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ONE

Bang! Bang! BANG!

Why today? Of all days? On moving day!

The noise goes right through me, jangling my already shredded nerves, as one of the heavy wooden doors upstairs slams, the wind whipping in and around the house, like a gaggle of overexcited spirits at Halloween, teasing and causing havoc. Except it’s not Halloween, it’s early June. And it’s not spirits causing havoc: it’s the mistral wind that blows regularly here in Provence and has chosen to create mischief today, of all days. I can hear it howling, laughing at me.

‘You really thought you could do this?’

More doors bang. Glasses I’ve yet to wrap fall over on the sideboard. I’m exhausted before the day has even begun. My arms, legs and spirits are heavy, as if I’m dragging heavy sandbags behind me, draining my already depleted energy supplies.

I walk slowly along the empty hall towards the front door. It was the wonderful terracotta floor tiles I’d noticed when we first arrived. Their red is worn to orange in places, and they seem to tell a story of their own, of the many footsteps that have crossed them over the years. We’ve made barely a dusty footprint on them, let alone been here long enough to leave an indentation.

I step outside, holding my face defiantly to the wind, which is blowing up dust and carrying it through the just-cleaned house. My eyes stream and I blink. At least we did it, I think. At least we tried. I wipe my eyes with the corner of my poncho. I’m not sure I have a coat to put on later when we arrive back in the UK.

‘Don’t worry, love,’ shouts the removal man over the wind. He’s in a dark burgundy polo shirt with ‘Broderick and Daughter Removals’ in gold on the breast. I nod and try to smile at him, but inside I know I’m out of my depth. My life is way out of my control. ‘Me and Lexie are doing moves like this all the time!’ he yells cheerily, walking back from wrestling with and eventually tying back the heavy doors of the removal truck.

It’s parked in front of the house under the plane trees, their branches waving enthusiastically, like they’ve seen a long-lost friend. They’ll need pruning next year … The thought drifts through my confused mind, like a train pulling up at a station exactly on time, despite the weather conditions. Pollarding, I think randomly, letting the word sit in my mind, relishing the calm it brings, as if the wind has dropped, just for a moment, bringing calm. And then it blows up again, with a vengeance.

Why am I thinking about the plane trees at the front of the house? I won’t be here next year. I’ll be … Where will I be? The chaos that the wind brings shreds my nerves all over again as the van doors bang and outdoor pots, gathered together, topple over and roll around.

Ralph barks excitedly and barges past me, catching me on the back of the calves and making my knees buckle. He skids over the tiles to rush out and greet the visitors. Well, at least he may have left a scratch mark or two on the floor, I think sagely.

Mr Broderick walks up the couple of steps to the front door. The shutters, firmly closed upstairs, rattle in their holdings. One breaks free from its tie and bangs against the wall. I look around for Ollie to help, but he’s nowhere to be seen. Oh, yes, he is: he’s sitting in the dust-covered car, on the phone, making calls. Making plans. I sigh. More plans.

‘Honestly, love,’ says Mr Broderick, as he kindly touches my elbow, clearly mistaking the dusty cause of my tears. ‘We do this all the time! Move people over here for a taste of the good life, then get a call to move them back six months later when they realize what a mistake they’ve made. They’re missing everything about good old Blighty and want to go home! It happens all the time! You can’t beat Blighty, that’s what I say. Isn’t that right, Lexie?’ He raises his voice to call over the wind to the woman – possibly the same age as me, late thirties – jumping down from the back of the truck and walking towards us. She’s wearing a matching Broderick’s polo shirt, smiling. She has short, spiky white-blonde hair and leopard-print jeans. She seems oblivious to the wind swirling around the driveway, the rolling terracotta pots and the clouds of dust pluming around her steel-toe-capped boots.

‘What’s that, Dad?’ she shrieks, over the wind.

‘I said,’ he shouts, over the banging shutter, ‘we do this all the time. Move people over here and move them back six months later.’

‘We do.’ She smiles widely. ‘He always says there’s nowhere like Blighty.’ She’s standing next to her dad now. ‘Nice to see you again,’ she says, and suddenly her warmth feels like a glimmer of home.

This time actual tears spring to my eyes. Home. Where exactly is home? We sold the house, paid off the debts we’d run up, when we moved out here. Now Ollie is organizing us a house to rent ‘back home’. But I have no idea where it will be, or what home looks like.

