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1

MEGAN

Here I am in the south terminal of Gatwick Airport about to go on holiday with my dad, which is unusual for many reasons, the most obvious being that my dad is dead. 

It’s also the first time I’ve taken holiday in about five years I think, aside from the occasional long weekend for a wedding that’s abroad or somewhere equally as annoying to reach, like Devon, but I honestly can’t remember the last time I took time off work for myself to go on holiday. You know, to have a break from reality or whatever people go away for. 

Actually, now that I think about it, I can remember the last time I took holiday for an actual holiday and it wasn’t five years ago, it was three. In early 2023, Dominic and I went to Dubai for a week. I’m not sure why we chose Dubai. Probably because everyone else seemed to choose Dubai and neither of us had the time or the imagination to think of anywhere else. 

We booked a nice hotel, lay by the pool, read books, and took photos of us laying by the pool reading books. We ate good food and drank fancy cocktails and I did my best not to talk about my work, which was all I could think about, and he refrained from talking about his work, which was likely all he could think about. We mostly talked about how nice the holiday was for the whole holiday until we came home and could finally do what we wanted without any judgement. Which was talk about work. 

Anyway, I’m going to hazard a guess this holiday will be different. For a start, the conversation with my travel companion will be even more lacking this time round. 

Look, I have to make jokes because otherwise it’s really fucking sad. 

And I’m not sad, not really. I have been sad. I’ve been the saddest I’ve ever been. Dad was my best friend and I’m not just saying that because he’s dead and it’s the sort of thing you say when someone dies. I told him everything. He was always there for me. He practically raised me by himself. He was calm, hilarious, gentle. I’ve never met anyone like him. And that he could die at the age of sixty-two is the biggest cruelty I’ve ever suffered. I loved him so much that, when he died, I wasn’t sure what my purpose was anymore. You’re not meant to tie your purpose to anyone else, I know that. I’ve read that in many books and articles. You see, while it’s important to love, care for and support others, you must prioritise what you are seeking from life yourself, otherwise you will never really be happy. That’s what I read. But when he died, I thought fuck being happy. I want my dad back. 

It’s been a few months now. The sadness hasn’t gone, but I handle it better. Or I hide it better with dark humour and sheer determination. 

The grief doesn’t mean I’m not pissed off at him though, because I am. I know you’re not meant to be pissed off at a dead person, but I have to admit that to myself otherwise I’ll have some kind of breakdown. For the sake of my mental health, it’s important to be honest and accept my feelings to protect my emotional balance and achieve personal growth. I read that somewhere, too. I remember the author emphasising that when it comes to self-worth the most significant validation of our feelings that we can achieve is our own. (When am I finding the time to read all this crap? I honestly don’t know. I never have time to read. That’s what I tell everyone anyway.) And while I don’t necessarily always agree with those encouraging excessively sentimental narcissism, I’m all for self-worth. So I need to accept how I am really feeling, which is angry. 

Dad, why would you force me to get on a plane with your ashes and go all the way to France? 

And why, of all the places you could have chosen in such a beautiful country, would you ask for me to take them there? Fuck’s sake, the one place I never wanted to return to.

I can picture Dad instructing his lawyer about this when he was drawing up his will. I can envision him perfectly: sitting back in a shirt, no tie, dark cord trousers and brown shoes, legs crossed, his receding, greying light brown hair slightly messy, stroking his moustache and beard with his long fingers, his light blue eyes filled with amusement behind the thick-rimmed black glasses perched on his delicate nose, concluding his wishes with a small closed-lip smile. He rarely showed his teeth when he smiled. 

I used to think it was because he didn’t like his teeth, but they were fine. I don’t know why he smiled like that, but when I remember him, he’s usually smiling close-lipped. It made him look as though he was constantly amused at something. Maybe he was. 

He would certainly have been tickled at the idea of making me go on holiday. 

Well, I’m glad you find this funny, Dad: me waiting for security to check that the container with your box of ashes inside is sealed properly. Christ. Do you know the kind of looks you have to suffer when you tell someone that you’ve got ashes in your hand luggage? I’ve had to stand here desperately refreshing my inbox this entire time just to avoid them. 

‘That’s fine, thank you. So sorry for your loss and all the best with your onward journey,’ the security guard says, carefully passing back the container and wearing a sympathetic smile so lovely and earnest it makes me bristle with irritation. I’m trying very hard not to get upset and his kindness isn’t helpful. 

‘Thanks,’ I say briskly, taking the container and moving on. 

Once I’m through security, I join the queue at Pret and squint at the screen up on the wall to confirm my flight hasn’t been assigned a gate in the two minutes since I last checked. I feel my phone vibrate in my pocket. 

I assume it’s someone from work, but it’s a message from Marisa. 

