?’

			‘English.’ I try to emulate her accent, screwing up my face in disgust. Archie laughs, partly in relief. I enjoy it.

			‘And that’s it, all the people you had?’

			‘Kind of.’ I shrug. ‘It was all quite seasonal. There’s a brother too. Florian. I can count on one hand the number of times we ever saw him. They weren’t exactly close.’

			He looks at me pityingly. I’m sure Archie isn’t the kind of man that has ever found himself short of company. ‘You can call me you know.’

			‘Sorry?’

			‘When you’re there. I mean if it gets a little lonely, you can call me.’

			I nod and raise my mug in his direction.

			We drink the dregs in silence until the cups are drained and there is no need to prolong my departure any more. I dump it on the sideboard, pat myself down for my phone, keys, cards. When everything’s in order I stand awkwardly in front of him, aware of his sad face scanning my body. I close the distance between us, my hand reaches for his cheek, and he stares at it as if it is some alien appendage.

			‘Sorry about next Thursday,’ I offer.

			‘There’ll be other restaurants, when you get back?’

			I nod, stand on my tiptoes and kiss him quickly on the lips. I think it might be the most intimate thing we have ever done.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 3

			Dad checks the departure board for the fourth time since we arrived three hours early for my flight. We are sitting in a Wetherspoons on the wrong side of arrivals, Mum cupping her tea, Dad pretending to read the paper.

			‘And you’ve got the documents for the car rental?’ he quizzes, his eyes appearing over the masthead.

			‘Yes.’

			‘And you’re sure you’ll be okay with a manual?’

			‘I’ll manage.’

			‘It’s been a while since you drove and everything’s the wrong way round over there, remember.’

			I do remember, I remember the faded red Citroën that rarely made it to a destination without at least one breakdown. It was my first car, the first one I had bought for two-hundred-and-fifty euros from an old man who had moved into a care home. That car belongs to Etienne’s brother now, along with anything else that couldn’t be dragged back on a Ryanair flight.

			Dad lowers the glasses back onto his nose and surveys the itinerary he had insisted on printing out, including the address of the place that Sam had booked on my behalf: an old Grenier apartment a few roads away from the square. It’s not on a street I’m familiar with, and I’m grateful for that. I figure that the stranger things feel, the easier it will all be.

			He puts the papers back into a plastic wallet that he had found in his study. ‘I can run this all by Steve?’

			I scrunch up my nose. ‘Who’s Steve?’

			‘He’s one of your father’s friends from golf, used to work in property law,’ Mum fills in. ‘You met him last month at the Round Table lunch.’ I think about that awful lunchtime outing where I was sandwiched between my parents like a ten-year-old amongst a sea of pensioners. It was one of their many attempts over the past three years at getting me out of the house and talking to some people that I wasn’t directly related to.

			

			‘Can Steve speak French?’ I proposition, leaning over the table towards my father who I know is only trying to be helpful but has never quite adjusted to the fact that I am a certified adult. Perhaps, in his defence, I had used my first taste of independence to take a year abroad where I swiftly sacked off my university degree for a man ten years my senior that I had met at a café, so his trepidation might be valid.

			Dad shrugs. ‘He can probably use Google.’

			I can’t help but grin, take his arm in my hand and squeeze. ‘You don’t need to manage everything, Dad, I managed to survive perfectly fine for seven years before…’

			Mum can hear the waver in my voice before I can control it. Her hand reaches out for mine and takes it. She is making that face she does when she’s trying to appease me, when she’s trying to avoid a scene. ‘We know, love, but you weren’t doing it all by yourself for long were you? You had him and now… well, we’re just trying to help.’ She doesn’t want me to cry at an airport. She is very English when it comes to things like public emotions, she gave me a Valium at the funeral so I wouldn’t have to feel things ‘too hard.’

			Finally, the plane pops up on the board and Dad pats down his thighs and coughs loudly.

			‘We’ll leave you to it then, you should have enough time to get through security.’

			‘I’ve got two hours, Dad, it’s Stansted, how big do you think this place is?’