‘Six months, that’s the norm,’ says Mr Broderick. ‘Mind you,’ he chortles, ‘yours is the shortest I think we’ve ever done. Six weeks is probably a record.’ He chortles some more. ‘Now, where shall we start?’ he says, clapping his hands together and stepping into the farmhouse.

Six months is the norm, I repeat in my head. But ours is the shortest he’s ever done. Six weeks, from moving in to moving ‘home’. Six long weeks. I sigh.

Ralph runs excitedly in circles around Mr Broderick and his daughter. I make a grab for his collar but he swerves past me and thinks it’s a game. Then he lies down in the dust, tingeing his cream coat a kind of peach, barking at me. I throw up my hands, despairing at his disobedience.

‘Ollie!’ I call to him in the car. But Ollie waves a hand to indicate he’s busy. He says he gets his best phone signal sitting in the car on the drive. I think he’s spent more time on the phone in his car than in the house over these six weeks.

The mistral blows harder. It can send people mad, they say. I pull my arms around myself, holding my face to the warm wind, closing my eyes against the dust, feeling the change in the air on my skin.

‘Where shall we start?’ says smiling Lexie.

I open my eyes and turn to the packed boxes stacked on the furniture that is going back into a truck, and possibly storage, if the rental house doesn’t have room for it. ‘Anywhere you like.’ I try to smile back, feeling drained and exhausted. The boxes had barely been unpacked before I was packing them again. Some haven’t been unpacked at all and I have no idea what’s in them. Most of the photographs never made it on to shelves, but, then, that’s a blessing as I hate having photographs of myself staring at me when I walk into a room. In our last house, Ollie insisted on having framed photographs in the hall and up the stairs. Us on our wedding day. His graduation picture. A picture of the two of us at his cousin’s baby’s christening. I thought I looked dreadful in that one but he liked it, said it was lovely of the two of us. To me, it just reminded me of how I’d felt that day: happy for the new parents but hollow and empty inside. It wasn’t long after Mum died.

And I’m not sure which loss people meant when they said they were sorry for mine. I was sorry for my loss too. Both of them. Losing my mum and my final chance to be a mum myself. Just before we decided to move out here, which was soon after Ollie bought Ralph. I say we decided … It was Ollie’s dream. He’d become addicted to A New Life in the Sun and Escape to the Chateau, when he was made redundant, and thought that this farmhouse, with its peach-coloured stone walls and peeling painted shutters, was the answer to all our problems.

I still had my job at the big department store in town and loved everything about it. I was a department manager. I was good at it. I was respected. It was where I fitted in. I loved talking to customers, arranging the stock, cashing up the tills at the end of a busy day. I knew who I was. Now, I have no idea where I fit in. Not here in France any more, that’s for sure. Not that we ever did. We went to a few parties laid on by some of the expats living here when we first arrived, but I didn’t meet anyone I really connected with. I found no one who loved the food of the area, or wanted to learn French with me and could tell me about a local class, or anyone who was making a living that might have given me some ideas on how I could start a business of my own, a way of putting my experience at the department store to good use. We met the group of expats every Thursday in the local ‘pub’, the bar in the middle of the town, on the square, for a few drinks and English quiz night, organized by a friendly, smart woman called Cora and two of her friends. Ollie had loved those nights. I was never one for quizzes. A wide general knowledge has never been top of my list of attractive qualities in a person. But Ollie loved the glory of being on the winning team.

I wander back inside to the kitchen, hoping Ralph will follow if he thinks food’s on offer. The kitchen still smells of the ripe melon I had for breakfast, trying to eat up the last of the food from the fridge, and feeling I should have something, although my stomach was tight with tension. I look out of the French windows at the terrace, to the side of the house, where we’ve yet to enjoy one of those long, happy, friends-surrounded meals we kidded ourselves we would, and the field that slopes to the valley and the river. The other side looks out over the town and the purple lavender surrounding it.