Thinking of you, wish I could be with you. 

Here if you need anything, love you xx

Short. Sweet. Thoughtful. Perfect. The sort of message that puts your faith back into humanity. I need this message. I don’t quite realise, but as soon as I read it, my heart swells with gratitude for it. None of this is surprising, considering the message is from Marisa. She is perfect. The perfect friend, the perfect mother, the perfect wife, perfect, perfect, perfect. She’s funny, too. Her zingy humour means no one can irrationally hate her for being so wonderful. I wish I were more like Marisa. I wish I were so thoughtful and unflappable and always knew what to do and say.



I’m so happy for her happiness, but sometimes the worst in me wishes she weren’t so happy just so we could talk about being not so happy. I hate myself for that. 

I wish she were here with me now. I wish Dominic were here with me. I wish someone, anyone, were here with me. But I’m also relieved I’m on my own. I didn’t want anyone else. I wanted to do this alone. It’s all very confusing, to be honest. I try not to dwell on the contradictions otherwise I’d think I was losing it. 

Thank you. Love to the kids xx

I send my reply and then stare at it, wondering what Marisa will think when she reads it. I hope she will read it and marvel at how strong I am. I hope she will picture me here in the south terminal of Gatwick Airport exactly as I am, dressed smartly for travel in a blazer, crisp white shirt, high-waisted black trousers and heeled boots. She will surely know that I took a rare lunchbreak at work yesterday so that I could have a manicure and pedicure, and that I got up early this morning to ensure my make-up was glowing and flawless and my long hair was styled to fall in soft waves over my shoulders. I hope she reads my message and smiles and thinks, she’s fine, she’s got this. 

‘Flat white with soya milk, please,’ I order when I reach the front of the queue. 

When I hold my phone up to the card reader, I notice the eyes of the young girl behind the counter flicker down to take in my shiny nails and the expensive, delicate gold jewellery adorning my hands and wrists, a collection I’ve built up over the last few years. Her eyes stop at the emerald. They always do. 



‘I like your ring,’ she says, a mixture of what I think is admiration and envy across her youthful features. 

‘Thank you,’ I say warmly, before standing aside to read my emails while I wait for my coffee. As usual, I have a hundred fuck-ups waiting in my inbox from the juniors on my team that I’m going to have to help sort out before the end of the day. 

The majority of my team are great. Really, they are, and they are even more efficient when I constantly remind them of what I need and when, but there’s a select few who I’m discovering might be more trouble than they’re worth. Seamus, for example, fresh out of university a couple of months ago, told me in his interview that he hopes to make senior ­manager like me by the time he hits thirty. Yet, this week he managed to accidentally deck one of our clients on a boozy night out when, in response to the ‘5,6,7,8’ by Steps coming on in the bar, he swung his bag containing both of his laptops around his head and whacked the client round the face. Luckily, the client was, in Seamus’s words, ‘a good lad about it’ and didn’t take the matter any further. I’m glad all’s well that ends well, but I did mention to Seamus that I’d rather he were a bit more careful with company property and the general wellbeing of our clients from now on.

I tense when an email comes through from Cameron, a senior partner and my boss at the financial services consultancy. He wants an update on the deal I’m working on and mentions that Angus came to see him yesterday to discuss it. 

‘Angus, you slimy little prick,’ I mutter under my breath as I read it through. 

Both Angus and I interviewed earlier this month for the role of senior partner, a process that involved a Zoom call with a panel of partners from several international offices. I did my best to prove to them why I deserve this promotion, because I do. I work harder and longer hours than anyone else in the office – something Cameron is well aware of, because he likes to take advantage of it – and I haven’t yet buckled under the pressure of running a large team that features liabilities like bag-swinging Seamus whilst also delivering high-level deals within strict time constraints. But I’m up against that seemingly charming yet truthfully snivelling weasel Angus, who got his job apparently because he’s good at what he does and nothing to do with the fact his aunt owns the company.

To his credit, Angus is adept at getting as much credit for as little work as possible, an infuriatingly impressive talent. He schmoozes better than anyone I’ve ever seen and loves to take the reins in meetings so that it appears he’s in control and knows what he’s talking about. It doesn’t surprise me that he’s already been to see Cameron about a deal that I’m leading. 

We were both at a client dinner the week of the interview and when Angus found me at the bar, he looked at me bleary-eyed and slurred, ‘I’m big enough to say that we both deserve this promotion, Megan. Honestly, you do as much as I do. It’s true. I only hope that if you get it, you get it on merit, and not just because you’re a woman.’ 

I turned to him with a strained smile. ‘Excuse me?’ 

