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Once you learn to live without fear, life gets sweeter – Joanna Lumley
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Is there anything more comforting and enticing than the promise the smell of a freshly baked baguette makes to you? The crack of the crisp golden crust. The scent of the warm fluffy inside, as white and soft and light as a cloud. The crumbs that fall as you crunch. It’s all part of the journey you take together, and the joy.




Prologue

‘It’s a ridiculous idea,’ I say, with a high-pitched laugh I don’t recognise: part hysteria, part wistful. It would be like agreeing to take on a marathon as the unfit, recovering forty-eight-year-old that I am. I know it would be impossible.

Pete nods, firmly and decisively, beside me. ‘Of course it’s a ridiculous idea,’ he agrees.

We stand side by side and stare at the old stone building as the March rain pitter-patters around us. It is beautiful, despite being neglected. Full of character and charm, but also eerily empty and alone. A building that would have been full of life I imagine, now stagnating and still. The old ‘À vendre’ sign is tied to the gates, both of which are listing and peeling with age and abandonment.

‘It would take so much work,’ I say, my eyes drinking in the building and all its possibilities, filling me with something that feels like a purpose, which I haven’t felt in a long time. ‘Imagine it as a beautiful bed-and-breakfast beside that lake. With tea rooms. A salon de thé. Cakes on pretty stands, bunting, and visitors coming to sit and enjoy the view. I’ve seen something like it on Instagram. I could spend my days baking cakes for people rather than cleaning at the care home.’ I smile. Much as I loved the care home and the residents I worked with – and I hated stopping work when I became ill – this would be my dream. Somewhere people would come to enjoy the cakes I love to bake. ‘It would take effort, but could be amazing.’

‘Effort … and money,’ says Pete, and I feel the tiny taste of purpose seep away, like scented bathwater down the plug hole, leaving a grubby residue. ‘Money that we don’t have to waste,’ he says flatly.

I think about the savings account that I’ve added to every month for every year I’ve worked and took advice on how to invest it wisely, that has slowly grown and swollen over the years. Just sat there. I could do something purposeful with it.

We fall silent again, lost in our thoughts and different worlds.

In my mind’s eye, I can see exactly what this old watermill would be like once it’s been renovated. I sigh. Someone will have the same vision and the motivation to take it on. ‘Be amazing when it’s done up, though,’ I say.

‘Gorgeous,’ he agrees.

‘Make a fabulous place for walkers,’ I add. ‘People exploring the area like us.’

‘Or the sort of place that would be good for people on golfing holidays. An afternoon away from the course. Providing they have a course in the area,’ he adds. Pete’s thoughts are never far from golf these days.

The anorak he is wearing rustles as he walks beside me: a known brand, bought for this trip. He leans on his new walking poles: top of the range, built to last. Much like his golfing gear, which has expanded over the years and now takes up an entire bedroom, replacing the guest-room touches I’d put in – the comfy chair in the window is now a resting place for a golf bag full of clubs, the dressing-table littered with golf balls and tees. That room was supposed to be for family to visit once the children had left home. I did everything I could to make their stay comfortable, but they rarely came. And now, even if they wanted to, they couldn’t, because the room is full of golf accoutrements. Furry puppet heads over drivers and putters, a variety of bags, hand towels, ball bags and his fiftieth-birthday present to himself: the electric golf cart, with remote control.

We stand and listen to the peace around us. There’s hardly a sound, just the patter of raindrops in the trees, with the smell of the damp spring ground, waking from its winter slumber.

‘Yes. Those pig sheds could be self-catering gîtes.’ I point to the single-storey stone building to the right of the driveway – if you can call it a driveway. It’s really a grassy strip, worn down. ‘You could do events, weddings …’ Purpose is gathering in my voice again.

‘Or retreats for writers and painters, like they do on that TV programme with the châteaux,’ he joins in, smiling. I can see exactly what he means and I’m grateful he’s joining me on my imaginary journey.

‘Yes!’

We fall into silence again, and it’s as if I’m watching the place come to life before me. A place where people come in the summer sunshine, then head to the lake beyond the building. There’d be bunting hanging from the trees and bushes, leading the way, and fairy lights at night. I sigh again.

Pete’s the first to speak. ‘We could never do it, though,’ he says quietly. I leave just a beat or two to savour the ideas and images in my head before they dissolve into dust, like similar discarded dreams.

‘I agree.’ I shake my head.

Just then I see a flash of blue, followed by another. I walk a little further up the drive, placing my hand on the cold stone of the old building, and look out over the long grass of the lawn. Then I see them: two beautiful kingfishers darting over the lake in front of the old mill, a flash of colour as they dip across the water from the banks of the lake on one side and back to the other. I take another step or two forwards, then a few more, up the slippery bank, touching the cold wall of the forgotten building as I stare at the two birds. Occasionally they plunge through lily pads into the water, surfacing with small fish in their beaks.