I turn back to the hall. Ralph is circling Mr Broderick as he makes his way outside, whistling, carrying one end of the settee with Lexie at the other. As she bends I can just see the top of her leopard-print thong and wonder if I will ever enjoy wearing sexy underwear again. Since we left the UK to make ‘our life in the sun’, I’ve gravitated to cotton midis and Ollie hasn’t noticed, but that may be because he’s been sleeping in one of the spare rooms since week one, ever since he did his back in trying to be Dick – Dick from Escape to the Chateau, that is – and attempting to sort out our blocked drain, creating a leak, a flood and bringing down the salon ceiling. We had to find a plumber, a plasterer and a decorator, and used up nearly all our savings putting it right.

Thankfully, the doctor Ollie saw about his back thought we were here on holiday and treated Ollie accordingly, without us having to worry about big medical bills as well. And that was how it felt: like one long holiday from hell. Everything that could have gone wrong has gone wrong, including Ollie’s plans for working from home, doing business online: our internet is so poor he’s had to drive to the next big town to send emails. It’s been a disaster.

Ralph goes into a barking frenzy, rushing outside, kicking up even more dust as he goes haring down the drive to whoever might be passing.

‘Ralph! Ralph!’ He ignores me and carries on careering down the drive. I know only too well that he has trouble stopping and is likely to crash into whoever he is greeting and knock them off their feet.

I run after him, calling his name. Luckily I’m wearing lace-up trainers with a thick, cushioned heel, three-quarter-length jeans and a V-neck poncho over my white T-shirt. But I can hardly see him in the pink dust the wind is creating. I catch up with my dog, who is barking at nothing but the wind blowing in the trees, grab his collar and turn back towards the house.

Halfway along the drive I stand and look at the stone farmhouse and its lavender-blue shutters, rattling in the wind. I think of all the excitement for the future it came with when Ollie brought me here, telling me he’d found and bought our perfect home while I was working out my notice in the UK.

I look at the peeling paint now and think about the crack that had appeared in the salon ceiling before it fell down. The crack that had been covered with a thick layer of paint to patch it and make it last a little longer. That’s exactly what this house was: a thick layer of paint to patch the cracks in our relationship … and now our ceiling has fallen down.

I watch Ollie talking urgently into the phone, leaving the packing to the people he’s employed and me. I watch him, but he doesn’t notice me. I turn back to help the removers. There’s no let-up in the mistral, making the job twice as hard, the shutters and doors creaking, whining and banging. But, in what feels like no time at all, Mr Broderick and Lexie have the truck packed. They’ve done it. My entire life is inside it, ready to go home.

Home. That word again. Back to where we started. Back to where the cracks first appeared, after the failed IVF attempts, Ollie’s redundancy and then my mum dying. What exactly is left of our home together? What exactly is left of us? I take a final look around the empty house to make sure we’ve left nothing behind. I take a forgotten photograph off the wall on the staircase. The only one that made it on to an existing nail. When Ollie tried to put in others, the walls cracked some more. It’s a wedding picture, with all the hopes and dreams from before the cracks happened and couldn’t be filled. All that’s left is me, this picture and Ralph, now sitting at my feet, panting and exhausted by all the excitement.

‘Right! All set?’ Ollie is standing in the doorway, finally off his phone. ‘Think we’re all sorted,’ he says. ‘We’ve got a couple of houses to see when we get back. They’re nothing special but it’s a start.’ He goes back to trying to text from his phone.

A start. Another new start. Starting over. The house I left was special. I loved it. I thought it was going to be our family home for ever. Just like I loved my job. Now we’re going back to our old lives, without the house I loved, or the job I was good at. Now we’re going back to the start. And if I was starting over, would I do it with Ollie, knowing what I know now? Is this a fresh start – the words have formed in my head before I know it – or is it the end? Suddenly I feel a sense of calm, of stillness, of absolute clarity among the chaos of the day.

I look at him and say exactly what I’m thinking.

‘I’m not coming, Ollie.’




TWO

‘What?’ He looks up from his phone as if he’s misheard me.

‘I’m not coming. I’m not going back,’ I say. I can’t go back to where we came from. Not the house or the job, but us. I can’t go back to feeling how I did before we came here. Ollie had moved on very quickly at the end of our IVF treatment. He bought Ralph for me, let him sleep on the bed and decided we should move to France. I can’t go back to the unhappiness and the loneliness I felt in our marriage.

‘Don’t be ridiculous! The van’s all packed up! They’re just about to leave! Of course we’re going!’

I take a deep breath. ‘I’m not, Ollie. We have to be honest with ourselves. Our marriage wasn’t working in the UK, it didn’t work out here and it won’t work back there, because neither of us wants to be in it any more.’

