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About Virginie Grimaldi
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© Guillaume Bonnaud

Virginie Grimaldi grew up in Bordeaux and wanted to be a writer for as long as she can remember. She wrote her first novel aged eight in a green notebook with multiplication tables in the back. It was about love and the sea and featured a thirty-page-long sunset . . .

How to Find Love in the Little Things was first published in France in May 2016 and became an instant bestseller, translated into multiple languages.

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


 

What readers are saying about How to Find Love in the Little Things

‘Fabulously glorious, funny and uplifting’

‘I devoured this novel’

‘Don’t miss this book. I loved every word –it’s an ode to life and love’

‘Fantastic, feel-good summer read’

‘A real delight that lingers in the head and heart’

‘What a beautiful book . . . great fun to read’

‘Full of humour and pathos. A wonderful read!’

‘Reminds us that we all have stories to share of past loves and experiences – and that appearances can be deceptive’

‘I loved all the characters, found it funny, heart-warming, sad, nostalgic’

‘A lovely read with a few surprises thrown in’

‘A warm and fuzzy read with relatable and real characters’


About the Book

‘Welcome to Ocean View. You don’t know it yet, but you’ll be happy here. . .’

Julia’s not running away. Not exactly. She just needs a break from Paris and Marc and all the sad stuff that’s been going on lately. A little time to pull herself together.

The job offer felt like a lifeline. But now she’s back in Biarritz, suitcase in hand, she hasn’t the faintest idea what she was thinking.

What Julia doesn’t yet know is there’s more to the odds and ends of Ocean View than meet the eye. Behind the double doors lie broken hearts, lifelong secrets, a touch of romance and an unwavering passion for life. And sometimes it’s the most unlikely of places and people who help you find your way.


For William


Prologue

It was just another Saturday evening. Not destined to be engraved on my memory, and yet I remember every detail. That’s a prerogative of traumatic experiences, apparently. They embed themselves so deeply in our brains and bodies that we keep on reliving them afterwards, like endlessly watching the same scene of a film.

Marc’s stomach was acting as my pillow, we were watching Game of Thrones, episode nine of season three, we’d eaten takeaway sushi, the fan was whirring, it was nice. If I were a cat, I would have been purring.

When my phone rang, I sighed. Who’d disturb me at this time of night?

When I saw ‘Mum’ on the screen, I grumbled. She knows perfectly well it worries me when she calls late.

I wish I hadn’t answered. I wish it hadn’t happened.

That was six months ago, and I still feel like I’ve had my heart wrenched out.


February

‘Our greatest glory is not in never failing, but in rising up every time we fail’

‒ Ralph Waldo Emerson


Chapter 1

Monday, rain, February: a winning combo for a shit day.

The further my car travels along the road, the further I want to get away. I fork off down the lane and a sign on a tree tells me it’s straight ahead. Maybe no one will notice if I turn back. I come to a small car park dotted with trees and flowerbeds that clearly haven’t seen a gardener in a long time. I drive around it and park in front of the big building.

‘OCEAN VIEW U SING HOME’

If even the cast-iron lettering is packing in, I should be worried. Or what if the job offer had the typo, and this isn’t a nursing home and I’m really going to find myself in some kind of residential glee club . . . To be honest, that sounds much more fun than what’s in store for me.

The last few footsteps between me and the front door take for ever.

One step. I could still leave.

Two steps. I’d only have to get back to the car.

Three steps. No one would ever know, after all.

‘Do come in, we’ve been waiting for you!’

I don’t have time to get to the door before a woman appears in the entrance. She’s tall and solid, and her hair’s so frizzy she can hold a pencil in it. I scour my mind for an escape route, an excuse to run away, but nothing comes to me. So I smile politely, proffer my hand and follow her towards the next eight months of my life.


Chapter 2

Her high heels make a loud click-clacking on the white floor tiles. She walks briskly and I follow, respecting the appropriate distance. Two tiles, and I’m too close; four, and I’m safe.

What I’d like, in no particular order or all at once, is to disappear, become invisible, die, disintegrate, do a U-turn or rewind. Yes, there, that’s it. Could we rewind, please? Let’s meet up a little way back, when everything was fine. When my life didn’t feel like a horror film with me as the girl who’s slashed a hundred times with a chainsaw and gets back on her feet each time. Let’s meet before everything turned upside down, before everything fell apart. Before I told myself it would be the brainwave of the century to reply to this ad.

What the hell am I doing here?

We come to a stop by a white door and my guide puts a key in the lock. I look up at a small sign which reads:

Anne-Marie Rouillaux

Director

So this is the person I’ve spoken to several times on the phone. She goes in, walks around her desk and sits down in her chair.

‘Close the door and sit yourself down.’

I do as I’m told while she opens a file and studies the documents inside it, screwing up her eyes. A cactus standing next to her computer monitor indicates the mood. Somewhere in the background, the ticking of a clock marks out the seconds, in what feels like slow motion. Either that, or my heart’s beating too quickly.

I take a deep breath and launch into my explanations.

‘I’m so sorry I’m late. There are roadworks on the way into Biarritz and it took for ever to get through the temporary lights.’

She draws the pencil from her hair and jots down a few words on a fresh sheet of paper.