He glanced around us before leaning in conspiratorially. ‘You know how they’re always hoping to tick those boxes when it comes to inclusivity and diversity, and I guess it would look good to give it to you for that. And if that’s how this plays out, which it probably will, then hey—’ he lifted his hands up in surrender ‘—that’s the world we live in now and I have to accept it. It is what it is, you know? It is what it is.’ 

He walked away before I had the chance to scramble my furious thoughts together and clap back cleverly at him, which has bothered me ever since. The next morning, I got to the office early while he rocked up two hours late, but it didn’t matter. I saw him and Cameron high-fiving later over an anecdote about the night before. 

Deciding to reply to Cameron’s email when I’ve got my coffee so it’s not rushed, I slide my phone back into my pocket and begin to plot my response in my head. When my order is announced, I pretend not to notice the girl at the counter glance my way again. Boosted by the attention, I take my coffee from the barista before leaving, flicking my hair back over my shoulder. For a moment, I convince myself that she’s thinking she wants to be like me one day. Successful, in control, happy. Someone who has their shit together.
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DAWN

My editor is doing a terrible job of dancing around what he really wants to tell me. 

Which is that my latest manuscript is abysmal. 

‘You see . . . uh . . . the thing that we’ve come to discover recently . . . that is to say, we’ve started to notice, is this, um, shift amongst readers, not necessarily all readers, but those who we would consider as a target for, uh, this sort of thing . . .’ Michael trails off, the creases between his eyebrows deepening, his eyes darting up to the ceiling, down to his tie, anywhere but landing on mine. He exhales the air from his cheeks and then brazenly continues: ‘This is . . . to be expected. Things change and move and as a business we must reflect the wants and needs of . . . uh . . . the people that keep us . . . moving. Like a boat, for example. If you picture a boat and how it . . . drifts with the water. Although, I suppose with boats you can steer them, and to some extent we can steer things, but not . . . not as it stands . . .’

I watch him, utterly mesmerised. 

What on earth is he going on about? Why is he talking about boats? 

Brandon, my agent, is squirming next to me. He may well break before I do and offer Michael some help, but for now he stays quiet, shifting his weight in his chair, twirling the stem of his wine glass round and round between his thumb and forefinger, creasing the tablecloth beneath it. Brandon doesn’t think much of Michael, but that’s not surprising. Brandon doesn’t think much of many people. He likes them to prove themselves as worth thinking about in the first place and I don’t think Michael is doing very well at that, bless him.

I think he’s rather sweet. He’s in his late twenties, but he looks barely past his teenage years. He’s very almost handsome with his mop of fair hair, brown earnest eyes and clean jaw, but he has no command of a room. I’d write him as a lingering ex-boyfriend who continues to ‘check in’, or a gentle younger brother maybe, a non-threatening character desperate to make his mark and not quite getting there. He might come into play in the second book, proving his worth and taking the readers by surprise when they realise that they didn’t notice him much before but they really quite like him. 

Real-life Michael has done well to be so senior an editor at his age. I’d be impressed but his father is CEO. Still, you can’t get this far without knowing something. 

He’s still going, rambling on about boats and time, stammering and tripping over his words, refusing to look me in the eye. He’s intimidated by me. 

I like that. Nice to know I still have that sort of power. 

Brandon is checking his watch now. I shoot him a look of disapproval.

Michael has every right to tell me to my face in his own way that my work is terrible. He wanted to say his bit in an email, but that wasn’t going to fly. He did his best to avoid this lunch – cancelling and rearranging it twice – but we held firm. 

I was determined he’d tell me ‘no’ to this manuscript in person. 

Despite the embarrassing circumstances, it gives us the chance to actually meet Michael. Since the publisher underwent a ‘change of structure’ last year, the only contact I’d had with my new editor, who had inherited me when my previous editor left for pastures new, was over email. A lunch also provides an opportunity for a bit of collaborative brainstorming for the replacement book I intend to write for him, and the wine, paid for by the publisher, will help get ideas flowing as soon as Michael has finished his bumbling monologue. 

‘What I really think we’re looking for – and I say “we” meaning the public as well as our team and brand – is something that speaks to us.’ Michael reaches up to run a hand through his thick fair hair that must be laden with some sort of product, because as his hand drops, his hair remains sticking up in tufts. He runs his fingers over his mouth. His upper lip is sweating. ‘And things move with time. Time changes everything.’

I glance at Brandon. He looks like he’s in physical pain. 

Oh dear. Michael really isn’t getting anywhere, and we need to move on. Our main courses will be here any minute and I’d rather get the hairy bits out of the way before we eat. 

‘Michael, darling,’ I cut in, bringing him to an abrupt halt mid-sentence, ‘I think you’re absolutely charming, but do get to the point. What is it that you’re trying to say?’ 

He stares at me wide-eyed, his cheeks flushing pink. Brandon suppresses a smile. 

