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      For my sister,

      who read every word with love

      and walked through fire—twice

      and still shines.
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        The Red Silk Dress lingers not for its twists, but for its emotional precision. Claudette is drawn with rare depth—her silences, desires, and contradictions resonate with quiet force. Turner crafts a portrait of a woman on the edge of rediscovery, capturing the tension between restraint and yearning. Elegant, immersive, and quietly daring. A deeply affecting exploration of identity, beautifully observed.

        Joana Nobre, Guest Writer at Vogue Portugal; Speaker & Specialist in the Art of Fragrance

      

      

      

      
        
        
        When Claudette steps into the sultry haze of Cambodia, she isn't just seeking escape; she's chasing the girl she used to be. In the gilded halls of Raffles Grand Hotel d'Angkor, past and present collide in a rush of secrets, longing, and electric possibility. With lush, evocative prose, The Red Silk Dress unravels the cost of duty and the courage required when confronting who you really are. Haunting, sensual, and impossible to put down.

        Keith Hockton, British Author and Publisher, Malaysia

      

      

      

      
        
        
        A dress can be more than just an outfit. It is force, confidence, a halo of identity. In The Red Silk Dress, I saw this truth woven into every line. Cambodia—its beauty, its spirit, its glorious and tormented history—pulses through the story with reverence and intensity. I wish for every woman to have her own red dress and to step into her power. A bold, beautiful call to self-expression and strength.

        Romyda Keth, Cambodian Fashion Designer, Ambre Fashion Store, Phnom Penh

      

      

      

      
        
        
        A beautifully crafted book that captures what so many women experience when they reach a crossroads, caught between the roles we fulfil for others and the voice within longing to be heard. A gorgeously written ode to the woman who dares to remember who she was—and who she might still become.

        Lucy Musk, Chief Operations Officer, The Portugal News

      

      

      

      
        
        
        The Red Silk Dress transported me into the kind of soul-stirring, immersive universe I last experienced in The Bluest Eye and Le Grand Cahier. Like Morrison and Kristóf, Turner creates a world so vivid it swallows you whole. Yet she crafts a sacred ode to love, possibility, and the divine within.

        Solange Moret, Founder & CEO, Women in Sight

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Lush and fearless, The Red Silk Dress is a stirring portrait of creative reinvention. Claudette’s journey captures the emotional complexity many women face when rebuilding their lives far from home. Bold, intimate, and unforgettable.

        Mar Mollet, Co-founder and COO, Her Expat Life, Spain

      

      

      

      
        
        
        A soul-stirring odyssey about standing at the crossroads of the safety of conformity and the allure of love and buried dreams. Bold, intimate, and achingly honest, The Red Silk Dress reminds us that the most meaningful paths often call us to confront our deepest selves.

        Ingela Johansson, Author of Create to Flow; Swedish Contemporary Artist

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Rich with sensory detail and struggles of the heart, The Red Silk Dress is a story of love, personal awakening, dreams shaped by time, and one woman’s deep connection to the beauty and culture of Cambodia. It asks a universal question: when do we compromise our dreams—and when do we dare to take a leap of faith?

        Kelly Rigby, Writing Coach and Editor of Award-Winning Romance Novels, Australia

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Sensual, visual, and visceral, but above all, empowering. For readers seeking a nudge or even a push to be braver, this novel delivers a powerful message—now is not the time to play small.

        Andrea T Edwards, Author of Uncommon Courage

      

      

      

      
        
        
        A beautifully woven tale of identity and longing, The Red Silk Dress is a sensory escape set against the haunting beauty of Cambodia. A love letter to every woman facing a crossroads.

        Kamila Sitwell, Founder, Women International Network (WIN) Portugal

      

      

      

      
        
        
        The Red Silk Dress pulled me in from the very first page. It’s not just a story about self-discovery; it’s about the quiet pain of losing parts of who you are, and the courage it takes to find yourself again. Highly symbolic, the dress becomes not just a garment, but a turning point, a portal into memory. A tender, powerful reminder that it’s never too late to return to your true self.

        Anel Imanbay, Author, Speaker, CEO of Into Beauty; Convenor of TEDxMarvila, Portugal

      

      

      

      
        
        
        The Red Silk Dress is a wonderful story of reawakening, remembering, and the courage to transform. Claudette’s journey becomes a metaphor for the times we live in—questioning our focus in life, our relationships with one another, our ties to money and consumerism, and our bond with nature. May her story inspire many of us to do the same.

