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      Claude had been struck mute seeing their newest guest arrive at the station in a whirl of colour and jangling jewellery and dragging an even more colourful orange suitcase. When he’d heard that an Australian travel writer was coming to the château, he had expected a middle-aged woman. The château had always been a favourite haunt for baby boomers from Australia before the pandemic hit. How wrong he had been!

      This woman gave off an electric energy beneath her harried manner. It was her glorious mane of hair that gained his attention first. It was light and blonde but swirled with salted caramel, spun gold and champagne-coloured strands; kissed by the Australian sun.

      He watched her as she reached up and tried to smooth her wayward locks, but the waves bobbed back into place. Her fringe looked a little too long, and she puffed her breath and pushed it from her face.

      She was petite, nearly dwarfed by her suitcase, but she walked tall. Yet, she wasn’t one of those bohemian backpackers, but somewhere in between. Remembering his job, he’d torn his gaze away from studying the diminutive figure and raced over to help when he saw her struggling down the stairs.

      ‘Pardon, Mademoiselle Graham?’ he questioned, reaching to take her suitcase.

      She looked at him with big sad blue eyes and Claude knew he was in trouble. This woman was beguiling. When she spoke, it was in a husky tone with a twang indicating her Australian heritage.

      ‘Are you here from the hotel?’

      ‘Yes, I am Claude, the… driver and guide from Château Castile. Follow me, please.’

      He tore his eyes away from the beauty and led her to a gleaming black van before gallantly opening the sliding door. She nodded once gratefully, then jumped in before slumping back into the comfy leather seats, clearly upset and exhausted. He wondered at her story.

      Claude moved around to place her suitcase in the trunk of the car, then jumped into the driver’s seat, buckling up and checking in the mirror that her seatbelt was also fastened before starting the car. Looking back in the rear-view mirror again, he gave a half-smile as he saw her curling up in the corner, her eyes fighting sleep before fluttering closed. He was pleased he would not have to make idle chatter. He was not one for small talk, so was happy to leave her to doze.

      Looking at her mass of blonde hair streaming across the back of the seat, his nose caught a whiff of an exotic far east scent on the air. Claude felt a stirring inside and a feeling of tenderness overtook him. He felt alert. More alert than he had been since before his accident. Since Angelique had walked out the door. Had the sight of this sleeping beauty awakened this giant from his slumber?

      She mumbled as they were nearing the château and seemed to say, ‘I will never believe him again.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            One

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘I will never believe him again.’

      ‘Pardon?’

      Saffron Graham jerked herself into the present. Sitting up high in the back seat of the spacious van, she realised she’d said the words out loud. The gruff and unsmiling driver ferrying her to Château Castile must have heard.

      She felt heat rising to her cheeks. ‘Sorry, sorry, just mumbling to myself.’

      The sleek black van hummed around the looping corners with the bustling train station and ancient city of Aix-en-Provence left far behind, replaced by the rolling green fields, farmlands, and vineyards found in this part of the South of France. The sky was a soft and vibrant blue, with only a few wispy white clouds skittering across it like a line of ponies running down a beach. The light was a mellow yellow and covered the entire landscape in a faint shimmer, giving it an ethereal air. No wonder some of the world’s best artists had made the South of France their home. The light here was simply breathtaking.

      Saffron should have been happy, but her big blue eyes were already filled with unshed tears. She would not let them fall lest her signature black eyeliner trail down her face. That would not be a good look when arriving at her next job at the château. It was bad enough that she was arriving alone when a writer and a photographer had been promised. She felt humiliated, once again, by Jett and his antics. Why don’t I ever learn? Would he even arrive in time to take the photos?

      She felt so strong in every area of her life – her career, her family, her healthy lifestyle, but her love life had always been a mess. Her Achilles heel was that she’d always fallen for the charmers, the ones with a ready smile but shallow words. From her first blue light disco – where the most handsome, but dishonourable, boy from school had singled her out, to the present day, she had a history of falling hard and fast for men who were pretty but self-centred.

      She had forgiven the handsome Jett time and again. Luckily, this was a well-paying job for the magazine she worked for and if she had to do it by herself, she would. Her mantra had always been, “‘Do what you have to do.’” At least she wouldn’t have to pay him his half of the contracted amount if he didn’t arrive. He was a fantastic photographer (and lover) but was so unreliable. It wasn’t as if he hadn’t bailed on her before.

      There was the first time he’d decided to stay on in Las Vegas to gamble. The time he’d heard about some of the best surfing spots in Bali then headed off to chase a mammoth wave; and the time he’d accepted an offer to head to a ski chalet in Japan while she was left to finish up their story on Kyoto. It was so difficult to always be the responsible one. She’d even been worried that with all his partying, the photos from Germany, their previous job, would not be ready in time.