Pete joins me, laying a hand on my shoulder, saying nothing.

‘No, we could never do it,’ I repeat quietly.

‘Come on, or we’ll miss lunch at the brasserie. I want the lamb again.’

I turn to him. ‘You had the lamb yesterday. Don’t you want to try something different?’

‘No. I liked it. Why mess with a winning formula? You know I’m a creature of habit.’

We couldn’t do it. The words circle in my mind as we turn back and continue our walk, following the map that had led us here, and is now helping us navigate back into the tiny French town to our little holiday rental. It’s a peaceful walk, only interrupted by a small turquoise car, moving fast, almost brushing against us – we had to jump into the hedgerow. I recognised him as Monsieur Martin, the owner of the small hotel where we’re staying. He’s gone as soon as he appeared.

Overhead I see the cranes flying, heralding summer, like a sign of good things to come, better days. A holiday here was as brave as it gets for Pete. In the past, we’ve gone camping locally with the kids in the summer and, since they left home, spent long weekends at Warners or taken the occasional trip to the West Wales coast, staying in a B&B and going to our usual restaurants and bars. But this year I wanted to do something different. I’d always wanted to visit rural France, to see what it would be like to live here and learn the language. Pete agreed to a week. An early anniversary present and to celebrate finally ringing the hospital bell. I’ve loved it, ringing that bell and being here.

We could never do it. The words keep repeating in my head. I wish I wasn’t walking away from the mill. I could have stayed and watched those kingfishers all day long. But what if I decided to make my idea a reality? What if I took this second shot at life and became the sort of person who followed their dreams? We could never do it, but could I?




Chapter 1

‘Another one?’ Pete’s aunt mouths loudly, after three glasses of cava. I don’t want to discuss my daughter’s partners – not at a family gathering or, actually, at any time. It’s no one’s business. I make an excuse that I’m hot and start to move towards the glass door of the entrance to the golf-club bar.

‘Speech!’ someone shouts, and people clap. I glance around at my smartly dressed friends and family. Our children are here, with their partners. Although this one isn’t the same woman our daughter Maddie brought with her at our last family meet-up just after New Year. There have been so many over the past couple of years and, while I make a real effort to remember their names, I can’t recall this one. I usually try to picture something to remind me of the name – for Belle I saw a little silver bell. Daisy was self-explanatory. But I’m just distracted this evening, and forgot to make a mental image to help me after our introduction. They haven’t been together that long, and Maddie’s relationships never seem to last. I’d love her to find The One and settle down. But from the way they’re holding hands and talking, turned in to each other, forehead to forehead, they seem happy enough right now. That’s a good sign. Who knows? This may be it. I just want Maddie to find lasting happiness.

Our son Jake is across the room with his partner, Becky, tanned from their recent holiday. They’re looking into business opportunities in Spain and hoping to relocate there. Having spent years at university studying biochemistry, Jake dropped out in his final year and now wants to be a DJ on the European rave circuit, which came as a bit of a shock, and Becky dreams of opening an estate agency on the Costa del Sol. They’ve been together for years. Becky is very business-minded: she works in mortgages and insurance, setting up her own business during Covid and going from strength to strength, if the holidays are anything to go by. Jake’s only recently focused on becoming a DJ. He’s moved on from trying to be an online gamer, which didn’t work out for him. I have to keep reminding myself that, much as I would love them to be near, they have to live their own lives. That’s how we grow as adults, isn’t it, deciding which risks to take? I feel helpless, like a mother watching her chick fly the nest, wishing she could turn back the clock, hoping and praying he’ll be safe and come home again soon. I can only help and support from the sidelines now.

Saying yes to marriage. That’s a risk you take too, I think, contemplating the other people in the room. Most are Pete’s golfing friends, some of whom I’ve met for the first time this evening. Only you can decide if it’s what you want, and if it’s still what you want, a voice in my head says.

‘We’ve been through a rough year!’ Pete interrupts my thoughts. His voice is cracking. Someone hands him a glass of fizz and he takes a sip. Everyone seems to have a drink, as instructed when I organised the party with the staff. Everyone, I realise, but me. I wonder if it’s strange that Pete didn’t wait for me to be by his side to give his speech.

He’s unfolding the piece of paper that he’s written his speech on, fumbling, trying to juggle paper, microphone and glass. One of his golfing buddies steps forward, takes the glass, and he shakes out the paper, then pulls out his specs from the same top pocket where I suggested he keep them and puts them on.