			‘Well, better safe than sorry.’ I can feel my eyes begin to roll again and I stop it before he sees. I don’t want to leave like this. If Ettie’s death taught me anything it’s that you only get one goodbye, and it counts.

			He kisses me on the cheek. His hand grips onto the top of my arm, pinches it a little too tightly.

			‘Now I know you won’t accept anything now but if you need it, we can send you over some—’

			

			‘Thanks.’ I stop him before he can finish the sentence. I have a few thousand euros in a bank account I haven’t touched, Ettie’s parting gift.

			‘Well anyway, give us a ring when you land, hope it’s a good flight.’ Mum calls Dad off the attack with a wave of her hands. She hugs me. She smells of patchouli oil and linen, smells I only notice on the first and last hugs.

			They wait in their seats, watching me, whilst I steer the trolley towards the sign for check in.

			I sit down at my departure gate. It is quiet, only a few ageing faces peering down at their newspapers. I open my passport. Take a glancing look at a younger me, early twenties, trying not to smile, excited about where it was going to take me. It turns out it wasn’t the ticket to a host of exotic places, just multiple hops across a small stretch of channel to Ettie and back home again.

			My phone lights up with another message from Mum asking how things are going. I shoot back an update that I am not currently being frisked in a back office behind security. There’s a message from Archie too. I try to ignore the small warmth that spreads through me; it feels entirely treacherous.

			‘Thinking of you,’ he says in a little blue bubble. ‘Think I might even miss you.’ My thumb hovers over the keyboard.

			‘Thank you,’ I reply.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 4

			I pull the silver rental Fiat up the curb to the red dot on Google Maps. 22D Rue Saint Jacques. It feels like the only street in Monpazier that I have never walked down. The more I think about the café with its faded red umbrellas, a mere kilometre up the road, I feel a sudden and immovable weight on my chest.

			I step out of the car. The street is shadowed by tall stone buildings with shuttered windows and wonky balconies. As for signs of life? They prove to be minimal. Someone’s washing is fluttering out of a window, there’s a skinny ginger cat that slinks its way up a side street. The only proof that I haven’t landed in some simulation of a tiny French market town is that there is the low hum of conversation coming from the square, the voices and words indistinguishable, but it’s proof enough that I’m not entirely alone.

			‘Ava?’ A voice cuts through my train of thought. An elderly woman emerges fully out of an imposing doorway. She is long and willowy and whilst she is sporting entirely white hair that she has pulled up into a bun, her bright red lipstick and black horn-rimmed glasses make her difficult to age. She could be both sixty and ninety. Her lips pull up into a large grin showcasing impressively perfect teeth as if she realises the riddle. It is only when I step towards her that I notice her outfit. She is draped entirely in a black satin kimono, with tassels on her sleeves which almost touch the ground. I get a sudden and powerful urge to curtsy. She feels like someone I should at least bob my head to.

			‘You’re the… estate agent?’ My voice is strangely hoarse. It is the first time I have spoken since I left my parents at Stansted. 

			She lets out a short, sharp puff of air through her lipstick and gestures to her outfit. ‘Do I look like an estate agent?’ The words slip out in American, a broad unidentifiable transatlantic accent that adds to the impression of misplaced grandeur.

			

			‘Well… no.’

			‘I’m the owner, honey.’ She winks, and another year falls off her.

			‘I’m sorry I’m late, the plane—’

			‘In France, this is early.’ She wafts away my apology with a hand. ‘Shall we?’ She gestures to the door, and I nod, stepping over the threshold. 

			Behind the bottle-green door, there is a communal hallway that hasn’t been touched since the eighties. It is dank and large, with greying tiles on the floor and chipboard paper on the walls. It smells stale. The American appears to notice this too. I wonder if she’ll ignore it but she looks at me and raises an eyebrow.

			‘Stick with me. I promise you it’s nicer inside.’ She leads me up a grandiose-looking staircase that has seen better days. The ascent is slow; she has to pause at every landing, pretending to inspect some socket or dado railing and I politely wait with her, grateful for the thirty seconds or so to get my bearings. By the fourth flight, the pretence disappears entirely.