        Bettina von Stamm, Author and Creative Visionary, Germany

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter One

      

      
        Chapter Two

      

      
        Chapter Three

      

      
        Chapter Four

      

      
        Chapter Five

      

      
        Chapter Six

      

      
        Chapter Seven

      

      
        Chapter Eight

      

      
        Chapter Nine

      

      
        Chapter Ten

      

      
        Chapter Eleven

      

      
        Chapter Twelve

      

      
        Chapter Thirteen

      

      
        Chapter Fourteen

      

      
        Chapter Fifteen

      

      
        Chapter Sixteen

      

      
        Chapter Seventeen

      

      
        Chapter Eighteen

      

      
        Chapter Nineteen

      

      
        Chapter Twenty

      

      
        Chapter Twenty-One

      

      
        Chapter Twenty-Two

      

      
        Chapter Twenty-Three

      

      
        Chapter Twenty-Four

      

      
        Chapter Twenty-Five

      

      
        Chapter Twenty-Six

      

      
        Chapter Twenty-Seven

      

    

    
      
        Author's Note

      

      
        Author's Acknowledgements

      

      
        Additional Reflections on The Red Silk Dress

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        The Red Silk Circle

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Siem Reap, Cambodia – 2015]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      She stepped out of the limousine. The brim of her white Panama hat brushed the car door, and dust from the spinning wheels of a departing silver Mercedes hung in the air like a shroud. She shot an irritated glance at the receding car. Why did everything have to feel so rushed? She exhaled slowly, a familiar weight pressing against her chest. She looked down at her Jimmy Choos, now dusted with sand—a small detail, yet enough to deepen her annoyance. Determined to regain a sense of control, she pulled a tissue from her bag and stooped to wipe them clean. Shielding her eyes with oversized black sunglasses, she lifted her gaze to the sun.

      Surrounded by meticulously manicured gardens, the Grand Hotel d’Angkor, an elegant cream mansion with a red slate roof and white veranda, stood before her. Its old-world charm softened her irritation. Finally, a touch of class. Claudette hadn’t realised just how much she had missed it.

      Beside the limousine stood Andrew, her husband, his tall frame casting a long shadow. Wiping sweat from his freckled forehead, the lines on his face betrayed stress and fatigue. She knew it was the toll of his work, and she couldn’t help but feel a pang of sadness.

      "I’ll check in," he said, frowning. Pulling a handful of US dollars from the pocket of his sun-bleached khaki shorts, Claudette watched as he paid the driver, a knot of emotion tightening in her chest. There had been a time when he was light-hearted—playful even—but those days were long gone. Now his frown served only as a reminder of how distant they had become. His efforts to avoid meaningful conversation only deepened her frustration, and their relationship rarely stretched beyond the children’s schedules and his business travel plans.

      "Monique, Pierre, wait!" she called to their ten-year-old twins. Overcome with excitement, they ignored her and sprinted up the hotel steps. Waving to catch their attention, she dropped her mobile. "Mon Dieu. Can you tell the children to stop for a moment?" Andrew turned his back and waved dismissively. Why does the burden of responsibility always fall on me? It was a familiar pattern. She was tired of feeling unheard and unimportant. Picking up her phone, she tucked a strand of long dark hair behind her ear and lowered her hat to shield her face from the sun. Following the twins up the steps, she entered the hotel.

      "Ma’am." A butler bowed as he offered a cold-pressed towel. Grateful for his attentiveness, she thanked him and pressed it to her face. Its cardamom-infused aroma lingered on her lips, and her fingers tingled from its cool, damp texture. Wiping her hands, she smiled and placed the towel on a small bronze plate. Determined to shake off her discomfort, she followed him into the cool, air-conditioned lobby and stepped into the lounge. Notes of Duke Ellington’s 'Sophisticated Lady' drifted through the air, accompanying her inside. It was one of her favourite songs.

      A wave of nostalgia, stirred by Sarah Vaughan’s mellow voice, carried her back to her days as a fashion student in a Parisian jazz bar. How she missed those days—when everything felt simple, possibilities stretching ahead like an open road. Days before she met Andrew, when her dreams were bright and believable. For a moment, the memories wrapped around her like a warm embrace. For a moment, she forgot where she was. She wanted more than the façade of a glamorous life; she longed to feel alive again. She sat down on a muted gold velvet sofa, hoping this weekend she might rediscover the Claudette she once was.
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        * * *

      

      On the table before her, the butler placed a welcome drink beside a ceramic bowl of nuts. Lifting the glass, she took a sip. Andrew appeared, flushed with fury.

      "You won’t believe it. You’d think a place like this would have its act together. For heaven’s sake, we’re Platinum Elite Members, yet our suite isn’t ready."

      Her glimmer of hope vanished.

      Snatching her drink, he drained it in one gulp. "I’m going to need something a lot stronger than that." His voice wavered between bravado and despair.

      "Andrew, must you?" Despite the cool room, heat flushed her neck. Discreetly, she touched it, concealing the red blotches of embarrassment. She glanced around to see if anyone was watching. Unaware of her discomfort, Andrew sat opposite her.

      "I might as well catch up." He opened his laptop and retreated into his work.

      Claudette saw the desperation in his eyes; the suite delay was just a smokescreen. Since his promotion, his anxieties had surfaced more quickly, and it didn’t take much for him to lose his cool.