He doesn’t argue. I think about the ladies we meet at quiz night who love Ollie and how long it might have been before he gave in to their charms, blaming it on our ‘problems’ … like last time: just the once, he said, back ‘home’. Home isn’t there for me. I don’t know where it is, but it’s not back where we came from in a rented house with Ollie.

‘Look, Del, I don’t know what this is about. We agreed it wasn’t working for us out here and that we’d move home.’

‘We agreed it wasn’t working for us,’ I say.

He breathes out, exasperated. ‘We’re going to miss the ferry if you don’t get a move on. I have to drop the keys with the estate agent before we go.’

I hear the banging of truck doors, the engine starting up. And then a crunching on gravel as it starts to edge forward from under the trees. There’s a beep. Ollie and I step outside. Lexie is at the wheel, sticks an arm out of the window and waves.

‘See you in Blighty!’ calls Mr Broderick, from the other window, and they begin down the drive.

‘They’re leaving! We have to go!’ says Ollie, frustrated and angry. The wind whips up around us.

I could stop the truck, tell them to unpack it, that I’m not leaving. But I watch it go, my old life driving off down the lane.

Call it some kind of mistral madness, early menopause, bereavement, all the things I’m feeling, but suddenly a weight lifts off my shoulders as my past disappears down the lane.

Ollie rants at me some more. But I’m not listening. I’ve never felt more certain of anything. I’m not going back to my old life with him. We’re over. Finally, the cracks are wide open and the ceiling is on the floor. Now all I have to do is work out what kind of ceiling I want to put up. Not the same as before, not that awful, miserable one.

‘We have to go now!’ Ollie says, getting more and more cross.

‘Ollie, I’m not going back with you. Leave me the key. I’ll take it to the estate agent and I’ll let you know my plans.’ I hold out my hand.

‘Do you need a doctor?’ He cocks his head.

Instead of feeling his concern, I feel patronized.

‘No, Ollie.’ I smile. ‘I need what you need … I need not to go back.’

‘You’re being ridiculous! You’re … upset! You’re …’

‘I’m right, Ollie. This is right. You know it. We were just papering over the cracks, coming here. Now give me the key and you go.’

He stares at me and I know he’s not going to argue any more. He’s put up a good show, but I sense that he knows I’m right. He looks at the big ornate key in his hand then slowly, ever so slowly, he passes it to me and swallows, hard.

‘I need to go,’ he says quickly. ‘I need to get the ferry. The removal people are expecting us … me.’

‘You go,’ I say, calmer than I’ve felt in a long time.

‘You’re stressed! It’s just the move, everything else.’

I take a deep breath. There’s a trace of the old Ollie now, the one I married, the one I loved, the one who cared. He pushes his hair off his face and attempts a reassuring smile. ‘It’s your mum, the baby thing. You’ll change your mind, realize this is just madness.’

The baby thing was where life took different directions for us, with me unable to become a mum and losing my own. The Ollie I married left me then.

‘I’m not coming back with you, Ollie.’

‘I’m not staying!’ he retorts. ‘Mad country. Nothing works! Impossible to make a living. I need to get going. Now, I’m giving you one last chance. Are you getting in the car and coming with me?’ He stares at me, challenging me.

I lift my chin and stare back. ‘No,’ I say. ‘I’m not.’

And he throws his hands up into the air. He lets out a huge ‘Phhhhffff!’ of exasperation and stomps to his car. Then he reaches in and pulls out my holdall, with my clothes and wash things in it to tide me over until we’d found a place to live and unpacked. He dumps it furiously on the drive in the dust. I don’t move.

‘Madness!’ he repeats, standing by the door. ‘I mean it! I’m leaving!’ He sounds like a parent threatening a child, unsure whether to go through with it. ‘I won’t be turning back!’ Then when I say nothing he gets into his car, turns on the engine and, with only the swiftest hesitation, shoots off down the drive in a cloud of dust. The last of my old life leaving without me. I watch the car disappear down the lane, then look down to see Ralph sitting at my feet. Well, nearly all of my old life.

‘Looks like it’s just you and me now.’ I bend down and rub his ears. He barks happily. I look at the key and close my hand around it. Like a plaster that’s been ripped off a wound, it hurts, hurts like anything to watch him go but already the pain is easing. I couldn’t go back. But I have absolutely no idea what I’m going to do now.