He clears his throat. ‘When Jules first told me she was ill, I thought it was an April Fool!’ he says, looking around for a reaction to his badly judged attempt at humour. I wince as it falls on stony ground. He clears his throat and reads on, nervously. ‘But it was no joke. Far from it.’ The room is silent, listening to him. ‘It’s been a hell of a year. I’ve had to stand by, helpless, as Jules has battled this bloody cancer.’ The word catches in his throat. ‘She’s an amazing woman. She’s been so strong, supported me and the children when it should be us supporting her. But I hope we have all been there for each other. It’s been a scary time.’ He gives a hiccup, making tears spring to my eyes. ‘You’ve been amazing, Jules. Like always. You’re as determined as the woman I met so many years ago, and we all love you very much.’ A tear rolls down my cheek. ‘No one could have gone through what you have this last year with such good humour, always putting your family first. But now it’s time for us to take care of you. Back in March you rang the bell at the hospital, signalling the end of your treatment. And let’s pray that is the end of it.’

A little cheer goes up in the gathered group and I blush, brushing away the tears at the heartfelt words I hadn’t expected to hear from Pete. But I also wish there was more to us right now – more than the cancer and the treatment.

‘But now,’ Pete says, gathering confidence with the words he’s rehearsed, ‘it’s time to look to the future.’ I feel a little lift. I don’t want to be Jules and the cancer any more: I want to be just Jules …

He looks around for me as I stand in the shadows by the door, enjoying the cloak of invisibility it brings me, hiding my blushes and tears. He smiles when he sees me. ‘Let’s hope everything can go back to how it was. I’m proud of everything we’ve built together. The life we’ve created. It’s time for us to step back and let the young people have the adventures. With the mortgage paid off,’ he raises a glass and his friends give a little cheer and there’s a clap. I know how much it meant to him, owning the house outright. ‘It’s time for us to take things a little easier; put our feet up and look back on everything we’ve done.’

Something inside me twists – hard. In my heart, my throat and my stomach. Images, as if on a Facebook slideshow, play out in my head. Our wedding day, picking up the keys to the house, having Maddie, then Jake. Watching them grow up. And now, cancer-free, I’m ready for the next stage in my life. His words play in my head: Time for us to put our feet up. I’m suddenly frozen with fear. I’m not ready to put my feet up. I’m not ready for matching armchairs and trips to the garden centre on a Sunday. I want more, says the voice in my head. I’m ready for adventure. I want to celebrate being alive, not wait for the end. I’ve fought that one off for the time being! I want to sing from rooftops and dance in the rain! I want to look forwards, not back! As much as I love Pete for being there for me, at every step of my life, as much as I love our kids for the joy they’ve brought us and who they’ve become, right now, I want us all to look forward. For the children and Pete to live their own lives without worrying about me. I want us all to move out of the shadow that’s hung over us.

‘To my best friend …’ I hear Pete saying, but my head is whirling and wrestling with my heart. My head is saying I should be quiet and grateful, do as Pete suggests and put my feet up, but my heart is telling me I need a new start in life and to live for the moment. ‘… my wife of twenty-five years. Here’s to the next twenty-five!’ Pete raises a glass. His golfing friends, their wives, our children, his mother and brother are all raising their glasses and cheering. I step back, enough to push the door behind me ajar, enjoying the breeze from the night air through the golf-club reception area. Pete raises his glass a little higher towards me and part of me wants to hug him. Another part wants to head outside to escape the claustrophobia I’m feeling: I’m suffocated by everything the last year has been – exhausting, terrifying and bleak. I want to breathe fresh air.

Pete sips his drink and is distracted by his mate, Fridge – once a rugby friend in their younger days and now a dedicated golfing buddy at weekends. I slide out of the door, making my way across Reception and outside into the early spring evening.

I take a couple of deep breaths, looking out over the car park at the golf buggies and the neatly kept course beyond. I wonder what it’s like in France this evening by that lake, still and silent. Then I turn back to the golf club, a stark brightness from overhead lighting in the function room where Pete is chatting with the friends he grew up with, went to school with, plays golf with. Loud laughter fills the air. Pete, my other half for twenty-five years. The constant in my life and the father of my children. I love him, and them.

But as I watch the room, I feel as if I’m watching a film of my life, being played out after I’m gone. I feel so proud of all three of them. It’s been horrid for them, not knowing what the future would look like. No one does once the doctor says the words you never want to hear. But with the cancer in my breast removed and the rounds of chemo finished, it’s time everyone got back to normal. I’ve had the all-clear and I’m not ready to go anywhere yet. Every now and again the monkey taps me on the shoulder, reminding me that it could come back at any time, but now I feel more alive than I have done in years, like a bottle of prosecco ready to pop. Twenty-five years. And what was it Pete said? Here’s to another twenty-five?

Another twenty-five years of how it’s always been? I can’t do it, I think, watching the party through the big wide window. Another twenty-five years of playing it safe, paying off the mortgage, just to sit back and put our feet up?