      "A beer. No—make that two," he snapped, signalling to the waiter.

      Serving an elderly couple nearby, the waiter bowed apologetically and glanced at Andrew. Seeing the older man’s irritated expression, Claudette shifted in her seat. She mouthed I’m sorry and looked away. A sticky surge of shame rose through her chest.

      "Certainly, sir." The waiter hurried over and presented a drinks menu.

      She thanked him softly, swallowing hard to suppress the sting of tears. Smoothing the creases from her white linen trousers, she felt the fabric cling to her legs in the heat.

      Looking at Andrew, she desperately tried to remember their carefree days, days when he made her feel like the most beautiful woman in the world. But life’s pressures had changed him. The man before her now was distant, consumed. Despite their privileged lifestyle, time and familiarity had dulled what once felt like love, and she no longer knew if there was a way back. She wasn’t even sure she wanted one. How have we let it come to this? Why have we let it slide? Longing for the warmth of nostalgia, the notes of jazz, and a life once lived, she reached back, only to feel its memory slipping through her fingers.

      Noticing the lines and dark circles beneath his eyes, she could tell he was tired. She understood the demands of his work, the toll of a career that always came first. The more status he gained, the more distant he became. Yet beneath her understanding lay a yearning for the man who had once placed her above everything else. This weekend, he had promised to make it up to her. He had assured her he would let his work go—that it would be special.

      Concealing her disappointment, she scanned the drinks menu, her gaze settling on 'Sipsmith Raffles 1915 Gin', served with tonic, pomelo peel and lemongrass.

      "I thought we were going to spend time together?" she said under her breath, glancing at him.

      He didn’t respond. "Andrew?" she said more firmly, keeping her voice steady but low. Had she lost herself in the effort to hold them together? Do I really want to spend time with him? It might be better to relax at the spa. She’d heard it was exquisite—it would be a waste not to go.

      Putting her frustration aside, she tried to relax. They were here now, even if Andrew wasn’t fully present. She might as well enjoy the moment. After all, it was never too early for a G&T.

      "What’s pomelo?" she asked the waiter.

      "A citrus fruit, Ma’am, like a grapefruit but slightly sweeter."

      "Um, I haven’t heard of Sipsmith. Maybe I should try it." She looked at Andrew, as if seeking his approval.

      "Sipsmith Distillery crafted this gin in London to commemorate the 100th anniversary of the Singapore Sling," explained the waiter. "It features a blend of botanicals—pomelo peel, lemongrass, nutmeg, and other classic gin ingredients. Would Ma’am care to try?" He stooped to collect two empty glasses and accidentally dropped a white cotton napkin.

      "Here." She reached down, picked it up, and placed it on his tray. A flicker of surprise crossed his face.

      "Well, thank you, Ma’am. You needn’t have." He bowed.

      She smiled. "Not at all. No problem, really." She glanced at him—the shirt a little too large, the sleeves slightly bunched—and wondered about his life beyond the elegance of this place. Where did he live? Did he have a family?

      She remembered her time as a waitress in a five-star hotel: her awe at the wealth around her, the ache in her feet at the end of each shift, rubbing her soles in a tiny bedsit on the outskirts of Paris as she counted tips late into the night.

      "Okay, I’ll have one of those, please. It’ll be nice to try something new." Surely she deserved a moment of indulgence, a taste of something different.

      "Of course. And thank you." His gaze dropped again on the napkin.

      "Sorry, what? Did you ask something?" Andrew looked up from his laptop.

      "It doesn't matter." She turned away, lingering doubts tugging at her heart.

      "No, go on. I'm sorry, love, I'm miles away. What do you want?" He ran a hand through his thinning ginger hair.

      "Time together," she repeated, instantly regretting it. She knew he had a promotion looming. She shouldn’t be so selfish.

      "Yes, yes, we will." He rummaged through his briefcase, already pulling out the papers he’d promised to leave at home. "First, I must send a few emails and finish this report. By the way, you should have asked for a Gordon’s. At least you’d know what you were getting." His gaze remained fixed on the screen.

      So, he was listening after all.

      She noticed his concentration and realised it had been a long time since she’d felt so absorbed in anything—thinking of nothing and no one else. The surge of jealousy caught her off guard.

      "Where are Monique and Pierre? Shouldn’t you be keeping an eye on them?"

      A jolt of fear pulsed through her chest.

      "Oh, the twins. You know, I’m so used to having Maria around." She stood abruptly and scanned the room, a flicker of panic rising. For a moment, she wished they’d brought Maria, their Filipino helper. The children couldn’t be far; it was a five-star hotel, set back from the main road. Still, I am their mother. I should have been watching them.

      "I’ll check the bathroom," she said, getting up from the sofa. Grateful for a reason to leave the lounge, she walked briskly down a black-and-white tiled corridor adorned with palms in large green ceramic pots. The fronds swayed gently in the breeze from the overhead fans, framed by paintings of ancient Angkor. She let the cool air soothe her overheated skin and quickened her pace.