			‘I don’t do this very often,’ she pants, ‘I normally get one of the boys down at the immobilier to show the renters but it’s a national holiday today – apparently the one last week wasn’t enough. Honestly, it’s a miracle the French ever get anything done. Still…’ She smiles softly at me. ‘Part of the charm.’

			After three more treacherous flights of stairs, we reach a small landing with a singular skylight letting in a crack of the early afternoon light.

			‘Most of the people who enquire about this place can’t make it past the second floor.’ She fumbles for the key.

			‘Well,’ I shrug my shoulders and try a smile myself. ‘I wouldn’t say no to a stairlift.’

			She cackles. It is a loud and sudden noise that makes me jump. ‘Well, that’s just cheating.’

			The door opens gently and light floods the landing. She steps in first, holding the door back as I follow her.

			

			Nothing matches – even the windows appear to have been added in different centuries – but considering it is in the attic, it is surprisingly cool and airy. The ceiling is vaulted with white-washed beams that snake their way through the space. I notice the sofa first, large and white, covered partly by a crimson blanket and punctuated with scatter cushions. There is a low square coffee table, already laden with a few magazines and coasters, to the left of the sofa is an armchair pointing towards the bookshelf and between them, the only place where the roof is high enough to cater for it, is a floor lamp that has already been turned on, illuminating some of the books that litter the shelves.

			‘There’s no TV.’ It’s not an apology. More of a statement.

			‘That’s okay,’ I shrug. ‘Don’t really watch much anyway.’

			‘The kitchen has everything you’ll need though.’ She gestures to her right, where a mismatch of wood and tile greets me where the roof is at its lowest. There is a breakfast bar with two stools and the cooking space consists of an oven, fridge and a counter for prepping. It is tiled almost entirely with perfect white squares illustrated with hand painted food items. I spot a courgette, a prawn, a pepper, a questionable peach.

			‘All my friend’s doing, I’m afraid.’ The American notices my inspection. I look at her; she is smiling wistfully at the splashback.

			‘It’s beautiful, all of it, it’s just lovely.’

			‘She was an artist. I tried to get her to move to something a bit more “age-appropriate” later on but she wouldn’t hear of it. Said the stairs kept her young.’

			‘I like the sound of her.’ The American glows at the comment until something passes over her face and she stiffens.

			‘Now don’t get me wrong,’ she starts, wagging a finger in my direction. ‘It’s not perfect, things creak and break and you’ll need to run the taps for a few minutes before the water’s clear, but it’s cosy and clean and rather modern in comparison to some other places around here.’ I look around at the wooden beams, the yellow shaker cabinets and tiled splashbacks. It is not modern, not in the slightest, but I know what she really means is that there’s no gingham curtains, or an avocado bathroom suite.

			

			On the other side of the apartment, where the roof pitches down more than the other, is a dining table set up for four, flanked by two more waist-high bookshelves.

			‘The bedroom and bathroom are through there.’ She points to a door. ‘I might stay here for a moment, prepare myself for the descent.’ She thumps herself onto the sofa with a soft groan.

			The bathroom is sparse but clean enough, with a diamond-shaped window letting in enough light that I can catch a look at myself in the mirror. I wish I couldn’t. The day has clearly caught up with me.

			The other door opens into a bedroom that is flooded with light. The bed, an entirely unnecessary double, sits in the middle of the room against the wall with a bureau to one side and a small side table to the right. There are two full-length windows flanking a set of doors veiled only with a thin gauze curtain. I try the door. It’s stiff but a few pulls do the job and I am thrown out into a courtyard that has been built into the roof of the neighbouring building. It must only be a few metres wide and the same in length, but there is enough room to house a bistro table, an umbrella and a couple of pot plants that are bathing in the weak afternoon light.

			‘Everything up to standard?’ The American asks as I close the door behind me. She is perched on the edge of the sofa, her ankles knitted together.

			I nod. 

