
[image: A Wedding at the Chateau by Annabel French]


A Wedding at the Chateau

ANNABEL FRENCH

[image: harper collins logo]


Published by AVON

A division of HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd

1 London Bridge Street

London SE1 9GF

www.harpercollins.co.uk

First published in Great Britain by HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd 2024

Copyright © Katie Ginger 2024

Cover design by HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd

Cover photographs: © Yolande de Kort/Trevillion Images (figure), Lars Johansson/Alamy Stock Photo (chateau), Unsplash and Shutterstock (all other images)

Katie Ginger asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.

A catalogue copy of this book is available from the British Library.

This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are the work of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities is entirely coincidental.

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this ebook on screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins.

Source ISBN: 9780008558277

Ebook Edition © April 2024 ISBN: 9780008558284

Version: 2024-03-12


To my amazing niece Jess,

I’m so proud of you!
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Prologue

13 Years Before

The balmy evening breeze brushed Olivia’s sun-kissed skin, cooling it against the heat of the setting sun. Let’s be honest though, sunburnt was probably more accurate than sun-kissed. That was the trouble with being a pale-skinned redhead travelling around some of the hottest countries in the world, but Nico had promised she looked more bronzed than pink today.

When they’d first started travelling six months ago, her fair skin had reacted to the heat with giant red welts and prickly heat. Not a good look when you’re trying to be an adventuress and cool and less like your elderly grandma constantly sitting in the shade. She was here to live life to the full before starting university and boy was she determined to squeeze every last memory out of it. Travelling wasn’t the most original thing to do in a gap year, but when Nico – her best friend – had suggested it, she hadn’t been able to refuse.

As the months had gone by, her skin had adapted somewhat, though she’d still liberally applied sunscreen while Nico giggled. It was all right for him with his olive skin, dark hair and dark eyes: the benefit of an Italian heritage. From the corner of her eyes, she admired his square jaw, studded with stubble. He was smiling as they sat on the beach, staring out to sea, listening to the tide gently lap the shore.

How nothing had happened between them, she didn’t know. Neither of them had met anyone else – only fellow travellers who’d become friends – and she was certain attraction bubbled beneath the surface. It did for her anyway, just as it had as they’d grown up together. There’d been a few fleeting moments over the years and more so on this trip when it had felt like the ground was shifting and they were on the cusp of something new. She’d caught him watching her a few times, putting his arm around her when guys had chatted her up. Something territorial and protective that had stirred butterflies in her stomach and filled her with longing.

She scooped a handful of white sand, letting it fall through her fingers like a sandglass counting down the hours and minutes until they had to return home. Bali really was an island paradise. The turquoise sea ebbed and flowed in front of her, tiny white horses foaming on the shore, and behind her, mountainous rocky outcrops softened with bright green shrubs hid them from the rest of the world. The sun was setting, the sky a mix of bold and beautiful colours: pinks and oranges slicing across the horizon and above them, a thick, velvety darkness rolled down as if gobbling them up. Every star seemed brighter than they ever had at home, shining overhead and begging her to make a wish. If she did, she knew exactly what she’d wish for.

‘I can’t believe we go home tomorrow,’ Nico said.

Though his family were from Italy, he’d been raised for most of his life in England and there was still a slight hint of an accent in the way he rolled his r’s. He too pressed his fingers into the sand, raking lines with his fingertips.

‘It’s gone too quickly,’ Olivia replied, aware, as she always was, of his presence.

Was she the only one who felt like something was pulling them together? Like an invisible hand was edging her physically closer to him? After being friends for years, since they were both at primary school, Olivia had hoped that being away from home, from his family and hers, travelling alone together, he’d come to see her as she’d grown to see him. That he’d appreciate she was now a young woman about to start university rather than the snotty-nosed sidekick she’d been at school. Their friendship had changed as they’d both navigated school but there were times when she was sure he saw her as his childhood friend and not as a young woman with curves and hips. She sighed and looked out to sea again.

After partying with everyone else, they’d snuck away from the crowds, preferring a few minutes alone before their lives changed when they returned home.

‘Back to reality, hey? Back to boring,’ Nico said before taking a swig of beer and then adding it to the empty bottles stuck in the sand at their feet.

‘You’re off to Oxford, clever clogs! It won’t be boring there.’ She was slightly jealous though not surprised he’d made it into such a prestigious university. He was one of the cleverest people she knew.

‘And you’re off to Reading. I’ve never been there before. Dad said it’s a beautiful city.’

Olivia laughed. ‘I can’t believe you’re sat on a beach in Bali after travelling around Thailand and Singapore and you’re going on about Reading being beautiful.’