      She peered into the bathroom. "Monique? Pierre? Are you there?" she called, her voice edged with panic. There was no reply. An open door led to the courtyard. Her heart dropped. What had she been thinking? Where are you?

      Outside, the garden wrapped around a serene pool shaded by palms. A few guests lounged on sunbeds. Monique sat curled in a chair, nose buried in a book. Pierre perched at the pool’s edge, shorts rolled up, feet dangling in the water. Claudette strode towards them, shielding her eyes from the glare, caught between relief and irritation.

      "Oh, there you are. What did I tell you about running off?" She tried to sound stern but was too relieved to manage it. Pierre leapt up and ran to her.

      "Maman, can we get our swimsuits? Can we play in the pool?" Excitement tumbled from his lips.

      "I don’t see why not." She laughed, ruffling Pierre’s hair as she took his hand. "We can also ask about other fun things you can do."

      "Oh, I’m reading, Mum," Monique huffed, slipping her book into her bag. She stood and followed with a slow, reluctant shuffle.

      Claudette retrieved their hand luggage, helped them change, and settled them by the pool.

      "Don’t worry, I’ll keep an eye on them," said a lifeguard in green shorts and a cream shirt. A silver whistle dangled from a black cord around his neck.

      "Thank you, that’s very kind. My husband and I are waiting for our suite." She turned to Monique, now nestled under a large umbrella.

      "Darling, we’re in the lounge if you need us."

      "Don’t worry, Mum. We’re not going anywhere." Monique glanced up from her book.

      But she did worry. Besides them, what else was there to worry about?

      Back in the lounge, Claudette returned to the sofa. Andrew hadn’t moved. Both glasses of beer were empty.

      "I know where they’ll be this weekend." She looked down at her hands. She ran her thumb along a strip of dry skin, pulling until it tore. A small spot of blood appeared. She winced at the sting. She was tired of waiting for him to look up. Tired of staying occupied. Tired of being invisible. Every time she took her eyes off them—off him—discontent welled up inside her. Sometimes, she wondered why he had married her. Why he’d wanted a family he didn’t seem to enjoy. With each passing year, that desire seemed to fade. He’d even lost his love for the military history books he collected, stacked neatly like trophies on a shelf.

      Sometimes, she wondered why she stayed.

      But she knew why.

      As beautiful as this place was, Claudette had a terrible feeling that this weekend would offer nothing more than a change of scenery.
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        * * *

      

      Standing tall in the corner of the hotel lounge, a grandfather clock laboured through each second before chiming two o’clock. Claudette sipped her gin and tonic. The zest of the pomelo—fruity yet tart—freshened her mouth, and her cheeks puckered as she savoured its unfamiliar taste. Placing the glass back on the table, she noticed a white leather hotel guide embossed with a silver Traveller’s Palm. She picked it up and traced her finger over the hotel’s iconic emblem, enjoying its soft texture. She opened the guide and began to read.

      
        
        Nestled in the heart of Siem Reap, Cambodia, in the Old French Quarter, only a few kilometres from the Angkor Wat temple complex, Raffles Grand Hotel d'Angkor first opened its doors in 1932, providing what was then regarded as luxury accommodation for the first wave of travellers visiting the famous Angkor Temples. The hotel now exudes the grandeur of a bygone era, serving as an ideal base for exploring the spiritual and archaeological sites.

      

      

      Her gaze lingered for a moment on a photo of an antique travel poster.

       

      Grand Tourisme

      Les Ruines d'Angkor

      Indochine

      Excursions aux ruines de Saigon et Phnom Penh

      Touring Club de France

       

      Above the description, children knelt with their hands folded in prayer. Bare-chested men sat astride elephants. Dusty pink lotus flowers floated in a golden bowl of fruit laid before orange-robed monks; their gazes fixed on Angkor Wat. Staring at the photograph, she imagined herself seated behind the man, arms around his waist, feeling the gentle sway of the elephant as it walked towards the temple walls. She envisioned another life, wondering what she might have become had she pursued her dreams—if life had taken a different turn.

      "Andrew?" She leant towards him. "The hotel provides a private driver and tour guide to the temples. Shall we go?" Perhaps, for once, he’d say yes.

      "The temples? There isn’t much to see, just a pile of old ruins." He continued to type without looking up.

      "But I haven’t been. Isn’t it like going to Paris and not visiting the Eiffel Tower? After all, who goes to Siem Reap and doesn’t see Angkor Wat?"

      He huffed and pushed his dull wire-rimmed glasses up onto his balding forehead. She noticed his ginger freckles, like blotched tea stains, peeking through wispy streaks of greying hair.

      "I thought we were here to experience Raffles for a few days and enjoy that luxurious getaway you begged for. Plus, there’ll be thousands of tourists. It'll be like a zoo." He glanced back down at his laptop.