THREE

The next morning I wake with a crick in my neck to the sound of birds singing. Not a whole morning chorus, but each bird being allowed to sing his own part – except the wood pigeon, which wants to sing over everybody else, and the cockerel in the distance heralding a new day. But apart from that, nothing. Silence. The mistral has gone as suddenly as it arrived. Came in, whipped up a storm, caused chaos and left a whole different landscape.

My phone buzzes in my jeans pocket, catapulting me back to reality. I open my eyes: my cheek is against the cool porcelain of the bath where I slept the night. Instead of what I’d thought was a warm blanket over me, Ralph is lying on top of me, for comfort and warmth. I’m suddenly very grateful to the mad bundle of curly fur. I might not have felt quite the same when Ollie brought him home as a gift after my final cycle of IVF had failed. For Ollie it was like a full stop on that part of our lives, but to me it was like he was offering me a baby replacement. To begin with, I couldn’t accept the dog into my life, especially when Ollie suggested calling him Eddie – one of my favourite baby names had been Edward. Ollie was clearly trying to do something kind – he was kind. He would often do really thoughtful things, like making a drink for me after a hard day, driving me into town to meet up with my friends on a night out, and he always remembered birthdays and anniversaries.

The puppy became Ralph because I would never have called a little boy Ralph. I knew a Ralph once, a long time ago, before I met Ollie. He’d been funny and adoring, not in the least bit reliable, and loved every person he met. It seemed a very suitable name for the bundle that had just landed in my life. Ralph slept with us from the first night, and as he grew and spread, sleeping right across the bed, so did the distance between us with every day that passed.

Ollie threw himself into the idea of France, freelancing from home. I carried on working but now had a dog in my life that needed feeding, walking and apologizing for when he ran off in the park and covered passers-by with muddy pawprints as he threw himself at them. Ralph became another thing on my to-do list. But now here he was, keeping me warm as I lay in the empty bath. Last night, I went from relieved at the decision to cut the cord with Ollie to wondering what the hell I’d done in letting him drive off without me. Eventually, exhausted, I had curled up in a tight ball, my back to the bathroom wall, arms over my head, and wondered if he had been right. What on earth was I doing alone in an empty house, when all my belongings and my husband of ten years were on their way back to the UK? Would I regret this? Was my decision another symptom of my early menopause?

My mind started to replay everything about our relationship, from how we met to how I’d ended up sleeping in the bath in an empty old farmhouse in the south of France.

So, what on earth was I doing there? In a tired farmhouse in the Luberon in Provence. In a small mountainside town, with terracotta-, orange-, yellow-, and peach-coloured houses. With my husband, the one constant thing in my life, back in the UK. Well, he’d been there in body, except when he’d been in someone else’s life and bed for that one-off when the stress of our situation had got too much. Sex to us had become about making a baby, not making love. I can’t remember the last time I made love. And all the time, as I thought back over my married life throughout that night, trying to work out where it had all gone wrong, the loose shutters banged, banged, banged against the windowpanes. Eventually, when I could stand it no more, I stood up and went to tie the shutter to the wrought-iron railings we’d had made to stop any visitors falling out of the window. But no one had visited in the six weeks we’d tried to make a go of things here. Once the move had happened, our ‘fresh new start’, once we’d eaten the bread and cheese, drunk the wine, taken down the ‘happiness in your new home’ cards, once the front door was shut, it was just Ollie and me, alone, our future spread out in front of us, like a long, long night with nothing on the telly. And nothing much to talk about, apart from shopping lists, people planning to visit, Ollie’s frustration with the internet and his daily battles with the phone in the car. He’d come back to the farmhouse after a trip into the town furious that he had got no further in improving our broadband and Wi-Fi connection and that no one spoke English.

‘Bloody country!’ he’d rant. ‘And they all stop for lunch! Who stops for lunch these days? How does anyone make a bloody living here? And, honestly, it beggars belief how many of them don’t speak English.’ The last six painful weeks played over and over in my mind for what seemed like most of the night.

I felt safer in the bathroom than anywhere else in the empty house, in what felt like the tatters of my marriage, with Ralph by my side. Suddenly my dog was there for me when I really needed someone and no one else was.