He chuckled too, opening another beer. ‘You were more impressed with the bars than the course I seem to remember.’

‘So? They’re important things to consider too. Plus, it’s cheaper than London.’ The bottle she’d been holding had grown warm, tepid lager tingling her mouth. ‘Just don’t get a new best friend, okay?’

‘I wouldn’t dream of it.’

‘And don’t go making marriage pacts with anyone else either.’

When they’d been in Thailand, sat in the bar, they’d drunkenly agreed that if they were both still single at forty, they’d marry each other. It had been a joke, but she’d also secretly hoped that when they reached thirty-nine they’d be able to make it happen. She chastised herself for being stupid. He’d never even kissed her and apart from a few flashes of possibility, nothing had happened between them in all this time.

‘I won’t, I promise.’

‘I’ll hold you to that.’ There was no chance he wouldn’t be married by forty. Girls had always fallen for Nico. Quite a few even threw themselves at him, some with as much force as a circus performer fired from a cannon. She remembered a blonde, bikini-clad model-looking girl who’d done so only the day before. Yet, he never left her side. That had to mean something, didn’t it?

Nico wrapped an arm around her, resting his head on her shoulder. She could feel his dark hair tickle her neck. ‘I’ll miss you, Olive.’

He was the only one who was allowed to call her that. She couldn’t even remember how the nickname had come about. Something about the first time she’d tried olives round Nico’s house. His dad laughing as she screwed up her face at the odd taste. She hated the name Olive when anyone else said it. If they tried, they got the death stare because it was usually said as a taunt. Nico had always said it reminded him of home. Of Italy.

‘Miss me?’ Olivia replied, tilting her head to try and look at him but only seeing the chestnut curls on his head. ‘Don’t be daft, we’ll only be an hour away from each other and you’ll come to visit me, won’t you?’

‘Sure. Of course.’

She sensed something in his uncertain tone. He straightened up and she turned to him. He had never been as close to her as this, and there was something in the air. An electricity, a sense of something significant about to happen. He didn’t move away. Instead, his eyes were flitting over her features, studying her eyes and coming to rest on her mouth. Her heart pumped and she was suddenly aware of her lips, her mouth, her eyelashes.

Was this it?

Was this the moment she’d been waiting six months – no longer – for?

Her heartbeat sped up as his head tilted slightly, his mouth moving closer to hers. Her body began to tingle with anticipation and hope. She closed her eyes, waiting for his lips to touch hers, unable to believe this was actually real. She thanked the stars for making her wish come true. When nothing came, she leaned forwards towards him, eager to find his mouth with her own. Then she felt him shift, sand sliding and covering her hand. When she opened her eyes, he’d moved away and his expression had changed to fear.

She immediately thought she’d done something wrong. She shouldn’t have eaten those garlic prawns for dinner, but it was her last night, and they were her favourite. She cursed her appetite. But then his words floored her.

‘I’m not going to Oxford.’

‘What?’

He pushed a hand into his hair and leaned away from her, pushing himself to standing. ‘I’m not going to Oxford.’

She stood too, the soft sand reaching in between her toes, sucking her into the ground, which is where her heart was. ‘What do you mean? You’ve got a place. You—’

‘I’ve changed my mind. I’m going to the University of Florence instead. I’m moving back to Italy.’

His words were absorbed into the hot and heavy air, into the thick, dark sky creeping around them. The splashes of colour were virtually gone now, fading to pale yellows and damask pinks, and the tide was coming in, soaking her sandals. Nico took a step to the side and Olivia pinned him with her eyes.

‘When did you decide this?’

‘Before we began travelling. I was going to tell you. I just couldn’t find the right time.’

‘You’ve known all this time and you didn’t say anything?’ Anger and hurt surged inside her. He’d never kept a secret like this from her before. Not in all the years they’d been friends. She’d always been the first person he talked to, and he’d always been there to listen to her. For years they’d confided their secrets, their hopes and dreams, their fears and worries. ‘All the time we’ve been travelling, you’ve been keeping this a secret from me?’

‘No – yes, but, Olive—’ He reached out, but she wouldn’t take his hand. His chocolate-coloured eyes implored her, but anger had set her jaw firm, and she wouldn’t move. ‘It’s not like that, Liv. You know how much I’ve missed my mum, how much I’ve wanted to get back to my roots. She and Dad grew up in Italy and I thought if I could go there and—’

‘I thought you meant going on holiday to Tuscany not moving to Florence! That’s—’ She threw her hands in the air, finally stepping out of the water. ‘That changes everything!’

‘We’ll still be able to keep in touch. We can still visit each other.’