      Maybe if she changed tack, he’d respond to something less expected.

      "Perhaps I’ll go alone with the Raffles tour guide." She paused. "If you don’t want to come along?"

      His head snapped up. "Go on your own? You hate doing anything alone. Besides, there’s no way you’re wandering around the Cambodian countryside without me." The waiter, collecting empty beer glasses from the table, widened his eyes, startled by Andrew’s loud response.

      She thought as much but suppressed a smile. She did enjoy doing things alone; she was simply out of practice. Besides, it was bound to be the first question everyone at home would ask: How were the temples? What, didn’t you go?

      They looked magnificent. She had to see them. Perhaps she could persuade Andrew, or perhaps she could find another way.

      "So, I’m just supposed to do nothing while we’re here?" She turned away, pretending to sulk.

      His phone rang.

      "It’s Philip. I need to take this. You know how important this call is. It could be about the promotion. More money for me means more money for you." He winked at her and smiled.

      Money. It was always about money.

      They had so much, yet it never seemed enough. It was as if there were an unfillable well inside him. She understood. She knew about his difficult upbringing in Glasgow, his struggle to survive. Leaving Scotland at sixteen to join the navy, he had worked his way to the top and now managed a business for a multinational firm. Though he would never admit it, he always felt a step behind his university-educated peers.

      "If not the temples, perhaps something else, yes?" she suggested.

      "Fine, whatever." He closed his laptop and leapt off the sofa. "But not the ruins!"

      He kissed the top of her head as he rushed away, his sun-bleached shorts sagging around his buttocks. Watching him go, she found it hard to believe he was so successful.

      And was he wearing odd socks?

      In theory, she had achieved a small victory. But what could compare to Angkor Wat? A wave of disappointment washed over her, though she knew getting upset was futile. Taking another sip of her drink, she realised she would need more than a few cocktails to get through this holiday.

      "Waiter?" She looked up. "Another Sipsmith Gin, please."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Claudette stepped out of bed, careful not to disturb the children as they slept, exhausted from their journey and their time spent playing in the pool the previous day. Andrew lay on his back, snoring and mumbling. She leant down to wake him but hesitated, his breath was heavy and stale from drinking too much beer. Grunting sounds escaped from a shiny pool of spittle in the corner of his mouth. The call with Philip had not gone well, and he had spent their first evening drowning his sorrows. She had tried to console him, but it wasn’t a promising start. Knowing it would be a while before they woke, she scribbled a note on a piece of paper, deciding to let them sleep while she explored what was available around the hotel.

      Nestled among designer boutiques in the courtyard, a colourful shop filled with contemporary Buddha statues and finely crafted silver jewellery caught her eye. Intrigued, she walked inside. A rainbow of fine silk clothing—orange, red, purple, green, and pink—beckoned her. She walked towards the garments hanging on the rack, and her mind drifted back to a time long ago, when she was studying fashion design before she met Andrew. A kernel of excitement stirred within her.

      "These are exquisite," she commented to the shop assistant dressed in a vibrant blue silk robe. "Who is the designer?"

      "François-Xavier, Ma’am," the assistant replied, offering her his business card. "He will return in a few minutes if you’d like to speak with him."

      Thanking her, Claudette turned back to the clothes. She reached for a red silk dress, lifting it gently from the rack.

      "May I?" She held it to her body.

      "Of course." The assistant guided her to a changing room adorned with black velvet cushions. A satin curtain enclosed a small sphere of private luxury. Undressing, Claudette slipped into the dress. The silk was light against her skin, smooth and cool to the touch. Pulling back the curtain, she stepped outside and faced the mirror. The dress, with its draped detailing, cinched waist, and cowl neckline, fell in soft folds that accentuated the gentle curves of her body.

      At last, something Asian that fits me.

      "Très chic. You look stunning," a French voice murmured from behind her. She turned to see a tall man in red trousers and an orange floral shirt standing at the counter. He looked at her with admiring eyes, his gaze stirring a wave of joyful, bashful embarrassment. She was instantly warmed by his generous smile.

      "Madame, I am François-Xavier, but please call me François. I am the designer and owner of this boutique."

      She replied in French, and they exchanged a few pleasantries. "Thank you." She  glanced at the mirror. "I’ll take it. It’s beautiful."

      Closing the satin curtain, she changed back into her clothes and, without looking at the price, handed her Black Centurion American Express card to the shop assistant.

      Andrew might not notice me, but I have this, she glanced at the card. I ought to be grateful.

      The assistant gently wrapped the dress in cream tissue paper, sprinkled fresh pink rose petals on top, and placed it in a box, tying it with a black silk ribbon.

      "I assume you’ve visited the temples?" François asked as he filled a vase with red heliconia flowers, Claudette’s favourites.

      "Oh, yes, I plan to go." The lie slipped out smoothly. "One can’t visit Siem Reap without seeing Angkor Wat." She hoped her words did not sound as hollow as they felt.