No one has noticed I’m not in there, and I realise I’m no longer needed here. I’ve played my role, organised the party, made sure the invitations went out, the menu was agreed, the drinks bought and flowers arranged. But I’ve become invisible. Just like in Pete’s speech, I’m Jules the wife, the mum and, now, the cancer survivor. I’ve lost everything else I once felt about life. What am I supposed to do for the next twenty-five years?

The gift of being in remission, of having a second chance, is a constant reminder of how lucky I am to be alive. I want to take risks. I want to be known for being more than the wife, the mum, the cancer survivor. I want to be known for being me.

My phone pings.

It’s Annie, a young woman I met at the hospital. We’ve become close friends. I’d hoped she’d be here tonight, but she’s not well enough. Have a lovely evening. You deserve to celebrate after what you’ve gone through. Keep going. Seize the day! x she messages.

I glance through the window again. This isn’t really my evening, I think. I may have played a role in Pete’s twenty-five-year journey to be here, but we’re not celebrating ‘us’. We’re celebrating getting this far. This is about another trophy to put on the shelf, next to the golfing ones and the Player of the Year cup from the rugby club when we were first going out.

He said I was his lucky mascot and he’d have to marry me. We got engaged first, then married and bought the house. Made all the right moves. We kept fit and active, prepared for retirement with pension plans. But no one prepares you for the rug being pulled out from under your feet, threatening to whip everything away from you, including life. And, actually, it makes me feel angry.

Wish you were here, I type back to Annie.

Me too, she replies. Enjoy every moment!

I’m enraged on Annie’s behalf, a woman with everything to live for. A husband and young family. Tears gather along the rims of my eyes.

Suddenly there’s giggling and laughter as Maddie and her girlfriend come stumbling out in each other’s arms, pulling out their vapes and sucking at them, disappearing into clouds of smoke, then falling into a deep kiss.

A little embarrassed by their enthusiastic display of affection, I clear my throat.

‘Mum?’ Maddie says, and frowns. ‘What are you doing out here? I thought you were inside with Dad, celebrating.’

I shake my head. ‘No, love. I’ve been out here, watching.’

There’s a pause, and I know Maddie’s not sure what to say. I’m not either. I just know I’m feeling something and it’s not celebrating the prospect of another twenty-five years of marriage to Pete. We’re at a crossroads and seem to be heading in different directions. I’m grateful for everything we’ve had, but I’m sad too, because I know we’re at the end of our road. The one thing holding us together over the last year, the cancer, has gone.

‘Are you all right? Do you want me to get Dad?’

I smile. ‘I’m fine. Really. Never better.’ In fact, I feel drunk, although I haven’t had a drink all night. I’m high on life … a cliché, I know, but I’m so grateful still to be here with the possibilities I want for myself in front of me. I think about Annie, wishing with all my heart she was standing in my shoes.

‘Wait here,’ I hear Maddie say to her girlfriend. ‘I’m getting Dad.’

‘No! I’m fine, really,’ I say, and wish she’d listen, but she’s gone already and I can see her pushing her way through the throng at the bar, reaching him and pulling him away from telling a story that involves swinging an imaginary golf club.

Pete reluctantly leaves his friends and follows her outside. ‘Jules, you okay? Maddie said you weren’t feeling well.’

‘I’m fine,’ I say, trying to calm the fuss that’s bubbling around me.

‘Shall I get you some water?’ Maddie asks.

I know she wants to help and is worried. ‘Actually,’ I say quickly, ‘some water would be great. Take, erm, your friend with you, get a jug.’

‘It’s Heidi,’ Heidi says.

‘Heidi, of course. Sorry, I couldn’t remember. Warm evening.’ I say, knowing that it really isn’t. We’re barely into spring. ‘I’ve had a lot on my mind.’

But Heidi doesn’t seem happy. ‘Your friend? Do you have lots of friends?’ she asks, as the two of them go inside.

As I watch them, I’m hoping I haven’t dropped Maddie in it.

Once they’re through the doors, Pete turns to me. ‘How long have you been out here?’ he asks.

I feel a glow of affection, warmth, security, but not the love we once had, giddy with excitement to be with each other. That’s gone.

‘Long enough,’ I say, without needing to add, long enough to work out what I need to do and say to you.

‘I didn’t realise—’

‘Pete,’ I cut him off. I need to get to the point. No use in prolonging this and making it tricky for either of us. ‘I … I need some time away.’

‘Another holiday? We could go to the coast for a couple of days.’

‘It’s not you. It’s me.’ I cringe at how corny that sounds. But I can’t stop now. ‘I don’t think …’ I look at him. He’s clearly confused and hurt, and I hate myself for doing this, but I’m doing it for us both.

‘I don’t think I can do this for another twenty-five years.’

‘Do what?’