			‘Perfect, I will leave you to it then.’ She struggles to her feet. I resist the urge to help, it feels patronising, and she looks like a woman who wouldn’t take too kindly to that. ‘I hope you don’t mind me asking,’ she starts as she straightens out her sleeves, untangling her kimono tassels. ‘What brings you to Monpazier? The email was vague, something about work but that crowd normally go to Bordeaux. I’m sure there’s more opportunities for a good time there?’

			

			Normally I might have felt riled at the question, put her down as nothing more than a nosy landlord trying to figure out if I’m going to wreck the place, but she looks genuinely interested.

			‘It’s complicated.’ I shrug. It isn’t a lie. It is bloody complicated. ‘I’m not here for long, just need to… tie up some loose ends.’ I end up performing some half-hearted jazz hands, as if the story had some punchline that wasn’t my ex-husband dying.

			‘You have friends here?’

			‘No.’ I shake my head quickly. ‘Not really. Just me.’

			She looks at me for a little too long. ‘It’s going to be a lonely month for you.’

			I let out an ugly snort. ‘I’m used to it.’

			‘The market is on tomorrow. Come for lunch afterwards. L’Auberge at one-thirty. I’m rather bored of my own company myself.’

			‘That’s kind of you, but you really don’t need…’

			‘One-thirty.’ She closes down my objection and I nod slowly.

			‘Thank you.’

			‘I hope you’ll be happy here.’ She smiles. ‘Tying up those loose ends.’

			I start to unpack my suitcase in the apartment that suddenly feels all too quiet without another soul in here to make the floorboards creak. My things take up two drawers and three coat hangers.

			There is an old cassette radio on the kitchen countertop; it jolts to life in a static crackle. I turn the dial until the music becomes clearer and then adjust the volume until it fills every corner of the apartment. The American had left a bottle of red wine, a baguette and some butter in the fridge. The addition of a cereal bar in my handbag makes it a meal.

			I pour myself a glass and collapse onto the sofa and feel everything start to close in. So I do what I have learned to do when I feel like this; I reach into my bag and take out the diary.

			

			I turn to a fresh page, bend the spine some more until it is flat and scrawl out the date. I write Monpazier in the centre and underline it three times. It looks strange now, that word, this place back on the page, like a word that loses its meaning when you say it too many times. I write a simple sentence.

			I’m here. Now what the fuck do I do?

			And I dry up. There’s no burgeoning feelings that need to be explored, contained and cemented. Just a kind of numbness.

			It’s not something I’m used to – the block. When I first started to write about him, in those heady, Valium-laced days after he died, my mum used to have to come in and put me to bed. She would physically take the diary and put it downstairs, tuck me in and turn the lights off, because if she didn’t, she knew that I wouldn’t stop. I would write it down, every little detail from Ettie’s shower routine, to our arguments, to the description of his body in the mortuary, because I felt like if I didn’t, then I would lose it all, forget everything. As long as it was hurting, it bought me closer to him in some way.

			The only thing that helped stop the writing addiction had been a comment from my dad, hovering in the doorway of my bedroom, with that wary and concerned look of a parent terrified of his child’s emotions.

			‘You’re almost halfway through,’ he said, pointing at the spine. It was a simple thing to say, a half-hearted observation, but as I looked through the pages, the ones heavily lined with writing and the fresh ones yet to be touched, I realised what he was saying. If I kept on going, then in a couple of weeks, even my little coping mechanism would be gone. I cried some more and Dad stepped into the bedroom and hovered again, but this time over me, patting my shoulder. The next day we drove to a tech shop and he bought me a laptop, a proper expensive one, all the bells and whistles. I protested but he insisted – I think he would have bought me a car to try and make me feel just a little bit better at that point.

			So it’s hard not to feel the irony that now I’m here, the words stop. A kind of cruel joke that has been played on me before – let’s give it all to Ava, lay it all out in front of her and then when it matters the most, take it all away.

			

			I pull out my phone to try to distract myself from the pressure building in my chest.