      "There’s an exhibition later, a private view of photographs of the temples. Have you heard about it? It’s the talk of the town. The who’s who of Siem Reap high society will be there. You should go; it’ll be a great experience." He placed the vase in the corner of the counter.

      High society? I'd love to.

      She knew Andrew wouldn’t be interested, but she could ask him anyway. If he refused to visit the temples, maybe he’d be open to a compromise and go with her to the gallery.

      "Is it far?" Another flash of Paris flickered through her mind. Something felt familiar about François, yet she couldn’t recall what.

      "No, just a short walk away." He opened a drawer beneath the counter, pulled out a promotional flyer, and handed it to her.

      Walk? She didn’t think so. Not in her shoes.

      "Thank you." She took the flyer and tucked it into her black Chanel bag.

      "If you have no other plans, I’d be honoured if you would accompany me." He walked to the front of the counter, placing both hands on his hips. She liked how he looked, how he moved, along with his warmth and smile.

      How I wish I could.

      "Well, that’s kind. My husband has a work call later, but if we can join you, we’ll meet you at the gallery."

      Andrew might agree to this. She could only hope.

      "I look forward to it."

      Placing her box into a black-and-gold bag, he handed it to her and walked towards the door. He opened it, paused, and waited for her to pass through. As she stepped into the sunlight, a flicker of nostalgia stirred within her, mingling with a quiet thrill of anticipation.
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        * * *

      

      "Where have you been?" Andrew asked sharply as she walked through the door. He sat on the bed with a computer on his lap, just as she had suspected.

      "You and the children were asleep, so I thought I’d pop out and visit the hotel boutiques. They're quite beautiful. I did leave you a message." Placing her bag on the bed, she glanced at the unread note on the dressing table.

      "Humph. I didn't see it. We missed breakfast, so I ordered room service. I've just left the kids at the pool with the lifeguard. I thought this was supposed to be a family weekend getaway."

      "I wasn’t gone for long." The memory of all the mornings she’d brought them breakfast, taken them to the pool, and made sure they had everything they needed came flooding back. Her day had begun well; she wouldn’t let him spoil it with his sulking. Surely, she deserved some time alone—just a few hours. It was so rare for him to be around to look after the children.

      Gazing out of the window, she felt her heart brim with the morning’s experiences—longing for more.

      "I know you don't want to visit the temples, Andrew, but there's a photography exhibition later today near the hotel. Would you like to go?" She turned back to him, hoping this time he would say yes.

      "You're not still going on about those bloody temples, are you? I thought we agreed to stay here."

      If you’ve forgotten, you said we were staying here, not me. She swallowed her response and smiled.

      "It's not a visit to the actual temples, darling. It's merely an exhibition at a nearby gallery. The children can join us as well."

      Swinging his legs off the bed, he let out a long exhale.

      "Oh, alright, then, but only for an hour. I have a call at eight."

      Yes!

      She gently took the box from her bag and untied the bow. The scent of fresh rose petals drifted through the air, stirring her longing. She lifted the red silk dress and carried it to the bathroom, hanging it on the back of the door so the steam would ease its creases. She couldn’t wait to slip into its folds, feel the thrill of silk against her skin, and let her body move within its embrace.

      "Are you saying it’s only a five-minute walk?"

      She listened to Andrew on the phone.

      "Yes, that's true, but my wife wears stilettos, and it's humid out there. Yes, we would like the car," he replied before hanging up.

      She smiled, feeling anticipation swirl within her.

      "Happy?" He glanced at her. Opening the mini fridge, he took out two small bottles of single-malt whisky and poured them both into one glass.

      A bit early for whisky, darling.

      She had noticed that his drinking had increased and was occurring earlier and earlier in the day.

      "Thank you," she mouthed as she walked back to the bathroom. Perhaps he wasn’t so bad. This weekend might be different, after all.

      The phone rang. Andrew lifted the receiver.

      "What? Okay, I’ll be right there." From the tone of his voice, she could tell something was wrong. "Pierre has slipped and hurt his ankle. Silly bugger."

      "Oh no!" A wave of guilt surged through her. He was right. This was supposed to be a family weekend. She should have been by the pool, watching them—not swanning around a boutique, yearning for adventure. But hold on a minute, wasn’t he the one who ought to have been looking after them?

      "Don’t worry. I’ll get him." Picking up a pack of cigarettes, a lighter, and his mobile phone, he placed them in his trouser pockets and left the room.

      Damn. That was all I needed. She wavered, torn by the tension of choosing herself.

      Maybe Pierre is genuinely hurt?

      A few minutes later, Monique opened the door. Pierre lay in Andrew’s arms, biting his lip but putting on a brave face. Andrew placed him on the bed.

      "Oh my, what happened?" Claudette rushed towards him.