‘Oh really? You’re just going to hop on a plane and fly back to England during the holidays. Or am I going to do that? How am I going to afford it on my student loan?’

‘I’ll be coming back to see Dad, and my brothers, but since Mum died, I’ve wanted to know more about her family. To see where she came from. She always said it was the perfect place to live – to grow up. Like heaven on earth.’

Knowing that everything Nico said was true, and that his mum’s death five years before had affected him deeply, her heart gave a little, but she couldn’t help feeling betrayed. ‘Are you only telling me this now because you’re drunk?’

‘No! I’ve been drunk a lot on this trip and I’ve been wanting to tell you ever since I made the decision but I just couldn’t say it. I didn’t want to ruin everything.’

But he had, and she wasn’t sure how it could be repaired. Every night they’d spent together these last six months, talking about the future, laughing, joking, supporting and encouraging each other, he’d known something so monumental and hadn’t told her. Her heart seared with pain, and she couldn’t help but wonder if she wasn’t as important to him as he’d always been to her.

He came towards her, his voice softening as he spoke. She could hear the tension in his throat, the words wavering as his voice cracked. ‘You’re my best friend, Olive. One of the most important people in my life. You always will be.’ He took her hands, holding them firmly. ‘We’ll stay in touch, visit each other all the time. Nothing will change. Not really.’

She desperately wanted to believe that what he said was true, but doubt lingered in the back of her mind. ‘Promise?’ Olivia asked, her voice wavering as she gripped hold of her emotions, looking into his eyes, reading his face for any sign he didn’t mean it.

‘I promise.’ He pulled her close, wrapping his arms tightly around her and squeezing her in. He’d always been taller than her. Long and gangly, like he’d been stretched out a bit too much. That first night in Singapore, he’d struggled to get comfortable in his sleeping bag because he’d been too tall for it. They hadn’t stopped laughing about it but now all those happy memories were tainted with hurt. Her head nestled just under his chin and she squeezed her eyes shut to stop the tears from falling.

‘I’ll always be there for you, Olive. No matter how far apart we are. I swear.’

She breathed him in, a mixture of salt where they’d swum earlier and the body spray he wore, believing his words but feeling as though she’d already lost him. When they separated, silence abounded. The only sounds were the lethargic twittering of birds, the lazy flowing of the tide and the rustling of the palm trees.

This wasn’t how she’d wanted this night, this holiday, to end. It felt like a part of her life was suddenly over or had taken a new and unexpected, unpleasant route. The air felt suddenly colder and she shuddered, closing her arms over her chest. Everything she’d thought was to be, suddenly wasn’t. He made it sound so simple, but she was abruptly and piercingly aware that the life she’d imagined wasn’t to come.

Her heart broke, a piece falling away and washing out to sea. And to think only moments before he had nearly made her dreams come true and kissed her.


Chapter 1

Present Day

Jacob!’ Olivia pressed her hand into her forehead as she stared at what had once been a neat and tidy kitchen. Well, mostly neat and tidy. She wasn’t exactly Marie Kondo and anything that didn’t ‘bring her joy’ went in a cupboard under the stairs. But the small kitchen of her equally small London house now resembled the set of Supermarket Sweep after the contestants had gone on a particularly mad shopping frenzy. Irritatingly, she could also feel the wrinkles that now marred her brow. Were they deeper than they’d been yesterday? She was absolutely sure they were. Wrinkles sounded too nice. Ravines would be more like it.

Cereal covered the kitchen counter where her thirteen-year-old son’s aim was apparently worse than in the bathroom, and the remains of a loaf spilled out of the plastic wrap where she’d made lunch for him and herself some toast. A knife stuck out of the open tub of butter as if it was a murder victim and splashes of milk and orange juice puddled the surfaces. Olivia turned her back on it and frantically brushed her hair before tying it into a messy bun while simultaneously trying to slip on her shoes.

‘Jacob! Have you brushed your teeth?’ No reply came and she moved to the bottom of the stairs in a lopsided walk because one shoe had cooperated while the other lay on its side half under the sofa. ‘I swear, boy, if you’re on that iPad again, I’ll—’

Jacob, all wide-eyed innocence with toothpaste foam around his mouth, stood at the top of the stairs, dabbing at his black school tie. ‘I was trying to get this off.’

She gestured for him to come downstairs. ‘This is why I want you to brush your teeth before you get dressed. Come here.’

‘But then I’m too minty for my breakfast.’

‘One of life’s conundrums,’ she replied with a smile as she pulled out his tie and licked her thumb.

‘Ewww! Don’t use spit! That’s gross.’

‘I used to clean your face like this when you were little.’

His mouth curled. ‘That’s disgusting.’