I thought about Ollie and our life together over the last few weeks. Mealtimes had become fraught as the work Ollie had tried to pick up, then deliver, became more and more difficult to achieve, and our savings from the sale of the house started to dwindle.

So, work was drying up for Ollie, and my French wasn’t nearly good enough yet for me to look for work in a local shop. We agreed, over the plat du jour in the most expensive brasserie in town, to put the house back on the market and phoned the removal company. Ollie complained at the size of the restaurant bill and that ‘nothing in France is cheap any more’. But we were both right. Nothing in our lives was working because our marriage wasn’t working. The glue had gone. We’d tried to fix it, but it was broken. It was over. I know I made the right decision for us both. That was how I ended up in the bath on my own.

‘Come on, Ralph, up we get,’ I say.

He’s suddenly alert and scrabbles out of the bath, ready for whatever adventures the day might bring. With every joint and muscle in my body aching, I ease myself out and pull out my phone. There’s a message from Ollie.

I’m back. Come to your senses yet?!

I don’t reply. I’ve said all I need to say. There’s no point in discussing it any more. I ripped the plaster off our broken marriage and my damaged heart yesterday, which hurt, but it’s going to get better, for both of us.

I walk over to the long bathroom window to retrieve my bra, the only thing I could find last night to tie back the loose shutter. I’d seen Joanna Lumley use hers as slippers when she was on a desert island, and mine did a great job last night. I untie it, then push the shutters back. I take hold of the wrought-iron railing and breathe in deeply. I can smell the pine and cypress trees. I can hear the birds singing as they flit in and out of the trees and the cockerel in the distance still heralding the new day. A donkey from up the road has joined in the morning celebrations and is braying. I can smell the rosemary plants under the window and the lavender hedge. The mistral has blown all the dust away and everything is bright and clear. They say that the clear colours after the mistral draw painters to the area, and I can see why as I stare at the valley below. I’m not mad. Ollie and I had come to the end of our journey. Going back to where we’d started would have made us even more miserable.

The sky is streaked with blue and pink as the sun rises over our field behind the house and beyond. I close my eyes. I open them and the birdsong, the smell of the pines, the wild rosemary and thyme on the white rocks make me feel calm. I look at the view, taking it in as if for the first time. I may have nothing in the house but I have this for now.

I smile at Ralph, sitting happily at my feet, and I reach down to stroke his soft ear. Instead of seeing it as a sign to bound around in play, he lets me. And I’m grateful for that. A smile pulls at the corners of my mouth and there’s a flutter of excitement in my stomach. Was it mistral madness? Whatever it was, this is a new day, a fresh new day, and there are far worse places I could be.




FOUR

The sun is warm already and I’d love to sit outside and feel it on my face, but with no food in the house, and nothing to sit on, I decide to walk into town. My large basket-cum-handbag, which I bought in the market on our first day, hangs over my arm. I tell Ralph I’ll be back with breakfast, and fill an old bucket I found in the barn with water. I think it may be the first time I’ve ventured into that barn. I also find an old blanket covering what looks like an ancient plough and put it on the kitchen floor for him, promising I’ll be back soon. I daren’t risk trying to walk him on the lead into town – we’d probably both end up in the river.

I shut the front door and lock it, then put the key into my bag. I stroll down the drive and out on to the lane beyond the metal gates. I can feel the sunshine feeding my soul as I walk. I breathe in the scent of pine and rosemary, trying to work out what I need to buy.

The town seems busier than usual as I walk along, watching an unusual amount of traffic arriving. And now I know why: there’s a market, not like our usual Monday market but for antiques, a brocante market. I can hear chatter and bargaining from the riverbank as I walk towards the town square. This is an amazing route into town. I knew this path existed but haven’t walked it before. Ollie always insisted on driving: he didn’t want to walk back with shopping. At the end of the path, I pass a clearing with what looks to be a small hut. Fairy lights are strung from it to the trees, and a blue velvet settee, with gold trim and legs, has been placed under a huge pine. Its beauty takes me by surprise. There’s a table and chairs too, with two men playing chess, so intent on their game that they don’t notice me.