‘Yes, sorry, I’m rambling, I’m always . . .’ Michael pauses, licking his lips. ‘What am I trying to say? Right. To the point.’ 

‘You’re not sure about the book,’ I assume, offering him an encouraging smile. 

‘The book?’ He looks confused, his eyebrows knitted together before something clicks. ‘Oh, your book! Yes, well, it’s . . . uh . . . you see, with your books, there’s a . . . ­formula.’ 

‘A formula,’ I repeat slowly, now my turn to be confused.



‘You know, the same things, same old story.’ He hesitates, panicking. ‘That came out wrong. I didn’t mean that so flippantly. Your work is not . . . you know, it’s great. And there’s nothing necessarily wrong with the same formula over and over. Some readers like that. What works works, am I right?’ 

He looks between us hopefully. We blink back at him, both as perplexed as the other. 

‘Michael, I think things are getting a little convoluted,’ Brandon notes, doing an admirable job of masking his amusement with seriousness. 

‘Tell me plainly, Michael.’ 

‘Got it. Of course. Sorry.’ Michael clears his throat. Twice. He takes a deep breath. ‘All right. As I mentioned, it’s the shift in market trends and . . . we, as in, not me personally, but the company as a whole . . . uh.’ He closes his eyes in despair before they flash open again and he blurts the rest out in a hurry: ‘Okay, there’s no easy way to say this, but we feel it no longer aligns with your . . . style.’ 

I tilt my head at him. ‘Sorry, what is it that no longer aligns with my style?’ 

‘The . . . market shift.’ 

‘I see. You mean, my book doesn’t align with this so-called . . . shift.’ 

‘I’m sorry?’ 

‘You mean this book, this particular book. Your choice of the word “style” made it sound broader, as though the issue goes further than this manuscript.’ 

He hesitates. ‘Yes.’ 

‘Yes, you mean “book”, or yes you mean “style”?’ 

‘I . . . uh . . . I mean . . .’ 

‘Dawn,’ Brandon says slowly, sitting up straight now. 



‘I’ll be honest with you, Michael, darling, I wasn’t entirely . . . inspired when I wrote this book,’ I say with a dismissive flick of my hand before I pick up my glass and swirl the wine around inside of it. ‘And to be frank, the pressure from the publisher wasn’t exactly helpful. There’s nothing like a pressing deadline to dull creativity.’

‘We did . . . give you a few years,’ Michael mutters.

‘I think there’s potential in the characters. Perhaps we move the location. What do you think?’ I ask him, before I take a gulp of my drink and place it down. 

He stares at me bewildered before his eyes drop to his lap. 

‘I’m sorry, Dawn, I haven’t done a very good job at ­making myself clear,’ he mumbles quietly, ‘but we as a publisher don’t feel like we’re the right fit for you anymore. We won’t be publishing your next book. Whether it’s this one or another one.’

Oh. 

The table falls silent. Brandon’s jaw is clenched so tight a muscle in it twitches. 

I don’t feel angry. Not straight away. I feel worse: I feel stupid. The shame of my stupidity engulfs me completely and wipes out any hope of a reasonable, brilliant or cutting response forming in my brain. 

Instead, I sit still and wordless. 

Like a fool. 

Michael, however, isn’t wordless. He feels the need to speak once more.

‘I don’t know if this helps,’ he begins cautiously, his bright eyes gleaming at me, ‘but my mum wanted me to tell you that she loves you. She read all your books at my age.’ 

***



There’s something incredibly satisfying about exhaling a plume of smoke. I don’t like smoking – I can’t stand the smell – and I really shouldn’t be going near a cigarette but there are times in one’s life when it’s necessary to forget about health for a moment. 

This is one of those times.

‘This isn’t the end, you know,’ Brandon says, putting his hands in his pockets as he waits with me on the pavement. 

‘Oh, fuck off, Brandon,’ I say wearily, taking another drag. 

My hand is shaking. I lower it quickly, hit by a wave of frustration and fear. 

‘I’m only trying to help,’ he mumbles.

‘Then don’t be twat about it.’ 

He can’t fight a smile. ‘All right, then.’ He allows a dramatic pause. ‘It’s bullshit.’ 

‘To put it plainly.’

‘Are you upset about it?’ 

‘Do I look upset about it?’ 

‘You’re smoking again.’ He shrugs. ‘So, yes.’ 

‘I’m not smoking again,’ I protest, seeing fit to glare at him. ‘That makes it sound like I quit and then took it back up.’ 

‘Haven’t you?’

I tip my head back and marvel at the smoke drifting from my mouth. 