Feeling suddenly mischievous as love for her son rushed over her, she yanked his tie just as the boys at school did to each other. She’d seen it many times as she dropped Jacob off at the gates. It seemed more of a teenage greeting than anything else.

‘You peanutted me!’ Jacob declared in horror. ‘You actually peanutted me!’

‘Serves you right for making us late.’

He still hadn’t brushed his dark blond hair, the same colour as that of his roguish but ultimately useless father, and he pushed his hand through it before wiggling his tie, not really fixing it at all. That was unfair, Olivia thought to herself. Though Jack had started out about as useful as a chocolate teapot and marriage clearly wasn’t his forte, he had stepped up to the plate as far as Jacob was concerned.

‘I can’t believe you just did that,’ Jacob grumbled, adjusting his tie.

‘Come on, let’s go. I don’t need your teacher giving me another telling-off via email, or worse, ringing me during the day so I look like a five-year-old in front of my team.’ She hobbled to the sofa and slipped on her rogue shoe.

As she grabbed her bag and car keys, leaving the kitchen mess for later, she checked off all the things Jacob needed for his day: PE kit – yes, lunchbox – yes, water bottle – he ran back and got it, locker key – yes. Head down at his phone, Jacob made his usual grumbling noises as he got into the car, moaning about something on Snapchat, about a kid at school, about his mouth still being minty, but Olivia ignored it. They’d had quite a nice morning for once. She’d only had to raise her voice at the end and, even then, she’d managed to do so comically, and she didn’t want to spoil it now. Goodness knows calm mornings were rare enough when you had a hormonal boy-monster roaming around the house.

She glanced at him remembering the tiny, unexpected baby he’d been. ‘Love you, son.’

‘What?’ He looked up from his phone in unconcealed disgust, then his eyes softened and the boyish grin that hadn’t quite faded under teenage coolness lifted the corners of his mouth. ‘Yeah, you too.’

As usual, the traffic was awful and while Jacob blasted music that couldn’t really be called music from the car speakers, she cussed under her breath.

‘All right, road rage,’ Jacob said coolly as equally impatient drivers battled their way past each other and through traffic lights that were just about to turn red.

Olivia was sure she hadn’t gone above fifteen miles an hour on the whole journey to school and every set of traffic lights had stopped her. Her eyes ran to the dashboard clock. It was way too late again.

After dropping Jacob at the school gates, Olivia made her way to her office, fighting through heavy, uncooperative London traffic to the small events company based in Primrose Hill. Whilst stuck in various queues, she’d managed to apply some mascara and hoped that her complexion looked dewier and more youthful than sweaty summer in the city. And though the day was starting out warm and dry with blue skies and fluffy cotton-wool clouds, the forecast was for drizzle later in typical British summertime fashion. She glanced at the back seat where her bag was splayed half open. In true Olivia style, she’d been so busy getting Jacob ready that she’d forgotten her coat. Wonderful.

Olivia entered the open-plan office and raced to her desk.

‘Pssst,’ the receptionist said as she bustled past. Olivia turned her head to see her pointing then miming something. Olivia frowned, trying to understand what the sign language was all about. ‘Your shirt’s done up wrong.’

Olivia glanced down. Not only were her shirt buttons fastened incorrectly, they were so wrong that even a toddler would have done a better job. How had she not noticed? Not only that, she had a toothpaste mark on her left breast and part of her skirt was tucked into her knickers. She quickly tugged down her skirt and redid the buttons as Portia, her beast of a manager, walked past, her skyscraper heels denting the thin carpet tiles. Why couldn’t her boss be Margot, the lovely French woman she’d met recently who worked at an events company in Paris. She’d been lovely, nothing like evil Portia.

‘Late again, Livvy?’ Portia crossed her arms over her chest, her long red nails standing out against the black of her shirt as she drummed them.

Olivia checked her watch. ‘Am I?’ She tapped the face like it was some nineteenth-century pocket watch, pretending it was wrong and that she hadn’t known she’d arrived fifteen minutes late. ‘Sorry. It must be slow. And the school-run traffic was horrendous this morning. As always.’

‘Again?’

‘Yeah, sorry. School-run traffic does tend to be awful when it’s, you know, term time.’

‘It’s not a good enough excuse though, is it. If you know the traffic’s going to be awful, you should leave earlier to compensate.’

‘I can’t leave too early or Jacob will be waiting at the gates. They don’t unlock them that early.’

‘Not my problem.’

‘Do you have kids, Portia?’ Olivia asked lightly.

‘Can’t abide them. Just make sure it doesn’t happen again, all right?’