‘You know, the routine. Coffee at seven thirty, morning news, Sunday lunch at the garden centre …’

‘I thought you liked the garden centre. We could always go to Deri’s café instead, but I didn’t think you liked their bacon baps as much.’

‘It’s not about the garden centre or Deri’s baps.’

‘You’re leaving me, aren’t you?’ he says, sounding resigned.

‘I … I just need something more right now. I need to remember I’m alive! I love you, and the life we’ve had and our kids, but we want different things. You like your Friday nights at the pub, and quiz night. I hate quiz night.’

He laughs. ‘I like black-out blinds and you like the curtains open,’ he joins in.

‘Pete, we haven’t shared a bedroom in well over a year.’

‘That was the treatment. I wanted you to rest.’

‘And I wanted you to get a good night’s sleep.’

He sighs. ‘To be honest, I saw this coming. That’s why I wanted us to have the party – thought it might set us back on track. But it looks like we’re heading in different directions,’ he says sadly. ‘We have been for a while, haven’t we?’

I nod. ‘We’ll always be best friends. Parents to our children. We’ll always be family. But, yes, there are different roads for us to explore now. I just need some time away, to feel as though I’m making the most of my life after everything that’s happened. I want to embrace adventure and get away from everything that reminds me of Jules with the cancer.’

‘How long will you be gone?’

‘I’m not sure. But I think it would be good for both of us.’ I look at the golf-club doors.

‘Someone’s bringing the water,’ I say.

‘That’s Mandy. She’s the bar manager. Hang on.’ He hurries over to her, takes the jug and a glass and reassures her that, yes, everything is fine. ‘Mandy thought you might be having a turn. She’s been very supportive about the treatment.’

‘I don’t know her.’

‘Oh, she’s very nice, you’d like her. On her own since her daughter moved out and her husband left. But she runs a great bar. Always has a good selection of crisps.’

He’s waffling now. He stops talking. Then he says slowly, ‘This is for real, isn’t it?’

I take a deep breath. ‘I want us both to be happy. Let’s pursue that happiness in our different ways. Do our own thing.’ I take hold of his hands and give them a gentle squeeze. ‘I need to find out who I am without the treatment going on. What the new Jules looks like.’

He gazes at me. ‘But what will I do without you?’

‘You’ll play golf.’ I chuckle. ‘And more golf.’

He joins in. ‘I do like golf.’

‘I know. And you still have work – you love your job at the warehouse. And you enjoy a Sunday drink here.’

He smiles. I put one hand on his forearm.

He pats it. ‘Thank you. For everything. I mean it. I want you to be happy,’ he says quietly.

‘And I want you to be happy. We want the best for each other, so let’s just give this a go.’

He slips into practical Pete mode. ‘Will you take your car?’

‘If that’s okay.’ Suddenly it feels bizarrely like we’re arranging a weekend away with friends, instead of ending our married life.

‘It’s just been serviced and there’s a full tank in it.’

Suddenly the tears threaten to reappear as I realise this is it: I’m walking away, to a new adventure.

‘Where will you go?’

‘Back to France,’ I say. ‘See if there’s anything there for me.’

He frowns. ‘What about the cat?’ He seems more worried about that than anything else. ‘She likes her routine.’

‘A bit like you …’ I say fondly.

‘Yes,’ he agrees.

‘Let her stay with you,’ I say gently.

‘And what about the cake?’ He points back towards the party.

‘You eat it. It’s your favourite. Chocolate.’

‘I’m a bit more of a lemon-drizzle man, these days,’ he says.

‘There’s a lot we don’t know about each other any more, Pete.’

He smiles. ‘I know you like yellow roses. They’re your favourite.’

‘No, Pete, they’re yours. You felt red roses were too expensive and could get yellow ones for half the price and have bought them ever since. I like sunflowers and poppies.’

He falls silent. Then: ‘When shall we tell the children?’

‘Let’s tell them in the morning, shall we?’ I say.

‘What about other people?’

‘I bet no one will even notice I’ve gone.’

‘That’s not true!’

‘Tell them the truth. I’m having “a life pivot”. That’s what they call them, these days.’

‘Life pivot, right,’ he says, and stands very still.

I kiss him on the cheek as a best friend would do.

‘Will you come back in with me?’ he asks. ‘Share our last evening together, so to speak?’

I smile and nod, tears in my eyes.

He takes my hand and leads me back into the golf club where Maddie and Jake beckon us to their table with their partners and Fridge says, over the microphone, ‘And now we’re going to start the quiz.’

I wish I had quietly slipped away. This party isn’t for me. It was about trying to hold on to what we once had. But that’s okay, I tell myself. We should celebrate what we had. This is one last night as the old Jules. I’m already feeling lighter, freer. Tomorrow I will no longer be Mrs Juliet Townley. I will be whoever I want to be.