‘No,’ I tell him curtly. ‘And I’m not upset.’ I point my cigarette in the direction of the restaurant in which we were just sitting before I stormed out. ‘I’ve made that publisher an awful lot of money over the years.’ 

‘I know.’ 

‘Maybe not in recent years. But the Heartlodge trilogy practically saved them when it was first published! All three bestsellers, then a film. I mean for Christ’s sake, I know it was a while ago, but—’ I quickly take a drag so I can blink back the tears. ‘Oh, fuck it. What did he mean by a shift in market trend?’ 

Brandon shrugs. 

‘Romance is huge. Huge. I see it everywhere. And yes, it looks a little different now, but it’s still romance. My style was the problem, he said. What does that mean? I know you know. You spoke to him before you came to join me out here. Come on, what did he say?’ 

‘Nothing remotely of interest.’ 

I flick the ash onto the street. ‘Tell me, Brandon.’ 

‘You met him. He doesn’t know much and he conveys even less.’ 

‘What did he say?’ 

Brandon looks me dead in the eye and, heaving a sigh, reluctantly answers. ‘He said that it might be worth you considering a genre more suitable for your . . . target audience.’ 

My mouth has gone dry. ‘He was saying that I . . . shouldn’t write romance at all? What, because I’m in my fifties . . . and so are my readers? Is that what he was saying?’ 

‘Fuck knows what he was saying, Dawn,’ Brandon says tiredly, pinching the top of his nose. ‘He was wearing socks that said, “Go Bananas” on them.’ 

‘What has that got to do with anything?’

‘I’m just saying . . . He’s not . . .’ He sighs, putting his hands on his hips. ‘Your career hasn’t shattered, Dawn. We will publish you elsewhere.’ 

‘I don’t have anything to publish,’ I mutter childishly.

‘Not yet. The next one will be a hit, your big comeback.’

My best and oldest friend Jemma once asked me if I’d ever consider writing anything aside from romance. I remember being surprised at the question. I knew she’d devoured all of my books, and my instinctive reaction was to be insulted, as though she was saying I should consider doing so. But she explained she was only curious and pointed out that writers often write different genres under different names, and she only wondered if I’d thought about it. I told her that as much as I respected other types of fiction, I only ever wanted to write contemporary and whimsical romantic fiction. It’s part of who I am. So I thought.

I close my eyes. ‘Brandon, you know I can’t write other genres. And now I’ve been told that I can’t write romance either.’ 

‘By someone who cares about numbers, not books.’ 

‘He’s an editor.’ 

‘He’s inexperienced and naïve,’ Brandon maintains. ‘He doesn’t have a clue.’ 

I shrug, lifting the cigarette to my lips and inhaling. ‘He was right about the latest manuscript though, wasn’t he. It was the “same old story”. Nothing new, nothing left to give. Just like its author.’ 

‘Dawn, don’t do this to yourself. You’ve taken a hit, but this doesn’t mean—’

‘What did you think of the book?’ I cut in boldly. ‘Tell me straight. I’ve had enough bullshit today and I’ll see right through it.’ 

‘Fine.’ He scuffs his shoe on the pavement. ‘I thought it had potential. If you were a debut, I wouldn’t have offered to represent you on that manuscript, but I would have worked on it with you. The writing is lyrical, moving, truthful. But the story was the problem.’ 

‘It was missing something,’ I mutter. 



‘Yes, it was. I’m not sure what.’ 

‘Hm.’ 

‘You don’t seem surprised at my analysis.’ 

‘You weren’t the only one who read it. You know, Brandon, I’m not convinced my comeback is ever coming. Maybe I gracefully bow out now. Let the Heartlodge series be my ultim­ate legacy. So what if it was three decades or so ago? Let that be what I’m remembered for and not the stories that followed.’ 

‘Some of the stories that followed were very good!’ he argues. 

‘None of them had the same commercial success.’ 

‘That doesn’t mean they’re to be forgotten.’ 

I smile warmly at him. ‘Spoken like a true reader. I’m glad you were there when Heartlodge came out. I’m glad you witnessed my career at its best.’ 

‘You’re upset. I don’t want you to worry about this. Go home, take some time for yourself, and we’ll talk about it tomorrow. We’ll come up with a plan.’ 

‘I can’t,’ I tell him, taking one last drag. ‘I’m going on holiday.’ 

‘When?’ 

‘Today. I’m going home now to get my things and then on to the airport.’ 

‘This is good,’ he says, looking satisfied, as though he’d had the idea himself. 

‘Is it?’ 

‘Yes! When was the last time you went away?’ He gives me a pointed look. ‘You can go and clear your head. Relax and return feeling refreshed.’ 

‘I doubt that,’ I say, sticking my hand out to hail a black cab as it turns the corner. ‘My ex will be there.’ 



He grimaces. ‘Oh god. Which one?’