I smile as I walk towards the busy market. I’m not thinking about last night, or yesterday, the months that led up to it, or what I’m going to do next. I’m just here, walking in the sunshine with all the other Sunday browsers. The bells I can hear from what was our house, Le Petit Mas de la Lavande, are ringing as church-goers pour out. I watch as a group of short women, dressed in black and smart court shoes, kiss each other three times on the cheek, then head off in different directions, probably going home to prepare lunch for the family. I feel a twinge of envy: there’s no family waiting for me. I think of my mum and the gaping hole her death has left in my life. I need one of her hugs to tell me everything will be okay. Will it? I wish I was here with Mum, Ollie and our child, getting ready for Sunday lunch at home. But I’m not. I’m here on my own.

The sun is warm on my face as I walk around the stalls filling the square, the streets and side streets of the town. I don’t think Ollie would have liked it: he doesn’t like ‘second hand’. Although Le Petit Mas de la Lavande was picture-perfect, he wanted to replace all its original features with new. It needed work, but I liked it as it was, flaws and all.

I wander among the stalls, piled with mirrors, chandeliers, milk churns, even beautifully carved dark-wood furniture, where the car park usually is, at the top of the town, in the shade of the big plane trees there. I stroll leisurely. The only thing I have to do today is make plans for the rest of my life and, right now, I want to put that off for as long as possible. It’s far more appealing to mingle with people, furniture, clothes and bedding, full of stories about the life they had before and waiting for a new era to begin. A bit like me, I think, and tears spring to my eyes. I blink them away. I have just walked out on ten years of marriage and everything I know but I can’t let myself crack. I have to keep going.

I used to like the idea Ollie had for our life, our future. He preferred things to be perfect, even though life isn’t. But I can be happy, I think, picking up a jug and running my hand over its crackled glaze.

My stomach rumbles. I put down the jug and walk along the main street towards the boulangerie we’ve used every day since we’ve been here.

‘Bonjour, Madame,’ says the young woman behind the high counter. The baker is pulling baguettes from the oven in the kitchen behind her.

‘Bonjour, Mademoiselle, Monsieur,’ I say.

She smiles at me brightly behind her round glasses, asking me what I’d like.

I look at the pastries. I’ve been trying to avoid them, but I point to a pain au raisin. I take a baguette too. For later, although I have no idea where I’ll be. I have to drop the key to the house with the estate agent and work out where to go from there. I take the pastry and pay from the change in my purse. I still have the envelope of cash from the sale of our sit-on lawnmower that I was supposed to pay into the bank before we left France. I push the baguette into my bag and pull it up on to my shoulder.

‘I thought your husband said you were leaving,’ she says. ‘Did you forget something?’ She cocks her head sympathetically.

I look at her and see myself, a young woman with all of life’s opportunities in front of me. ‘I think I probably did,’ I say, and smile. Myself, I think.

I step out of the shop, take off my poncho, put it into my bag, then get out my pastry and take a bite. I shut my eyes and enjoy the moment, which takes me back to a time when food was fun, when I wasn’t worried about what I ate, before food became a battle, not a pleasure. Right now, this pastry is heaven. I open my eyes, and across the street an old man with a dark lined face, wearing a flat cap and jacket, grins at me and beckons me over to his stall. He’s selling lavender bags, bundles of dried lavender and essential oil. He picks up a small bundle and hands it to me. ‘Because you have a beautiful smile,’ he says, and grins, showing the gap where his front tooth once was.

‘Merci,’ I say. ‘Vous êtes très gentil,’ I try in my simple French. ‘Au revoir.’

‘Bonne journée, Madame,’ he calls.

Suddenly I feel really happy. I haven’t felt like this before. Why not? But I know the answer. Because Ollie and I had made each other unhappy.

I pass the estate agent’s window and see the smart young woman behind the neatly ordered desk talking to a middle-aged couple. I think of the big key in my bag. Surely it wouldn’t do any harm to hang on to it for a bit longer, just while I work out what I’m going to do. Give it until the weekend. Then I’ll start looking for a job and somewhere to live back home. I can’t just stay here, like I’m on holiday. I’ll have to go back to the UK soon and look for somewhere to rent while the house sells. I suppose we’ll split whatever profit there is, if any. The reality of the situation is sinking in: dividing our small ‘assets’. I’m no longer half of a couple. I’m no longer someone’s wife. It feels odd. It’ll feel strange telling people I’m separated. I sigh. We had lots of friends, but over the years I’ve felt lonely. The more people tried to sympathize when we discovered we couldn’t have children, the more I kept them at arm’s length. But now it feels good to smile, and here, in this town, although I’m on my own, I don’t feel lonely at all.