			I text Sam that the apartment is fine. I tell my parents that I’m alive, arrived and settled – even though the last bit is so far from the truth I’m sure that the lie is blaringly obvious – and then I do the unthinkable.

			The phone rings twice before he picks up.

			‘Ava?’ Archie’s voice is full of concern. 

			‘Hi.’

			‘Is everything okay?’

			There’s a long pause. It is weighted and heavy until I fill it with a whimpering ‘No.’

			‘Give me two seconds, Ava.’ Archie’s voice is steady. I can hear him say something to someone on his end of the line. A chair moving. It’s four o’clock on a Monday in London. He’s at work.

			‘Shit, I’m sorry… I forgot, I’ll go.’

			‘No! It’s fine. It wasn’t important, I’m just heading outside.’

			‘God,’ I stammer. ‘I’m such a shit.’

			‘Right, I’m here. What’s going on?’

			‘Sorry, you just said I could call you and there is literally no one else… and I have no clue what I’m doing here and fuck…’

			‘Ava, just breathe.’ He is calm, authoritative in a way I didn’t know he could be. ‘Just breathe.’

			I do as he says, keep breathing until the shudder goes, until it feels like my throat isn’t going to close up.

			‘Good,’ he coaches. ‘Now tell me.’

			‘I just freaked out.’

			‘I can tell.’

			‘I haven’t really been on my own in a place like this in forever and…’ 

			‘So you’re at the apartment?’ he cuts through.

			‘Yes.’

			

			‘Is it okay?’

			‘It’s lovely.’

			‘What are you doing?’

			I look down at the very full glass of red in my hand. ‘Drinking wine.’

			‘Maybe wine isn’t the best?’

			‘Thanks for that assessment.’

			‘Have you got dinner sorted?’

			‘Yes.’ I lie, my eyes darting towards the cereal bar. I choose not to be so honest about that. ‘Can you just… tell me about your day?’

			‘There’s nothing really to tell.’

			‘That’s exactly what I want to hear about right now.’

			‘Sure.’ I can hear him smile through the phone. ‘I got up at seven, went to Gail’s, got a coffee.’

			‘You basic bitch.’

			‘You love it. Got to the office for eight. Forgot my key card but Jerry on the door let me in. Checked my emails, did some admin… is this boring enough for you?’ he checks in.

			‘Perfectly boring,’ I nod, rooting around in my bag for the cool silver cigarette case that had once belonged to Ettie. I barely smoke any more, but sometimes on particularly hard days I allow myself the luxury.

			‘Had lunch in the canteen.’

			‘What did you have?’ 

			I take the wine through the bedroom and onto the balcony. It’s almost dark now.

			‘Ham and cheese panini.’

			I light the cigarette and inhale deeply. ‘You rockstar.’

			‘I’ll hang up.’

			‘You wouldn’t dare.’

			His laugh subsides, ‘Maybe I can come out and see you when you’re more settled. I have some holiday. Could do a long weekend?’ My silence on the other side seems to scare him. ‘But no pressure or anything. I appreciate your head’s probably all over the place and everything and you’re there to do some work not to just entertain some random guy you hook up w—’

			

			‘Yeah sure,’ I say to stop him saying anything else self-deprecating.

			‘Yes that’s why it’s a bad idea, or…’

			‘Just yeah, I mean maybe at some point. If we get some time.’ It is the most pitiful invitation.

			‘Oh.’ His voice softens. ‘Cool,’ he adds.

			‘Maybe I can call you again, like tomorrow? When you’re not at work,’ I offer, desperate to move off the topic of Archie flying all this way to stay in this attic with me and my ghosts.

			‘Of course.’

			‘Great.’ I take another long drag.

			‘Ava, I have to go.’ He sighs.

			‘I know, thanks Archie.’

			‘For what?’

			‘For answering. I— It means a lot.’

			‘Anytime.’ And whilst it might be something that anyone says to finish a call, when he says it, I believe him.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 5

			I sleep in until nine. Enjoy the luxury of not living with retirees who seem to surface horrifically early and like to hoover.