Stubbing the cigarette out on the nearest bin, I chuck it in and then swing open the door to the taxi. As I step inside, Brandon’s voice causes me to pause halfway into the car. 

‘You will come back from this,’ he says in that warm, reassuring voice of his, still standing where I’ve left him. ‘Remember: you’re Dawn Dixon.’ 

With a polite parting smile, I slide into the car and shut the door behind me before we pull away. I don’t quite have the guts to insist to Brandon that it’s time we stop pretending. It’s like Michael said. Trends shift. Time moves on. 

And things that were important are forgotten. 
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MEGAN

You can spot Château du Chèvrefeuille early from the main road, the striking white fairy-tale turrets up on the foothills overlooking the vineyard and out to the sea. My breath actually caught for a moment when I first saw it from the taxi, as in, I gasped and then couldn’t breathe out, like my brain couldn’t handle processing all the feelings I was feeling at the same time as exhaling, so the air just stuck there in the back of my throat. I’d hoped I wouldn’t feel much when I saw the chateau again after fifteen years, but I felt lots of things. 

Then I felt even angrier at Dad for bringing me back here. 

I’m reluctant to get out the car at the end of the long driveway that stretches down through the vineyards and parkland, but the driver has already hopped out and lined up my luggage outside the door, so any longer lingering in his backseat would be embarrassing for everyone involved. I climb out and gaze up at the white-walled chat­eau, a lump forming in my throat at the lingering scent of the honeysuckle – from which the chateau gets its name – climbing up the walls either side of the door. I can’t believe I’m here again. 

Heaving a sigh, I grab the handle of my case. 

‘Well Dad, we’re here,’ I mutter resentfully. ‘I hope you’re happy.’ 



I step into the building, dragging my case behind me across the marble hall towards the empty reception desk. I can’t work out if I’m pleased or disappointed to find that nothing much has changed. The décor is the same – the huge familiar oil paintings hanging on the walls, the faded red velvet chairs positioned in the corners of the room, the wide sweeping staircase. It smells better, though. My brain may be playing tricks on me, but I remember as a kid that the hall smelt a bit musty, like an old mysterious castle should to a child looking for stories within its walls I suppose. Now, it feels like a hotel. 

Standing at the reception desk, I wait patiently for someone to appear. 

When they don’t, I look at the bell on the counter with dread. I really don’t want to have to ring that thing. There’s something so embarrassing about ringing a hotel bell. It roughly translates to, ‘Come! Do my bidding!’ I clear my throat loudly in the hope that it gets someone’s attention. But it doesn’t work. This is a chateau. They could be floors away. 

Pressing my lips together, I reluctantly reach out and tap the bell quickly. 

I feel my cheeks flushing as the ring echoes through the castle. 

Moments later, I hear footsteps on the floor above approaching the stairs. I take a few steps back so I can see up the staircase, ready to give whoever is coming an apologetic smile about the whole bell thing. A man appears, hurrying down the first few steps. As he sees me, he does a double take and then slows down, a smile spreading across his face. 

‘Uh . . . bonjour,’ I say, blushing furiously, firstly about the bell, secondly about my dismal attempt at a French accent and thirdly because he is strikingly good-looking. Tall and broad-shouldered, with short dark hair and designer stubble across his square jawline. 

‘Bonjour,’ he replies in his silky-smooth accent. 

He descends the last few steps and then moves to stand behind the reception desk. He leans his hands on the counter and, without one ounce of shame, proceeds to take me in. Like, he inhales deeply through his nose while his dark gleaming eyes fix on me, his grin broadening, dimples appearing either side of his full lips. Just when I thought he couldn’t get cuter, he reveals those dimples. Fuck’s sake. 

I lift my chin pretending not to be floored by his beauty and I’m about to say who I am so he can consult my booking, but apparently, there’s no need. 

‘Hello, Megan,’ he says in a way that means he knows me. 

Not in a way that means he knows I’m a guest arriving today, I’m talking about a way that means he knows me. I stare at him, baffled, and then I realise. A flutter erupts in my stomach.

‘Nico?’ I whisper. 

The deepening dimples tell me I’m right. 

Nico, the boy who once made Château du Chèvrefeuille my favourite place in the world.

There were so many reasons why I loved it here, why I couldn’t wait to return every summer – it was a magical setting for a kid, a Sleeping Beauty style castle with a vineyard and a pool and a beach just down the hill. But it was Nico who helped me create the adventures. He spent his summers at Château du Chèvrefeuille with the owners, his aunt and uncle. We became friends the first summer my family arrived here when I was seven. I was discovering that there was a disadvantage to being an only child on holidays with your parents. I did my best to entertain myself, coming up with stupid games like how far I could swim underwater. Then, one day, when Dad was having a tour of the vineyard and I was reluctantly following him, kicking the dirt with my sandals, I saw Nico. He was lurking behind the vines, spying on us. 