      But the last she’d heard from her Australian travel magazine, Australian Global Traveller, was that Jett’s Oktoberfest photos had been emailed right on time and were ready to accompany her words. Her editor was full of praise for the article and had even given them an extra page of print. She should have been ecstatic, but with no-one to share the news, it seemed a hollow victory.

      It had been a long and lonely train journey, over thirteen hours of travel all up, but thankfully she had been able to research this beautiful part of the world on the way. She had been to many parts of France before; from Bordeaux to Normandy, Paris to Giverny, but never once had her path taken her to the South of France. It was a dream job, but for now, she was tired and sad. The more time she’d had to think, the more determined she was to never be hurt by Jett again. How many times was one person expected to forgive? The long hours rocking along to the roil of the train had given her plenty of time to wonder about his lack of respect and affection.

      Saffron’s shoulders slumped, and she was swallowed up by the spacious seat of the van. Her eyes narrowed, remembering the careless way Jett discarded her whenever he became fascinated by a pretty new face or some monstrous beach waves. He had always explained it away as his ‘creative and free-spirited’ side, but she might have to start calling ‘bullshit’ on that old chestnut.

      There were plenty of photographers who were just as good. Plenty who’d work for less pay to be able to spend their life travelling to exotic locations. Plenty who wouldn’t shatter her heart again and again. Saffron gazed blankly out of the van’s window, willing the still traitorous tears to subside. She breathed in and out, exhaling long slow breaths three times. Yoga had always been her saviour in times of sorrow, giving her strength when she had no more left in the tank. She repeated a mantra over and over in her head - I am a strong, independent and capable woman. I can do this. I am a strong, independent and capable woman. I can do this.

      Beyond the windows of the van, tall pine trees stood outlining a winding driveway, guarding the secrets of the enchanting château peeking through the trees up ahead. Twinkling lights sent a beacon of welcome, and towering stone turrets provided the first glimpse of what was to be Saffron’s new home, at least for a little while: the magnificent Château Castile.

      Home sounded like a foreign word to her now. She’d spent so much time on the road this year. Travel was back after a tough two years and although their magazine had floundered for a while, it had not fallen. They’d had to pivot as borders were closed and countries were locked down, but there’d been enough interest in domestic travel to keep them afloat.

      Saffron had enjoyed exploring her own country, she had not missed all the long-haul flights; travelling around Australia from the Kimberley to Darwin, visiting the laid-back Sunshine Coast, and riding the train to arrive in the steamy heat of Cairns and Port Douglas. She’d visited crocodile farms and health retreats, luxury island resorts, and enjoyed bespoke indigenous tours in the Outback. But now the whole world was open for business, and it was her job to remind her readers of all the unique places they could travel to around the world.

      The magazine had been inundated with offers from Europe and beyond, inviting them to review both well-known destinations and places a little off the beaten track. Or for the discerning traveller, destinations which screamed luxury. Château Castile appeared to fulfil the luxury brief well, and looking up at the charming French castle, she knew she could count on Australian baby boomers coming here in droves. All would be eager to spend their kid’s inheritance on the delights of this region.

      Coming to the South of France was meant to be a recharge for herself and Jett, as well as a high-paying job. It was refreshing to be out of a big city and off a plane for a while, and she’d been hoping to share it with him. That was why they’d decided to travel by train so they could share some couple’s time before working on the next story. It had seemed a romantic thing to do, booking the sleeper car and enjoying French wine-fuelled lunches for two in the dining car. That had been the idea, anyway.

      She looked ahead and gave a wry laugh as she thought about how impressed Jett would have been by the elegant beauty of this inviting place. The light at this time of day was suffused with gold. Saffron framed her fingers as if viewing the scene through a lens. Magnificent!

      Focusing on the huge straw tote bag on her lap, she pulled the compact mirror from its depths and saw that only her sore and wounded eyes betrayed her true feelings. She touched up her lip stain with gloss to try to brighten her face, then felt a bit better. At least she had her pride. Her pride had forbidden her from begging him to come and leave his new ‘friend’ behind. She shook her head to banish such thoughts. When will I learn? Do I really want to be someone’s doormat? I wasn’t brought up like that.

      Yet, despite his private behaviour, she had to give him some credit. He’d also been the source of some award-winning photos. He seemed to know instinctively when the right moment came to click the shutter. He could always find the right light, even when she was worried it was fading for the day. Moody shots were his signature.