‘Will do.’ Olivia nodded, knowing full well it was going to happen again and lots more times after that. That was the problem with being a single mum to a laid-back teenage boy. Alarm clocks didn’t work, shouting up the stairs didn’t work. She’d even once tried firing a water pistol at him, which had put him in an outstandingly terrible mood, and smacking a saucepan with a wooden spoon hadn’t gone down well either. All that had done was earn her a telling-off from the next-door neighbour who’d used more swearwords in five minutes than she’d heard in most of her life. It hadn’t been a good day.

With a tut, Portia walked on, and Olivia turned her chair back to her desk to find Ian, one of her events team, giving her a sympathetic smile.

‘She’s the worst, isn’t she?’ he whispered across the small divider that separated their desks. ‘When I came in, she told me I shouldn’t wear brown suits because they make people think of poo. She didn’t even say good morning or anything. It was just: “Don’t wear brown, Ian. It makes people think of turds.” Then she cited some kind of study, but I don’t think that can be true, can it?’ He held out his arms, studying the dark brown fabric. ‘It’s not even a pooey brown colour. It’s chocolate brown and everyone likes chocolate.’

‘Hmm,’ she agreed. ‘I’m not sure it’s chocolate, but definitely more chestnut than poo. I like it.’

‘Thanks, boss.’

‘So, where are we with the Holden 100th anniversary gala dinner?’

The question was directed at Ian, but Ava, who was sat at the desk diagonal to Olivia, popped her head up and began to answer, making Olivia jump and place a hand on her heart.

‘Christ on a bike! I didn’t know you were in yet!’

‘I’ve got short purple hair. How could you not know I was here?’

It was true. Her deep aubergine hair had been styled in short, sharp spikes and she’d changed her lip ring to a bar. Normally, Ava was very difficult to miss.

‘Keeping your head down while Portia was here, were you?’

‘Yeah,’ she said and laughed. ‘She always looks at me like I’m some sort of alien just because I like tats and don’t dress the way she does. Who’d want to dress like a Nineties middle manager anyway? I thought shoulder pads and oversized suits were an Eighties thing.’

Olivia repressed a grin, trying to remain professional. ‘So . . . Holdens?’

‘We are T-minus three days to the event,’ Ava said. ‘And everything is arranged. The only thing I’m waiting on is their presentation for the night. I’d like to have it backed up to the Cloud and I’ll take my laptop in case there are any problems with the memory stick or their laptop on the night.’

‘Sounds like you’ve got it all under control. Great job. Is there anything you need me to do? Any last-minute chasers or running around?’

‘Ahh, thanks, Livvy, but it’s all good. You’ve taught us well. We won’t let you down.’

Ian was nodding along enthusiastically.

‘I know you won’t,’ Olivia replied, warming with pride.

Ian and Ava had joined the company a year ago and though it was Portia’s job to train them, that responsibility had fallen to Olivia when Portia decided she didn’t have time. Luckily for Olivia, they’d got on well and had soon formed a close-knit team. Managing events excited Olivia. She loved the organisation, fitting all the different pieces together like a jigsaw, but it hadn’t all been plain sailing. She could argue with vendors and service providers till the cows came home but managing people had been a challenge. She found conflict with friends difficult and didn’t enjoy having to tell people when they’d done something wrong. Somehow, she’d fudged her way through, settling into the role in a way she hadn’t thought she would, and now they’d turned into friends, not just colleagues.

‘And what about the Buffington-Smythe birthday celebrations, Ian? We’re what . . . twelve weeks out on that?’

‘Yep.’ He looked down at his computer and clicked. ‘Just waiting for them to confirm the music. I know we’re cutting it fine, and I have chivvied them up today already, but they can’t decide between the DJ who’ll do all evening, or the band.’

Olivia nodded, making a note on her notepad. She still preferred pen and paper for some things. ‘Shall I email Mrs Buffington-Smythe on Friday if we haven’t heard anything?’

‘Could you?’ Ian tipped his head in relief. ‘She frightens me a bit.’

‘She’s all right underneath the tweed and pearls. You just have to know how to handle her. And she doesn’t always mean to be rude, she’s just . . . to the point.’

‘You’re the best. Shall I make tea then?’

‘Actually,’ Ava said, ‘I’m about to do a coffee run. Any takers?’

‘Oh, yes, please,’ Olivia replied. ‘I feel like I’ve done a day’s work already and it’s not even ten o’clock. Can I have a double shot latte, please? Okay if I get the next lot?’

‘Sure thing.’

‘Caramel macchiato for me, please,’ Ian said. He had something of a sweet tooth.

She dashed away, earning a glance from Portia that they all ignored. Everyone did coffee runs to the café next door. She’d just have to get over it. No other team was as on the ball with their work as Olivia’s was, or as successful, and – in her opinion – that earned them a few perks.