I don’t really remember how it went from there, but Dad told me that one minute I was dragging my feet behind him, moaning about the boring tour, and the next, I was behind the vines with my new friend, the two of us giggling whenever he and Nico’s uncle glanced in our direction, pretending they didn’t know where we’d gone.

‘Let’s just say MI5 wasn’t going to call you two up any time soon,’ Dad would tell me later. 

He liked to remind me of my time with Nico – a conspicuous attempt to have me look back on family holidays fondly, I realise. He would recall how the two of us would cause havoc, running through the vineyards, tearing around the chateau, begging my parents and his aunt and uncle to please take us out on the boat. Apparently my leg would shake impatiently the whole way from leaving our house in England to coming down the driveway of the chateau, before I could finally leap out of the car to run in to find Nico. 

‘It wouldn’t take much effort to locate him. He’d always be right there in the hallway, waiting for you,’ Dad would say with a secretive smile.

Our friendship started out based largely on hand signals and assumptions due to the language barrier. That only made things funnier. It was like a long game of charades. His English got better and better every year. My French was all right, but not enough to make it our communication of choice. By the time we were in our early teens, we were proper friends, able to talk about proper things. I think because we only saw each other for a few weeks each year, our friendship felt more exciting and intense. He didn’t know what I was like at school, who I hung out with, what my official status was. For all he knew, I might be popular, fun and cool. I could say whatever I liked around him, be whoever I wanted. 

 Whenever I thought about the chateau, I’d think of Nico and wonder how his life had played out. And here he is all over again. Dad really did want me to step back in time, huh. 

‘Wow,’ I say, staring at him, my heart thumping relentlessly against my chest. ‘I . . . how are you?’ 

‘Good. How are you?’ 

‘Good. I’m good.’ 

I nod. He nods. The two of us standing there, looking at each other, nodding. 

Suddenly, I feel the urge to cry. Which is weird and pointless.

‘I . . . I’m staying here,’ I say stupidly. 

‘Yes,’ he says. ‘I’m glad. It’s nice to see you. It’s been a long time.’

‘Yeah. A . . . really long time. So, you work here?’ 

Another flair of idiocy. He’s literally standing behind the desk. 

‘I run it now.’ 

‘You run the chateau? Wow, that’s—’ My smile falters. ‘Your aunt and uncle . . .’

‘They’ve retired.’ 

‘Oh, nice,’ I say, feeling a wave of relief. ‘Well, I’m glad you took the reins. No one knows this place better.’ 

He glances down at the floor before lifting his eyes to me again, his forehead creased. ‘I’m sorry about your father.’ 



‘Thank you. Thanks.’ I tap my fingers on the counter, glancing around the hall. ‘He loved it here.’ 

‘Yes, he did. I feel honoured.’

I swallow. ‘So, I should . . . go to my room.’ 

‘Of course,’ he says, reaching underneath the desk to find a key that he hands over to me. ‘I have instructions to put you in your old room, so you’re Room Fifteen.’ 

‘You—’ I frown at the old-fashioned key in my hand. ‘Sorry? I don’t remember requesting that. And actually, I’d rather stay in a different room. Memories and blah blah blah.’ I roll my eyes as though it’s all a bit comical. 

‘It was your father who asked,’ he informs me gently, looking a little pained. 

I stare at him, my lips parted, no words coming out. 

‘He gave me instructions,’ Nico explains. 

Pressing my lips together, I lift my eyes to the ceiling. ‘Gosh. How organised. Okay, if that’s what he wanted . . . Room Fifteen sounds great, thank you.’ 

He gestures to my suitcase. ‘Do you want me to—’

‘No, I’m good. I know where to go.’ 

‘Breakfast is served between seven and ten in the Morning Room, and if you want to make a reservation for dinner, then you need to let me know that morning by eleven.’ 

Desperate to be by myself, I move towards the stairs while he’s still talking, thanking him over my shoulder. He watches as I lift my case and begin the climb to the first floor. 

‘Are you sure you don’t need my help?’ he offers, leaning on the counter. 

‘I’m fine, thank you,’ I wheeze. 

‘Megan.’ 

I stop, my case hitting the step I’m on with a loud thud, before I peer down at him over the banister. ‘Yes?’



‘Welcome back to Château du Chèvrefeuille,’ he says, smiling up at me as though he knows something I don’t. 

‘Thanks,’ I murmur, before I pick up my case and begrudgingly haul it upstairs. 







4

DAWN

I must have drunk a little more than I thought on the flight because I feel absolutely exhausted by the time I get into the taxi at the airport. I fall asleep and the poor driver has to wake me up to let me know we’ve arrived. 