      With frustration, she twirled a lock of her unruly long blonde hair. It bounced straight back into place when she set it free. Another part of her life that wouldn’t behave. Her shoulders slumped as she let out another big sigh.

      ‘We are here, mademoiselle,’ said her driver quietly.

      ‘Oh, I’m sorry. I was off with the pixies.’

      The driver had already hopped out, lifted her bright orange suitcase (a bon voyage present from her fashionable sister) from the boot of the car with ease. As he came back around to open the door for her, she nodded in thanks before stepping out and looking around. Feeling stiff from the drive, she arched her back before stretching her arms skywards. Closing her eyes briefly, she took in a few deep breaths of the fresh clean air to banish her melancholy thoughts, then turned her attention to the scene before her.

      A fairytale castle seemed to blossom from the earth. Its neomedieval facade was welcoming and steadfast, framed like a Monet, by acres of vineyards on every side. In the far distance, looming through the misty evening, she could just make out the lights of a city or town. Perhaps it was Avignon? She thought she could smell a hint of rain in the air and the earthy country smell of plants and rich soil. Soil, which was perfect for winemaking and farming.

      ‘They are expecting us, mademoiselle.’

      Saffron gazed at him and noticed how tall he was. He was six foot three at least with a full bushy beard and driver’s hat obscuring most of his face. His snug uniform seemed to fit in all the right places. He gestured towards the regal timber doors with ornate carvings adorning the lintel.

      As they walked past the front of the château, her eyes took in the shimmering blue waters of the swimming pool and the navy and white tables and chairs set around the patio. Diners were already enjoying some delicious-looking platters filled with oozing cheese, crusty bread, and plump olives. Many paired these with glasses of pink-hued wine. Her mouth watered before she mustered her professional persona, straightened her shoulders and made for the imposing oak double doors where her driver was patiently waiting to usher her inside.

      Her colourful layered bangles, sourced from around the world, snaked up her arms in a riot of colour and clashed gleefully as she dashed up the front steps. Her boho look seemed in direct contrast to the people sitting outside, who exuded subdued elegance and hints of understated jewellery. They looked at her with curiosity, like she was an exhibit in a museum. It seemed that they were thinking, and where did this exotic creature come from?

      Saffron paid them no mind. She gasped as she stepped through the doors, which her driver held open for her.

      The interior was just as she’d imagined. A tall staircase in the centre of the hall was the first thing to catch her eye. Its marble steps and fancy balustrade made her think of the black and white movies her gran and sister had loved so much. She could imagine a movie star descending the stairs in a skintight satin gown from one of the famous French fashion houses. All eyes upon her.

      To her right was a cosy sitting room and to her left behind open white French doors was a library, with floor to ceiling shelves stacked with antique-looking books. Waiters were bustling about setting tables here for dinner. It would make for an inviting photo. She’d already decided to aim this article at those folk interested in France’s history, wine and food. She knew the story would have an eclectic appeal to a broad range of Australians looking for a more bespoke and luxurious French experience.

      She saw a petite woman with brown hair tucked up into a neat bun, wearing a formfitting black pencil skirt and a crisp white shirt. She sported a badge that stated her name was Yvette. She was standing behind an ornate timber concierge desk which spoke of earlier times in the château’s history. Every surface of the desk gleamed as though freshly polished every day.

      ‘You must be Mademoiselle Graham.’

      ‘Yes, I am. Thanks so much for sending someone to collect me from the station. My usual driver and photographer had to stay behind in Germany.’

      ‘No problem at all. It’s part of the service. Claude will always be available to drive you anywhere during your stay at Château Castile.’ The woman pointed to her name badge and added – ‘I am Yvette and I’ll be here until ten tonight if there is anything you need. The count will be here to greet you at dinner and answer any questions. Thanks so much for checking in online. Saves me a lot of paperwork. May I show you to your room now?’ she smiled.

      ‘Thank you,’ said Saffron, who was hoping that a hot shower would lift the funk she’d fallen into on the drive from the station.

      Too much time alone with my thoughts. I need to shake it off. “Stuff you, Jett.”

      She followed Yvette up the stairs, her hand trailing along the polished timber banister. Her thoughts ended when Yvette unlocked the door to her room with a heavy iron key, then opened it into what must have been one of the loveliest rooms Saffron had ever been in. The colours were instantly soothing, and the French windows were open, letting in a slight breeze which caressed her face.

      An enormous four-poster bed sat off to one side; piled high with plump blue and yellow plush pillows, a frilly lemon skirt and a cosy mustard throw. She spied an antique writing desk in a honey gold timber tone. Pure white Château Castile writing paper and a matching antique pen were lined up on the top of the desk. It beckoned to her to write.