      "Maman, it wasn’t my fault," Pierre cried. "We were running around the pool, and I slipped. It was an accident." Claudette glanced at his foot and picked up the phone to call housekeeping.

      Come on, come on, it’ll be okay. She comforted him.

      Pierre’s eyes filled with tears.

      "When I left you with the lifeguard, I told you to be careful." Andrew raised his voice. "It’s slippery out there." Pierre’s shoulders trembled as he gulped back his tears. "Stop being such a mummy’s boy, Pierre. For God’s sake, grow up."

      "Now, now." Claudette glared at Andrew, annoyed by his insensitivity. "Don't take your frustrations out on Pierre." She gently stroked the back of his head, waiting for him to calm down.

      The housekeeper knocked and entered the room, placing an ice bucket on the bedside table. Claudette thanked her, walked towards the bathroom, and took a small white towel off the rack to make a compress. A flash of her red dress caught her attention. With the creases gone, it looked poised, ready, yearning to be worn.

      I would love to go, but I can’t. Not now, not with Pierre hurt.

      She returned to the bedroom, holding her dress in one hand and the compress in the other.

      "There, there, we can just enjoy a family night in." Her voice carried a hint of regret. She hung the pristine dress in the wardrobe and closed the door. There was no point. She wouldn’t be going out.

      "No, you go. I’ll stay here with the kids. The exhibition isn’t our thing anyway." Picking up the remote control, Andrew turned on the TV. A commentator’s voice filled the room. "Just message me when you’re coming home, and don’t be late." He turned away from her and focused on the screen. She knew he was relieved to be able to stay at the hotel. The moment she left the room, his laptop would be open.

      "Will you be okay, my love?" she asked Pierre, pressing the cold compress against his foot. She leant over to kiss him on the cheek. Glued to his iPad, he had stopped crying.

      "Just go, Mum. We’ll be fine," said Monique—her little girl—always the responsible one. Claudette gently kissed her on the head.

      "Thank you, my love." Neither seemed concerned about her departure; after all, she’d only be gone for an hour. Perhaps it was okay to go alone.

      "Look, we decided against going to the temples, so this is the next best thing, right? At least you’ll see something without all the dust, tourists, and heat." Andrew unscrewed two more bottles of whisky. "Besides, I told Sam I couldn’t join the conference call, but if you’re out, now I can. I was going to reschedule for tomorrow. Go and enjoy yourself. Go on." Scraping a handful of ice from the housekeeper’s bucket, he added it to his glass.

      She couldn’t help but cringe.

      You could use a spoon, my love.

      Why did she feel guilty for spending time alone, for leaving him to look after the children? Fear and determination mingled within her. She would go. She would go alone. Pausing by the wardrobe, she hesitated for a moment, then slowly opened the door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      With the children settled, she had time to savour the pleasure of getting ready for the evening—to take it slow and enjoy the moment. Taking the red silk dress from the wardrobe, she returned to the bathroom to shower. After drying herself, she slipped into a fluffy white robe, combed her long wet hair, and sat before the mirror. Opening her black velvet jewellery box, she took out a gold pearl-drop necklace Andrew had bought her on a business trip to Dubai—another peace offering after one of their rows. There had been many such gifts over the years. At the bottom of the box, she noticed a pair of simple diamond earrings, long forgotten. She hadn’t worn them for a very long time.

      Rolling the studs between her fingertips, she watched the diamonds catch the light and shimmer. They had been a gift from John, her professor, more than twenty years ago, after she received a fashion design scholarship in Rome. The one she never accepted. Since arriving at Raffles, the memories of that time had resurfaced, raw and vivid. She wondered what he was doing now, how his life had turned out. She was glad she had brought the earrings; they represented a small but significant part of her past.

      She slipped into the red silk dress and placed the diamonds in her earlobes, hoping that by wearing them, some of her younger, once-confident self would weave its way back in. Gazing into the mirror at her bright eyes and flushed cheeks, she smiled.

      Claudette, you're going out. Alone.
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        * * *

      

      A butler escorted her through a wrought-iron Art Deco doorway adorned with large brown pots and tall, elegant palms. She admired a small collection of ceramic and wooden elephants positioned in a teak cabinet, their mouths wide open and their trunks raised.

      He bowed. "Your car will arrive in ten minutes, Ma’am. Would you like a drink while you wait?" He gestured towards the bar.

      "Yes, why not? Thank you."

      "Welcome to the Elephant Bar." A waiter in a white shirt and grey waistcoat greeted her. From the top of his left pocket, a red silk handkerchief, folded into a neat triangle, flared like a small flame.

      "Would you prefer to sit at a table or the bar, Ma’am?" He offered her a menu.

      "I'll sit at the bar, thank you."

      Perched on a tall wooden stool, she inhaled the room's ambience, letting it soothe her mind. Framed by a large bronze elephant head, the bar boasted an extensive selection of beers, spirits, and gins. Opening the menu, she scanned the array of offerings with quiet delight.