When Ava came back a few minutes later, Olivia settled down to work, enjoying her coffee. The caffeine hit was just what she needed this morning, and she savoured both the delicious flavour of the strong coffee and the thrill of ticking things off her to-do list.

‘Don’t forget you’re in this meeting with Portia at eleven,’ Ian said, glancing over the divider.

‘Damn. I could really do without that today.’

‘She does love a meeting about a meeting,’ Ava replied, grinning impishly just as Portia strode to the meeting room followed by a few different members of staff. Olivia stood and followed them, grabbing her phone and notebook.

They settled in the room, the others eyeing her takeaway coffee cup enviously.

‘Right,’ Portia began standing at the head of the table and projecting a presentation from her laptop. She loved a presentation, even when one wasn’t strictly necessary. Olivia sometimes thought that must be all she did every day, creating useless presentations no one was going to remember when a quick email would do the trick. Portia got underway and Olivia concentrated on the salient points, ignoring the waffle that went with it. She was just about to raise her hand to ask a question when her phone rang.

‘Oh, I’m so sorry.’ She silenced the call as Nico’s face popped onto the screen. Her heart instantly swelled. Hearing from him always brightened her day, but it was unusual for him to call this early. He normally rang in the evenings so he could chat to her and Jacob. She knew she should stay and listen to the rest of the meeting but her curiosity, and a little concern, had been piqued.

‘I’m sorry, Portia,’ she said to her wide, disbelieving eyes. ‘I really need to take this. It’s my son’s school.’

She edged out of the room to sympathetic smiles from her colleagues. One even said, ‘I hope everything’s okay,’ instantly filling her with guilt. She went to her desk and took her seat, plugging in her headphones and accepting the video call before he rang off. She glanced up to see Portia through the glass walls of the meeting room, glaring at the poor people still trapped in there and gesticulating wildly. Rather them than her.

‘Hey, you. What are you calling for? Bit early for our monthly catch-up, isn’t it?’

Since he’d moved to Florence all those years ago, they’d spoken at least once a month. It had taken a while for the initial pain of their separation and her anger at his not having told her about switching universities, and countries, to subside. But once it had, they’d decided that the first Monday of every month was off limits to everyone but each other. She’d turned down dates so as not to miss a chat with Nico and still, rather foolishly, secretly hoped he’d done the same for her. She hadn’t minded. Who wanted to go on a date on a Monday anyway? They were stressful enough without adding first-date nerves into the mix.

It hadn’t always been easy to keep in contact. Their lives had changed so much through the years. She’d fallen pregnant with Jacob in her first year at university and married Jack, Jacob’s father, only weeks before their son was born. The marriage had proved to be a mistake, but she wouldn’t change it for the world. Thinking philosophically, as she’d learned to do from a young age, life with Jack had taught her what she wanted and, conversely, what she didn’t want. And of course, she’d never trade Jacob for anything. Her baby – though he wasn’t a baby anymore – meant the world to her.

Nico had been more than a little shocked at her pregnancy and she often wondered if that was when he realised she was a woman and no longer his childhood partner in crime. And though he and Jack hadn’t really got on at first, he’d been over the moon to become Jacob’s godfather. It was a role he’d taken seriously, and now, he and her son were almost as close as she and Nico had once been.

‘Do you have a moment to talk?’ Nico asked. ‘In private?’ His voice was a little unsteady and she pushed down the mounting worry.

‘Umm . . . Yeah, sure. Just give me a second.’

She stared around the light open-plan office. All the meeting rooms and tiny private ‘pods’ were taken. She edged to the furthest corner of the office where the team who were in with Portia normally sat. They really didn’t look happy and Portia was now standing up and pacing while she shouted at them.

‘What’s up?’

‘I–I’m getting married.’

‘What?’ She’d shouted so loudly, Ian and Ava both looked up, frowning in concern. She waved their concerns away and said, ‘Nothing to worry about,’ while inside her heart was racing and she felt slightly sick.

‘My wedding?’ Nico asked in confusion. ‘My wedding is nothing to worry about?’

‘No, I was talking to Ian and Ava, I— It doesn’t matter.’ The word ‘marriage’ hit the inside of her brain like a hammer shattering a pane of glass. ‘So you’re getting married?’ She tried to sound pleased, happy for him, but as concern and not a little jealousy grabbed her, she worried she sounded bitter.

‘I know it’s quick, but Sofia and I were talking, and we decided why wait, you know?’

She did know. She knew from her own rubbish experience that that wasn’t the best basis on which to make one of the biggest commitments of your life. She and Jack had lasted five years and that had been more than enough. They should really have called it quits after two before Jacob had known what was going on.