A huge wave of excitement and a happiness I haven’t experienced in a long time floods me. I may not look like the younger me any more, but something inside me feels it. And I like it. I regard my family around me, all about to spread their wings, and smile as they battle over quiz questions, cherishing the laughter and knowing that, from tomorrow, everything will change. Tomorrow is the start of a new chapter for us all.




Chapter 2

Everything seems to happen very quickly. We speak to Maddie and Jake over toast and tea in the morning, the eggs and bacon I was going to cook all but forgotten as Pete helps me explain that, as much as we love each other, we want different things in life. He wants to stay put and buy a La-Z-Boy chair, and I want to go and explore opportunities in France. We explain to their shocked faces that no one else is involved.

‘Mum and I still care very much about each other, which is why we want each other to be happy,’ he says.

‘But you’re Mum and Dad!’ ripostes Maddie.

‘Yes, but we’re also Jules and Pete,’ he says, surprising me by explaining so well. ‘And now, more than ever, we have to find out what makes us happy and go for it.’

‘And you’re going now, are you?’ asks Jake.

‘I am,’ I say. ‘No time like the present. I’m going to do it while I’m still feeling brave enough. Otherwise I’ll get cold feet.’ I smile, nervous as a kitten. ‘I’ve packed. Your dad’s loaded the car for me. We booked the Eurotunnel online. And I’ll be staying in Kent this evening. I’ve booked an Airbnb. Really close to the tunnel port. I’ll be driving onto the train and driving off in France. And Dad’s sorted out my satnav, loaded my journey, so I shouldn’t get lost.’

It’s all happened in such a rush. But now I’ve said it out loud, I just want to get going. I don’t want to lose my nerve. But I can hardly believe what I’m saying, let alone explain it. It’s just something I have an urge to do, to take my chance while I can. But now I’m suddenly gripped by fear. What if this is just a stupid wobble? What if I get there and want to come home? And just as I’ve thought it, Pete says, ‘And if Mum wants to come home at any time, that’s what she’ll do. This is her home, as well as yours, for as long as you and she need it.’

I couldn’t be more grateful for everything Pete has done for me and given me in our twenty-five years together. And right now, whether he really wants it or not, he’s giving me the best present of all, understanding why I need to go, and why we’re not Jules and Pete any more. I’m just Jules. That feels very scary – and exhilarating.

I hug them one by one as we stand by the car, packed with pillows and a duvet that Pete insists I’ll need when I finally move into my own place, even though I’ll be staying in B&B for a while, and the French have supermarkets where I can buy stuff. I take them anyway because it’s thoughtful of him and he insists.

I promise to let them know how I’m getting on during the journey and to message when I arrive. And not to talk to strangers! We manage a teary laugh and then, with a final wave, a slam of the car door and a toot on the horn, I’m off. Just me, just Jules, driving away from everything and everyone I’ve known and loved, with hugs, love and blessings from them all. Tears fill my eyes, so just down the road I pull into a layby and let them fall to clear my vision. I could just turn back and say it was a mistake and I’m too scared to go. Then a message pings through on my phone. It’s Annie: This is amazing. I’m so proud of you! Live your life! You only have one!

I sit and look at the message on the screen, and take a deep breath. I send a quick one to the family WhatsApp group to make them smile: Got to the end of the road! On my way! And get smiley faces back. Even from Pete, who rarely uses more than one word at a time: Safe journey. Good luck x. And now, although it will take time for this new ‘normal’ to settle in, I know it’s the right thing to do. My purpose returns to me. I put the car into gear and set off, back to where I need to be right now. Excitement begins to grow. I have sunglasses on, the window open, Dolly Parton playing, and I’m heading south. It feels strange. Strange, but thrilling. I feel alive.

After an overnight stay in an anonymous hotel somewhere near Folkestone, where only a month ago we’d been to start our holiday, I’m here on my own. It’s 1 April, and I’m making the Eurotunnel crossing. This is so surreal it almost feels like a joke. I remind myself it’s not. It’s very much real. And a very long way from where I was in life this time last year, wondering if I had a future at all.

On the train I check my messages.

A WhatsApp from Maddie says: Proud of you, Mum. YOLO! Jake’s coming round to the idea. It’s just going to take a little time for it to sink in. He’s worried in case you get ill. But I’ve told him they have doctors in France too. And, as Dad says, you can always come home. #CoolMum! xxx

I smile and send her a picture from inside the train. On my way! Xx

When I arrive in France, I file off the train with the other passengers and I know the first thing I want to do, but I have to focus hard on driving on the other side of the road. I take it slow and steady. I stop in the first small town I come to and, as if Fate had a hand in it, I’m opposite a boulangerie. I park in the square and head towards where the scent of baking bread is coming from. Next door is a coffee shop, with seats outside. I look at the rows of baguettes and, under the glass of the counter, curls of croissants, puffed up and glazed.