      Thick, sunflower yellow curtains framed the magnificent view she spied through the heavy French windows. Nestled in front was a blue and white striped couch piled high with more plumped-up pillows. Her heart gave a jolt as she realised what a perfect setting this enormous room was for a romantic getaway. Gee, Jett. You are missing out.

      She noticed Yvette watching her reaction as she surveyed the room. Saffron pushed her jagged, and too long fringe from her eyes as she gazed around. Hoteliers were always hoping to create the best first impression with travel writers. This time it was easy to see the attention to detail - from the flowers in an antique jug, chocolates on a delicate silver tray and champagne chilling in the ice bucket. Crystal champagne glasses winked from the light of the chandelier.

      ‘Is the room to your liking?’ Yvette asked.

      ‘It’s lovely.’ Saffron looked around. ‘I haven’t been in a room this serene and beautiful for many years. I’ve recently stayed in a luxurious resort in Koh Samui and a quaint room in Germany, but none were as gorgeous as this!’

      ‘Thank you for the compliment. Before I go, I should let you know that dinner will be served until eleven, when the kitchen closes for the day. Last orders are at ten o’clock. I do hope you enjoy your stay with us.’

      She smiled brightly. ‘I will leave you to your toilette. I’m sure it’s been a long day of travel. Please don’t hesitate to call if there is anything you need. Consider Château Castile, your home from home. Before I go here is the wi-fi code.’ Yvette proffered a card with the password for Saffron to use.

      ‘Thank you. I think I’ll just wash off my travel day in that beautiful bathroom I can see through there.’

      ‘Very good. Please avail yourself of the toiletries supplied and call me anytime if you need them or your towels refreshed.’

      Saffron watched as she smiled and nodded again before leaving. There was a click as Yvette closed the door behind her.

      Her first instinct was to flop onto the soft looking and welcoming bed, then check if Jett had messaged, but she first had to wash her troubles and the toils of travel away. She rummaged through the case, which had been discreetly whisked to her room. She gave a gasp upon finding the sexy French maid outfit she’d been hoping to surprise Jett with this weekend. He’d always loved the more playful side of their sexual encounters, and she’d always enjoyed dressing up to indulge his wildest fantasies. It kept things interesting on the road.

      She was sure the tight-fitting dirndl worn by the waitresses had been part of the attraction for him at Oktoberfest. He’d been fascinated by the young woman’s alabaster mounds spilling over the white peasant top as she served him huge steins of beer. He had not been able to take his eyes off her as she sashayed around the room. Saffron had left early to prevent any further humiliation, then cried herself to sleep that night.

      She threw the outfit across the room and gave herself over to the weeping and put her face in her hands, knowing her signature dark kohl would streak down her cheeks. After a few moments wallowing, she took in a deep breath, wiped her face, found an old tissue in her pocket to blow her nose, and straightened her shoulders in determination. There was work to be done.

      Trudging to the corner of the room, she picked up the costume and smoothed out the creases. She rolled up the outfit, which now looked tacky to her eyes, and shoved it to the bottom of the suitcase. She certainly didn’t need that constant reminder.

      With that out of the road, Saffron laid out her beautiful orange lingerie and a silky tangerine sheath dress which had a deep cowl neck. She unzipped her shoe bag and sighed with pleasure as she unveiled her trusty wedges in a rainbow of colours. They never failed to make her smile. From a jewellery bag, she withdrew a tumble of gold necklaces, bracelets, and pearls she’d collected in her travels. A simple and colourful embroidered bag from a Thai market would complete her chic boho ensemble.

      Pull yourself together. Soak it away in the bath, breathe, and keep going.

      Saffron moved tiredly towards the bathroom and stood back in astonishment as she opened the door fully. There was a beautiful bright Tiffany blue claw foot bath right in front of her. It was framed by exotic bird wallpaper in shades of soothing blue and green, and a spacious shower with room for two – which boasted views across the whole valley. It was open wide to the world beyond.

      If Jett were here, they’d already be in the shower, steaming up the bathroom in more ways than one. Her body shivered as she imagined his deft touch. Turning on the ornate gold taps, she began to fill the tub with warm water. A luxurious soak might ease her tired muscles and mind.

      Moving to the mirror, she surveyed the damage that had been wrought from the constant travel, too many steins of beer and the disappointment of putting her faith in Jett. Dark rings surrounded her ocean blue eyes and her usually plump lips looked dry and chapped. Puffing out her bloated tummy, she was glad to be swapping from the calorific beer to wine, which she enjoyed sipping rather than guzzling.

      Nothing I can’t hide with a bit of highlighter and lip gloss. But I wish I had some of those ‘sucky in
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