‘Right,’ she said, then as a tense silence descended, she added, ‘Well that’s wonderful news, Nico. Congratulations. When’s the wedding?’

‘In just under eight weeks.’

‘Eight weeks?’ She’d screeched again, and this time it wasn’t just Ava and Ian who looked up. The rest of the office had as well. A sea of half-amused, half-annoyed faces glanced at her before returning to stare at their desks. She lowered her voice and turned towards the window, her back to the room. Positive, she thought. Be positive. ‘Wow. That’s not long, is it? But I suppose when you know, you know . . . you know?’ What was she drivelling on about? When you know, you know . . . pah! But she couldn’t turn around and say, ‘Nico, this is an absolutely terrible idea. Please don’t do it.’

‘Exactly.’

But the niggling feeling that this was a catastrophic mistake nagged in her mind. She felt she should mention the warnings she’d given him before, when he and Sofia had just started dating. Six months ago, when he’d first mentioned Sofia, she’d worried that they weren’t really suited. At that time, it had only been a few months since he’d split from his ex: a long-term girlfriend who he’d been with for a few years. Not only that, but Sofia was a social media influencer – a job she didn’t really understand – and after some subtle social media stalking, Olivia had counselled against rushing into anything. She couldn’t see what Sofia and Nico could possibly have in common. Apart from a mention on the company website (an architects’ firm he worked for) Nico didn’t really have social media. But all her warnings had been ignored. He’d thrown himself into the relationship with gusto (a gusto that had broken her heart) and now six months later he was getting married.

How could you know someone after only six months? You didn’t! That was the answer. You didn’t know them. Not really. Not inside and out. You didn’t know their bad habits, only the good side of them they were showing because it was all so new and you didn’t want to spoil the romance by farting in bed or burping after a curry. Although if Sofia’s social media profiles were anything to go by the woman woke looking amazing. With sexily ruffled hair, she’d spend the day in her Lululemon set, eating things like avocado on toast or something with kimchi.

Her feed seemed to consist of pictures of her, which, to be fair, if Olivia looked like that she’d take more pictures of herself too, but there just didn’t seem to be anything else. She never posted about films, music, books, TV . . . not even food and she was Italian! Italians love food! No matter what she’d heard about her from Nico they didn’t seem a particularly good match.

Olivia’s stomach sank that he was making such a big mistake, not least because she’d never even met Sofia in the flesh and didn’t think Nico’s family had either. She mentally scanned their conversations. No, she was sure there’d never been any mention of a meeting with Nico’s ebullient dad and tricksy band of brothers.

‘Looks like you won’t need our marriage pact after all,’ she joked.

‘What marriage pact?’

She drew her eyes to the ceiling and bit her lip against the pain of him not remembering. ‘You remember the agreement we made when we were travelling. We said if neither of us were wed by forty we’d marry each other.’ She kept her voice as level as she could.

It had only been a silly joke. She knew that. It shouldn’t bother her now that he hadn’t remembered, but the pain still stung. It just went to show that even now her love for him was of a different type to his love for her.

‘Oh, yes.’ He chuckled. ‘Now I remember. So . . . will you come?’

‘To the wedding?’

‘No to the farmer’s market. Of course to my wedding! And bring Jacob. FaceTime is great but it’s been nearly a year since I saw you both properly. He has to come. He is my only godson and we Italians take that duty very seriously.’

To be honest, Olivia didn’t know where she’d have been without him. Jack had got better as he’d got older but despite staying at university to get a degree while she dropped out and raised their child, he hadn’t really made much of it. He’d flittered from job to job, only lately settling into something he enjoyed and could stand for more than six months at a time. Who’d have thought that in England where it rained for ten months out of twelve, it would have been gardening. Because of Jack’s flakiness work wise, Nico had often helped them out financially when requests for expensive school trips had come in and he’d never hear of her paying him back, saying it was his job as godfather. He’d even helped at Christmas and birthdays when things had been particularly hard, ensuring Jacob had the things he wanted. Things they wouldn’t have been able to afford otherwise. Whether she approved of this wedding or not, and there had been times when Nico hadn’t approved of her choices, she owed him a lot.

‘Olive? You will come, won’t you?’

The use of his pet name for her brought her mind back to the present. ‘Definitely! We’d both love to come. Jacob will be so excited. Do you want me to tell him or will you?’

‘I’ll call him tonight if that’s okay?’

‘Of course. Just leave it till after six so he’s done all his homework.’

‘You’re a good mum, Olive.’