‘Merci, merci!’ I trill as he offers his hand through the open door.

Stepping out, I straighten and gaze up at the building. I take a deep breath in and say Château du Chèvrefeuille on a long exhale out. It’s exactly as I remember. A magnificent nineteenth-century castle in the heart of an exceptional wine estate. It looks like something out of a story book. I’ve wanted to write about it before, but something always stopped me. An internal acceptance, I think, that I’m not a good enough writer to capture its spirit. 

God, I never thought I’d come back here. 

I turn to the driver as he lifts my suitcase out of the boot and lugs it over.

‘You’re very kind, thank you, merci,’ I say, hand on my heart. 

Wiping his brow with the back of his hand, he offers to carry it in for me and I accept, leading the way into the hall confidently as though I’m delighted to be here. I am, I think. I’m not sure. It’s complicated. But there’s no point in hesitating. I’m here now, aren’t I. 



The driver sets my bag down and, once I’ve thanked him, he leaves me to stand in the middle of the hall and take a moment to drink it all in. I catch my appearance in the gold-framed mirror hanging on the wall in the midst of all the paintings and murals. I’ve been wondering how it would be, coming back. I try to work out how I feel from my reflection, but it’s no use – she looks entirely too put together. Not a hint of sadness or regret. I must credit that to my old friend Chanel. The flawless finish foundation really is a marvellous feat of engineering. I stride over to reception and ring the bell loudly and clearly. 

There are footsteps approaching from the door to my left that leads down to the kitchens. I steel myself, shoulders back, chin high, ready to greet her with grace. 

A young man appears instead. He starts when he sees me and then he breaks into a dazzling smile, much too dazzling for such a remote location where I worry it goes unappreciated. He is a hero, no doubt about it. A pitch perfect Love Interest. Handsome enough to make your heart leap, but soft enough around the edges so as not to be intimidating for the loveable but hopeless heroine. 

‘Hello, Nico,’ I say, smiling at him as I hold my arms out. 

‘Dawn Dixon,’ he replies, coming over to greet me with a kiss on each cheek. ‘It has been a long time but you look the same.’ 

‘You look different,’ I laugh, stepping back so he can move behind the reception desk. ‘You were a tall gangly teenager when I last saw you.’ 

‘I’m still tall, no?’ 

‘Tall, dark and handsome,’ I observe with a pointed quirk of my brow, and he laughs modestly. ‘How are you, darling? I heard you were running the place now.’ 



‘I try,’ he says with a sigh. ‘It’s a big job.’ 

‘You’re the perfect man for it. It’s even more fabulous than I remember.’ I hesitate, my voice lifting a little as I speak again despite my best efforts. ‘And your aunt and uncle? I . . . I heard they are still around here somewhere.’ 

He nods. ‘Yes. They come and go. You will definitely see my aunt at some point, she still helps out a lot. I’m very lucky to have her.’ 

‘Oh. Great.’ 

‘She knows you’re coming. She said she was looking forward to seeing you.’ 

I fix a smile. ‘So lovely to be here again.’ 

He waggles a finger at me as he reaches under the counter with his other hand to fish out a key for me. ‘You shouldn’t have left it so long. This is the perfect place for a writer.’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘It’s quiet, peaceful, great food, great wine, beautiful views.’ 

‘I’m already staying here, Nico, no need to sell it to me. And, please, quiet? The Saint Vincent festival is coming up in a few days, so I imagine it won’t be too quiet around here.’ 

‘We have some events,’ he admits with a knowing smile. ‘But it could be busier, especially in high season. I’m trying to improve the promotion of the hotel. I think my aunt and uncle relied a lot on returning guests.’ 

‘Ah. I’m sure.’ 

He slides the key across the counter. ‘Room Seventeen. The best view there is.’ 

I stare down at the old clunky key as though it’s offended me. ‘Oh, no, I don’t think so.’ I laugh the suggestion off. ‘Thank you, but I’d rather a room that looked over the pool and lawns. Not the vineyard.’



‘I’m so sorry, I’m afraid you’re booked into Room Seventeen,’ he says as though he knew we’d be having this exchange. ‘I was given instructions.’

‘Did he tell you to put me in Room Seventeen, Nico?’ I ask in a low voice. 

‘Yes.’ He grimaces. ‘Sorry.’ 

Of course he’s done this. What a conniving little prick. 

‘This is why you should never holiday with an ex, ­darling,’ I mutter, before swiping the key up from the counter, satisfied to be the cause of Nico’s dazzling smile once again. 

***

It’s been a while since I’ve had a proper hangover. I won’t say I don’t drink often, because I do, but I’ve been trying to cut back the last
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