‘Une baguette, s’il vous plaît,’ I say to the woman behind the counter.

‘Bonjour, Madame,’ she says, and I realise I’ve made my first faux-pas by not saying ‘good morning’ first.

‘Pardon. Bonjour, Madame.’ I order the baguette and a croissant, and pay. I step out of the shop and find a table and chairs outside the adjoining café, where I order ‘Un café au lait, s’il vous plaît.’

The smell of the baguette and croissant is too much for me to bear. My stomach rumbles, my mouth waters.

As I wait for the coffee, I hold the warm baguette in one hand and tear off the end. It cracks and little shards of the hard, glazed exterior drop to the ground. Inside, the bread is white, light and airy, warm and welcoming as its comforting smell rises.

I put the piece of bread into my mouth. At first, again, there’s the crack and crunch of the exterior … not soft like the ‘French’ bread you get in British supermarkets. It is completely different inside too: soft, salty and beautifully risen. I chew and let the contrast of the two textures, the crunchy coating and fluffy interior, dance on my tongue before I swallow. This is why I’m back. The simple pleasures. A young woman brings me my coffee and wishes me ‘Bon appétit.’ The steam from the coffee rises and blends with the aroma of the freshly baked bread. I tear off another piece of baguette, and bite, then sip the coffee.

A message pings on the family WhatsApp group. It’s from Maddie again, hoping I’m okay. I tell her I am and I’m in France, stopping for a break and a baguette before driving on to the south of Brittany, to where Dad and I holidayed. I reassure her again that we both love her and her brother, and will always be there for them, when they want us to be. And then I send her a snap of my baguette and coffee.

Looks great. We’re home. Hope you loved my DJing at the party! Jake responds.

I did! Xx. Then I add, Go for your dreams, with a smiley face, and he sends me a smiley face with hearts. Everyone should be encouraged to go for their dreams, I tell myself, and hold the phone to my lips, as a wave of homesickness washes over me.

I remember the house Pete and I bought when the children were small, the house we had always planned to extend with my small savings pot. But when Maddie and Jake moved out to lead their own lives, we didn’t need a bigger house. It suited us well, and it’ll carry on suiting Pete – close to the golf course, not far to town, the doctor and the out-of-town supermarket. And, of course, the garden centre for coffee. He’s happy there. It’s his world. But I couldn’t stay there, like him, just waiting for grandchildren to come along.

You too, says Jake. It’s time you did something for you, rather than spending your time worrying about us!

I send him a smiley face with hearts this time and, not for the first time over the past few hours, brush away proud, happy but sad tears, registering the passing of time. It goes so quickly. One minute I was making Easter bonnets and driving to after-school clubs, looking after them when they were ill in the night, and the next, life had become very quiet after they’d left home. They were the ones coming in to sit with me when I was ill in the night. And now time has marched on again, and it’s up to us to keep up with it.

Just follow your heart, I say.

Maybe I will, he says. Maybe it’s time we made the leap and went for it in Spain!

I reply: You won’t know unless you give it a try. You can always go home if it doesn’t work. But at least you’ll have tried.

He sends me a thumbs-up emoji.

I finish the coffee and take the rest of the baguette back to the car. I’m fired up to complete my journey to Brittany and the little village I left behind.

‘You are back?’ says the old man, Monsieur Martin, peering at me through his thick glasses, a cigarette hanging from his lower lip. He is wearing nothing but a vest, with braces holding up his trousers, and is clearly drinking pastis, judging from the smell on his breath.

‘I am,’ I say, to the owner of the only hotel in town.

‘But you just left?’ he says, frowning. ‘You forgot something?’

‘Yes, I suppose I did,’ I reply, thinking that if I told him I’d forgotten me, it might take more explaining than is really needed right now. ‘But I would like to rent the room again, please.’ The one Pete and I had stayed in to celebrate the end of my treatment – a friend of a friend at the golf club had recommended it, for a peaceful, rural escape, with good walking and cheap wine. It was where I may have left a bit of me … And certainly my dreams.

‘How long for?’ he asks, sucking at his cigarette and apparently wondering if he has space in his reservation diary, which I’m pretty sure he does. This is not the sort of hotel people are flocking to. The town is small, quiet and, right now, exactly where I want to be, next to the village with an abandoned mill that I hope will have my name on it one day …

‘For as long as it takes,’ I say, ‘at the same rate we stayed when we were here before.’

‘As long as it takes?’ He shrugs. ‘As long as it takes to do what?’

‘To find out who owns the old mill in the Village du Grand Lac.’

‘Le moulin? The old mill.’ He looks confused. ‘But why? Everybody can use the lake. Why do you want to know who owns it?’