Nico’s kind words softened the blow of his news just a little. Over the years, she’d needed that from those around her. There were times it had been heartbreakingly hard. ‘Thank you,’ she said quietly. ‘Well, congratulations, and to Sofia too. She must be so excited.’

‘She is. More than I thought possible.’

‘I’ll speak to you later then.’

They said their goodbyes and Olivia hung up, turning back to face an office that seemed to know something had happened. They kept their heads down. Even Ian and Ava were typing and staring at their screens like their lives depended on it.

Olivia made her way to her desk and took out her headphones, returning her phone to the little spot she always kept it on the corner of her desk. She adjusted it, making sure it was absolutely straight, aware of Ian and Ava glancing over the divider and then looking at each other.

‘Is everything all right?’ Ava asked tentatively. ‘Do you need another coffee?’

‘No, thanks. I’m fine – everything’s fine. A friend of mine is getting married.’ She forced her voice to lift at the end as though excited at the news even though deep down she felt her heart tearing apart.

Nico was getting married.

And a little voice she’d never been able to silence told her it should be to her. If things had been just a little bit different, it could have been her.

‘I’m just going to nip to the loo,’ she said breezily. ‘Back in a tick.’

But as soon as she locked the door to the cubicle and sat on the closed toilet lid, all she could do was cry, removing the mascara she’d applied that morning and, with it, any stupidly remaining hopes that somehow, someway, she and Nico would end up together.


Chapter 2

Five weeks later, Olivia attempted to stop her lip from wobbling as she lugged her suitcase down the stairs ready to depart for Italy alone.

In the weeks since Nico had called, he, and her friends at work, had convinced her to take a break from events, life, motherhood and everything else and have a couple of weeks sunning herself and catching up with Nico before Jacob and Jack joined her for the wedding.

Being a single mum from such a young age, she hadn’t had a chance to take holidays and even when Jacob had gone to his father’s for the weekend, she’d preferred to stay at home in case anything happened and Jack had to bring him back. It hadn’t happened often. Jack was a lot of things, but he wasn’t an absent or lazy father. He’d taken a while to get his head around such a huge change to their lives, and he hadn’t been great when Jacob had been sick, panicking in a way that had always made her smile, but it had always reminded her that no matter how irritating he could be, he was a good man at heart.

He had, however, always been one of her life choices Nico had not approved of. When Nico had first heard Olivia was pregnant, he’d wanted to meet Jack and it hadn’t taken long for his disapproval to show. Jack had always been a bit of a lad. He liked football and rugby, and a drink with the guys. Nico was more of a reading and hiking kind of guy. He liked architecture and history and culture. Those first few years with Jacob as a small baby had been particularly tense. But as they’d all grown older, things had become more civil, to the point that both enquired after the other and the relationship could now be defined as amicable acquaintances. Jack had been thrilled to hear Nico was getting married. He’d been even happier when Nico had extended the invitation, and it was agreed that Olivia would fly out ahead and they would join her a week before the wedding.

Now, as she stood looking at her son, whose lip, she was sure, was wobbling as much as hers was, she wished she wasn’t going anywhere. Not only did she not want to watch Nico marry someone else – someone whose most recent post had been about the latest teeth-whitening gel she’d been gifted – but how would she cope without seeing Jacob every day? She loved hearing about his day and savoured the fact he was a lot more communicative than some boys his age. When they sat around the table at night having dinner, he’d always tell her about the things that had happened at school to him and his mates. She adored it and no matter what, he always had her full attention and she his.

It’s only for two weeks, she reminded herself. Stop being a wimp.

‘Right then,’ she said with fake cheer. ‘My taxi should be here any minute. Give us a hug.’ Her voice cracked and she quickly squeezed her eyes shut to stop the tears falling. Jacob wrapped his arms around her and she took a second to sniff his hair, just as she’d done when he was a freshly washed baby. Unfortunately, despite her requests, it was clear he hadn’t showered for a couple of days and instead of that wonderful baby shampoo smell she’d loved, all she got was a disgusting whiff that dried her tears almost instantly.

‘I thought I told you to have a shower?’

‘Uh, Mum, don’t start. I did.’

‘Well, you didn’t wash your hair.’

‘Hey!’ came Jack’s voice from the kitchen where he was making himself a coffee. ‘Leave him be. He’s all right. I couldn’t smell anything when I hugged him.’

‘That’s because he smells the same as you do. You were always rubbish at showering daily.’

Jack gave a cheeky grin. Still in his early thirties like her, his blond hair hadn’t turned even the slightest bit grey, though he had developed a little bit of a paunch from too many Saturday nights in the pub. He was still an attractive man, though he didn’t stir any sort of romantic feelings inside her anymore.

He tossed the last bit of biscuit into the
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