‘It’s all right this once, but I hope it remains an exception. We can’t afford to keep the residents waiting, do you understand?’

‘Yes, I understand.’

‘Good. I’ll give you the morning to settle in, look around and get your bearings. This afternoon, you’ll meet Lea Marnon, who you’ll be taking over from, as of tomorrow. Because of her condition, she can’t stay on to train you up, but she’ll try to teach you as much as she can in the few hours she has left here. That should be plenty. As I said on the phone, there aren’t many residents: twenty-one exactly, including one couple who share a studio.’

‘Oh, are there studios?’

‘That’s what we call the accommodation,’ she explains, getting to her feet. ‘Each one has a small bedroom, a living room with a kitchenette and a bathroom. Right, unless you have any questions, I have a meeting. Go to reception and Isabelle will show you your studio.’

I stand up, too, and follow her to the door.

‘Welcome to Ocean View,’ she smiles, slipping the pencil back between her curls. ‘You don’t know it yet, but you’re going to like it here!’

As she gestures me through the door, I think I’d be more likely to make friends with a unicorn than to enjoy being in this end-of-the-road place. The woman’s lost some of her marbles, for sure.

Oh god, what the hell am I doing here?


Chapter 3

Isabelle definitely suits the second half of her name. She’d be the belle of any ball, with her long black eyelashes framing green eyes, and a smile that could light up a decommissioned coalmine. Fairy godmothers had clearly just had a pay rise when Isabelle was born. When I introduce myself, she comes around the counter at reception and gives me a kiss on each cheek.

‘We can treat each other as friends, not just colleagues, can’t we?’ she suggests, without really waiting for an answer. ‘Everyone here does, except for Anne-Marie, and the residents, of course. But we do call them by their first names, it’s less formal. So you’re Julia?’

‘That’s right.’

‘And I gather you’ll be living on site. Come on, I’ll show you your studio, it’s in the annexe.’

She takes my hand and leads me out to the front of the building. There are ten or twelve trees and a few benches in the paved parking area. Sitting on one of them is an old lady who appears to be waiting for an imaginary bus. She has her walking stick in hand, wears the strap of her little black handbag across her body, and she’s matched her lipstick to her pink loafers.

‘Everything okay, Lucienne?’ Isabelle asks as we walk past.

The old woman looks to see where the voice came from, eventually focuses through her tinted lenses and gives us a sketchy smile.

‘Everything’s fine, dear. I’m waiting for my son, to go to the market. Oh, and I finally opened my bowels this morning!’

‘Well, that is good news!’ my new colleague exclaims. ‘You know what they say: “A poo before noon, the whole day’s a boon!”’

I pause momentarily. My car’s just a few metres away; if I’m quick, they won’t see me scram. But, governed by some sort of resignation to my fate, I keep following Isabelle.

The annexe is a small, two-storey construction thirty or forty metres from the main building. Like its bigger brother, it’s made of stone, punctuated with white windows and wrought-iron balconies.

‘There are seven studios here,’ Isabelle explains. ‘The four on the ground floor are for residents’ families who want somewhere to stay when visiting, and for elderly people to get a feel for the place before moving in. The three upstairs are for staff. Follow me. I’ll show you yours.’

‘Are the other two occupied?’ I ask as we go upstairs.

‘Yes, by Clara and Greg. Clara’s a care assistant who’s been living here since she split up with her boyfriend; she’s a laugh, but, between you and me, I find her a bit much. Greg’s the activities coordinator; he’s living here while he has work done on his apartment. You’ll see ‒ he looks like a god, but you and I don’t have what it takes to catch his eye, if you know what I mean . . . So, here’s your new home!’

Isabelle opens a white door and steps inside to give me the guided tour . . . which is quick; there are only two rooms: a dark bathroom equipped for someone with reduced mobility and a living room-cum-bedroom which is bathed in light but must have been decorated by someone way past their sell-by date. My new habitat comprises a two-seater sofa in mustard-coloured velvet, a round table covered with a doily, a vintage-but-God-knows-what-vintage sideboard, a medieval television, a single bed pressed up against the wall and blackout curtains in burgundy velvet. I feel like crying, and not for joy.

‘And now for the best bit!’ Isabelle exclaims, opening the French windows. ‘Come and see the view!’

I join her on the balcony. The grounds of the retirement home extend almost a hundred metres away, with a little white pebble path meandering between huge trees, a vegetable plot, luxuriant shrubs and wooden benches dotted here and there. The grass is so green it looks fake, like nowhere else on earth but Basque country. A fence marks the boundary at the far end of the plot. Beyond that, nothingness; and down below, the ocean, stretching as far as the eye can see.

‘Isn’t it just fantastic?’ she crows.

‘It is, it’s really beautiful,’ I reply, realising just how much I’ve missed the sea.

‘There, I told you, didn’t I! This place is paradise. Okay, I’ll let you settle in. If you need anything, you know where to find me.’

Lost in thought, I hardly hear the door close. The view really is glorious, there’s no denying that. But calling this God’s-waiting-room of a place paradise strikes me as optimistic, to say the least. For the thousandth time, I wonder why I came here. As if I don’t know . . .

Everything turned upside down one Saturday evening. The evening my father died.
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