But if I’m going to stay until the weekend, I’ll need a few supplies. Everything went into that truck, except my bag with toiletries and essential clothes. At that moment I spot a pair of big double doors down a side street, inside a courtyard, behind wrought-iron open gates. I’ve never noticed it before. A large brocante, by the look of it, with all sorts of furniture, bedding and even a clothes rail. I need some bedding, maybe something to sleep on, a cup and a pan. Looks like I could get everything I need right here. Perhaps even sell it back to the owner when I leave. I walk towards it, seeing piles of fabric, kitchen implements and ornaments.

I run my hand over a bundle of bedding. A floral eiderdown, sheets and blankets, tied up with ribbon, for just five euros. Far cheaper than paying to stay somewhere. There’s a chair that’s been half upholstered, the fabric cut and in place: it just needs tacking on. I could live without a chair, but at that price, it seems a shame to leave it behind. There are boxes of plates, beautiful cups and saucers and cutlery, all cheaper than I could buy in the supermarket. There are wooden bed heads and stacks of thick mattresses. Then I see a lovely leather-bound book. A work of art in itself. A cookery book of the area, handwritten, and if I’m not mistaken, it’s about lavender. I smell the lavender in my hand, as I turn the pages. It could have been written for Le Petit Mas de la Lavande. I try to imagine my home in its heyday as a lavender farm, long gone.

‘Bonjour.’ A polite voice cuts into my thoughts.

An attractive young man is smiling at me. Dark curly hair, dark stubble on his chin. He has big green eyes and is wearing an old leather jacket, despite the sun, and a soft scarf around his neck. For a moment I just stare at him and feel quite hot. I fan myself with the empty pastry bag, scattering crumbs on to the book. ‘Oh, sorry – je m’excuse,’ I say, blushing.

‘No problem.’ He flicks away the crumbs. ‘It’s done.’

‘Merci,’ I say, and push the scrunched-up bag into my shoulder bag, on top of the key.

‘Are you looking for something?’ he says, in stilted English.

‘Um, well, yes,’ I say, wondering where to start and how to explain my situation. ‘I need … um … everything really! The basics. Cheaply.’

He smiles quizzically, not understanding. ‘Let’s start at the beginning,’ he says. ‘Can I get you some coffee?’

My mouth is suddenly dry. ‘Coffee would be wonderful, merci.’

‘Je m’appelle Fabien,’ he says, and holds out a hand to shake mine.

‘Della,’ I reply. ‘Everyone calls me Del.’

‘Enchanté,’ he says, and something shifts inside me, making me feel young again.

‘Let us have coffee and, er, talk about your knees,’ he says, leading me into the big warehouse.

‘My knees?’

‘Yes, are you living here?’

‘Oh, I see.’ I bite my top lip. ‘My needs.’

‘Yes. Your knees. Was it wrong? My English is …’ He puts out a hand and tilts it from side to side.

‘No. It’s fine. My needs. It’s complicated. I was supposed to be living here and now, well … I’m staying, just for a bit.’ I have no idea what my plans are. ‘Until I know where I’m moving on to.’

‘So you are here to invade us!’ He smiles widely, and I’m wrong-footed.

‘What? To invade?’ I repeat and he nods. ‘No, I was here to live, but now, I’m just staying for a bit, then going back. Definitely not invading!’

He looks confused. ‘Sorry, my English, it’s not quite …’ He tips his head from side to side and the smile returns to his face, as it does to mine. ‘I mean you are here to live with us.’

‘Well, I’m just staying … for a bit,’ I repeat. I wonder how the locals must feel about so many British people moving here. Do they feel we’re invading their towns and villages? Do they resent us coming?

Fabien doesn’t seem to resent my being here. But then I remember Ollie and me drinking gin and tonic with the other expats in the ‘pub’, barely speaking French. I wouldn’t blame him, or anyone else in the town, if he did.

He claps his hands together. ‘You are staying here so we need to make you as comfortable as possible,’ he says, with that killer smile. ‘Enough to make you content.’

Comfortable and content would be perfect right now. I can’t help but think the people of the town must be laughing at the likes of me
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