‘Because … I want to buy it.’

‘The mill? But it’s … old!’

A smile spreads across my face. I’m saying what I’ve been thinking since we got home just under a month ago. While I was planning and organising the party that Pete wanted for our anniversary, all I’ve thought about is standing beside the mill and that I didn’t want to leave.

Monsieur Martin turns down the corners of his mouth and I fear for the cigarette. Somehow, against the odds, it hangs on determinedly. And why not?

‘So, I’d like to rent the room, if I can, until I’m ready to move.’

He opens the door to the mid-terrace townhouse wider, eyeing me suspiciously. He peers out of the door, left and then right. ‘Your ’usband?’

I shake my head. ‘It’s just me,’ I say, and make a decision for the new me, tomorrow’s me. I revert back to my full name. Not the one Pete called me by, not Jules. ‘I’m Juliet,’ I say, and start to give my surname, my married name, but then say, ‘Just Juliet.’

He turns to his wife, sitting in the front room at the table there. She nods. ‘Okay, Just Juliet,’ he says. ‘Oui, the room is available.’ He begins to list his rules in fast French, just like he did when Pete and I checked in last month. Before everything changed. Before the anniversary party. Before I felt I needed to find me … here in a small town, in France, in a little chambre d’hôte in the middle of the French countryside with a cockerel to wake me every morning. It didn’t make Pete smile. He wanted to leave … or wring its neck.

‘And no guests,’ he adds, handing me the key.

‘I promise, no guests.’ I smile. ‘It’s just me from now on.’ I move my belongings in, eager to get back to the old mill, find the for-sale sign and ring the telephone number.




Chapter 3

I open my purse, see a single euro and smile. It catches in the early June sunlight. I’ve been here for eight weeks now and have adjusted to euros not pounds, but with not much call for cash, these days, I’ve only got a few coins and notes. But I do have a euro, and that is very good. I smile, because a euro is exactly what I need.

I plan to go over to the old mill and have a picnic on the lawn next to the lake. At my old mill, I think, and smile to myself. I contemplate the key in my bag and the handshake I shared with the notaire once the final paperwork was signed. My initial reaction was to hug him – I was so overjoyed that the mill was finally mine, signed, sealed and paid for at an incredible price. But the horror on his face as I threw open my arms told me that wasn’t the right reaction, so I gripped his hand and shook it. Maybe a little over-enthusiastically.

I’m ready to move out of my little room at the chambre d’hôte, where I’ve been for the last eight weeks under the curious eyes of its owners, Monsieur and Madame Martin, wondering why I would buy a run-down old mill in the very quiet Village du Grand Lac. I’ve been filling my days exploring other towns and villages nearby, getting to know the lie of the land, market days, visiting brocantes and planning how I want the mill to look when I turn it into a salon de thé. I’ve also done lots of online research while drinking coffee in cafés. And, of course, I’m learning French online and eating plat du jour lunches in small restaurants on my own. Not that I minded that: I was used to it. I’d known it was the beginning of the end when Pete and I stopped eating together. He preferred ready meals by a big-brand producer from the supermarket, but I liked the veg box we had delivered. I made soups and stews from it, filling the freezer with batch cooking, as you do when you’re cooking for one. It was just a habit we slipped into.

But it was our holiday to France that brought things to a close for Pete and me. A crossroads. It was supposed to be a celebration of the end of my treatment, waking up here in Brittany, looking out over the fields feeling more alive than I ever have, but something between Pete and me had died. I wanted to grab life, live it for the now. He wanted to carry on as normal … whatever normal was. Go back to how we were before I got the diagnosis. Pretend it never happened and it had just gone away. I wanted to do everything I’d never done.

So, we could never have bought the old mill. But I did!

I texted the family WhatsApp group when I came out of the notaire’s office and sent a picture of the big metal key.

No going back now then! said Maddie.

When can we visit? said Jake.

Whenever you want and I cannot wait!

Pete sent a thumbs-up, which was good. I know he meant it.

I messaged Annie too: Well, I’ve done it. I have the key. I own an old watermill in France. I’m scared and thrilled! I’m going to have lunch beside the lake, on my lawn! I can’t believe it!

Eek! she replied. Me neither! That is amazing! Send pictures! I want to see what it looks like. I want to imagine myself there!

I will!

So this is it. I’m here, with the key. I’ve acquired the mill in good time, I’m told, at a good price, it having been on the market for several years. It had been sold by the mairie, the town hall, after years of standing empty. The mayor was insistent the sale be straightforward and quick.

So here I am, eight weeks on from arriving on 1 April, the key in my handbag, in the square at Village de Grand Lac, standing under the shade of the line of plane trees facing each other just beyond the pétanque pitch. There is a small tabac but not much else, which may be a good thing as my idea for
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