			The shower eventually starts to spit out warmish water after five minutes of running and I try to scrub yesterday off into the drain. When I feel slightly more human and the headache from the wine has been reduced to a dull fug, I reach for the towel and stand by the sink. I can hear my mother telling me to try to make an effort, that if I at least looked like I was coping, the rest would follow. I wasn’t quite sure about the psychology behind the sentiment, but still dig around in my make-up bag, searching for a face that might show the world I’m better than I am.

			I never turned the radio off last night, so I’m welcomed into the kitchen to what clearly is the French version of Best of the Seventies, but it is nice to not be in silence. I make a black coffee and launch my laptop into life at the breakfast bar.

			I go through the motions of my usual morning routine. First, I log on to the blog. There are forty more comments on my last post and twelve messages. I had told them I was off on a short, book-related break but would be back in a couple of weeks. It managed people’s expectations, stopped randomers messaging you asking if you had died.

			I used to make sure I replied to everyone when it all started, but it was smaller then, a few dozen maybe here and there, and it took up a morning. About five months after the blog started, a post went viral. I had shared a picture of Ettie and me, the first time I had put our faces on the internet. It was a selfie, the first date, when phone cameras were still blurry and imperfect. We looked so young. I wrote something so unguarded I look back now and wonder where I got the confidence to ever publish it. It had travelled somehow into the feed of a TV presenter who had lost her husband a year before and she had shared it. The next day I had gained 17,000 followers, and my meandering passion project to stave off boredom had become something much more.

			

			This morning though, I decide to read through the messages. They used to just be women but there’s men now too. All explaining to me how my ‘strength’ inspires them, how I am the only one who ‘gets it’. Now, as I sit in the empty apartment, terrified about the prospect of stepping outside, I know it’s all one big lie.

			My mission today is to buy food. It is almost eleven; I can get my shopping, walk around the market for an hour and then meet The American for lunch. The thought of eating with a stranger would normally bring me out in hives, but there’s something about her that makes the prospect a little more appealing. I want to know her, to be invited into her confidence. I think if I was more like her then everything might be a little easier to handle.

			I take a large canvas bag from the kitchen and make my way down the stairs onto the street. The road up to the square is as empty as it was yesterday. Familiarity seeps through me. This had been my town, the one I had discovered and built my identity around, the one that wasn’t heavy with shared family stories and awkward teenage moments. 

			When I round the corner towards the square, I see a queue of people snaking out of the boulangerie door. Ettie had told me once that it was a legal requirement for every village in France to have somewhere you could buy bread. Like a lot of things Etienne told me, I never felt the need to follow it up with a Google search. I had a sort of immovable trust in him. Later I realised that this is a trait that lots of young women who fall for older men often have in common. There’s nothing quite like finding out you’re a cliché.

			

			I skirt around the edge of the square, until I can’t avoid it any longer. The stalls are huddled around a covered market built back when chainmail was a wardrobe staple. In the height of the summer the weekly Thursday market is the place to be, where hastily made shanty stalls sprawl down the side streets to the delight of the tourists, but now it’s just for locals offering a meagre splattering of the basics: namely vegetables and jars of paté. It means there aren’t enough distractions. It means that the moment I look up across the square I can see it.

			The little red sign with the gold writing still reads ‘L’Avenir,’ the wicker tables, already laid out, the shutters and parasols sun-bleached and all a bit wonky. The café. Our café.

			A waitress I don’t know looks at me, notices me staring. She points to the sign with the opening times, ‘Nous ouvrons en dix minutes, madame!’ she shouts across the void of all of the ten metres between us.

			I turn and walk towards what I hope is the supermarket. My bearings have left me now. When I see the Spar sign I feel as if I have made it to a bunker of sorts. It is safety with its fluorescent lights and refrigeration – it’s hard to feel sentimental in a supermarket.

			I take a basket and shuffle around the aisles, clutching at the torn-up little shopping list in my hand. I’m sure there are glaciers that would complete a shopping list faster, but I think I would stay all day in here if it meant I didn’t have to look at the café again.
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