      "Um, that sounds intriguing." She pointed to a cocktail, Femme Fatale.

      I could do with a bit of that.

      "It's one of our signature drinks, Ma’am. Legend has it that, while visiting Cambodia in 1967, Jacqueline Kennedy sipped a Femme Fatale, crafted in her honour, at Le Royal Hotel Phnom Penh while listening to Prince Sihanouk’s jazz compositions." He took the menu from her and held it proudly against his chest.

      "How fascinating. What was she doing in Cambodia?" She smiled at the sensual allure of the name, its French provenance, picturing the scene and slipping into its atmosphere: the 1960s, the jazz, the glamour.

      "She was on a journey to fulfil her lifelong dream of visiting Angkor Wat. Legend has it that her glass was discovered years later in a cupboard, with her red lipstick smudged on its edge." He smiled, gesturing towards a display case behind the bar.

      So, she wanted to go, too. And undoubtedly, she did.

      A fresh spark of yearning flickered within Claudette.

      "Who was Prince Sihanouk?" she asked, noting his name and wondering if she might find some of his music.

      "He was our esteemed former king and prime minister, as well as a composer and filmmaker. Would Ma’am like to try a Femme Fatale?"

      "Yes, why not? I think it might be just what I need."

      Watching the bartender prepare the cocktail, she took note of the ingredients to replicate it at home. The girls would love it—champagne, crème de fraise, and a splash of cognac. He poured it into a glass—a blend of a champagne flute and a cognac tumbler with a long green stem—and set it before her, garnished with a purple orchid. Hotel Le Royal Phnom Penh was etched delicately on its side. Beneath the etching, two lions stood guard over what looked like an image of Angkor Wat.

      "Thank you. What an elegant glass." She took a sip and shut her eyes.

      Enjoy yourself tonight, Claudette. Don't let Andrew get you down. Not this weekend.

      She inhaled her advice along with the scent of the orchid and let the flavour of the cocktail linger on her tongue.

      A few minutes later, the butler approached the bar.

      "Your car is ready, Ma’am."

      "Okay, Jackie, let's go," she whispered.

      Savouring the last drops of her Femme Fatale, she licked her lips, stepped down from the stool, and followed the butler down the long corridor before descending the hotel steps into the waiting limousine.
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        * * *

      

      As she walked into the gallery, ceiling spotlights cast atmospheric shadows on the ethereal photographs of Angkor's ancient temples. Small groups of people, deep in animated conversation, sipped champagne and selected canapés from waiters carrying silver platters. At last, Claudette was on her own. For once, she was free to be herself. The potential of the evening ahead was almost too delicious to contemplate.

      She pressed her iPhone to her ear. No one was on the line, of course, but it appeared as though someone was, and from that, she drew confidence. Her eyes scanned the room.

      Where could he be?

      When she saw François’s familiar face, she exhaled in quiet relief. He noticed her, waved, and walked over. She slipped her phone into her gold vintage clutch and, fumbling with the zip, tried to appear occupied, busy, and, she hoped, not too desperate. He admired the artistic creation she was wearing—his creation. A slight whistle escaped his smiling lips. Dressed in a red velvet jacket and black jeans, he radiated vibrant colour, effortlessly drawing her into his glamorous world.

      "Très chic, Madame. I'm so glad you could make it." He greeted her warmly. "And the dress is perfect. It’s as if it were made just for you." Aware of her attractiveness, yet still somewhat shy, she lowered her gaze and blushed.

      "Well, thank you, François. It’s not just about how it looks, but how it makes me feel. It’s extraordinary. I can’t quite explain it." She ran her hands down the sides of the fabric.

      "Ahh… the silk is already weaving itself into your heart. Beware, Claudette, it can have a hypnotising effect that’s hard to control," he said, a flicker of mischief in his voice.

      Reaching out, he touched her elbow and guided her further into the room. The cuff of his pristine white silk shirt peeked out beneath his red velvet sleeve.

      "Come, let me show you—and my red dress—off to some of Siem Reap's movers and shakers. But first, may I take a photo?" He winked at her, and she laughed.

      God, I feel like an excited teenager. How wonderful it is to be noticed, to be seen.

      "Of course," she teased. "As long as you promise to send it to me." She posed shyly against the wall, the temple behind her. When he showed her the photo, she smiled. The stark beauty of the black-and-white frame made the red silk flare even more vividly. "Thank you." Her voice softened as they walked together into the crowd.

      "I remember now where I know you from." She turned to look at him. "Paris. I've seen your designs there."

      He nodded, a soft laugh creasing the corners of his eyes.

      "Mais oui! My, my, yes. What a small world. I'm from Martinique, but I trained in Paris and relocated to Siem Reap in 2004 with my then-partner, Jacques." He leant closer to whisper Jacques' name.

      Ah, yes, she thought. I suspected as much. She chuckled to herself. The best-dressed men usually were.

      "Cambodia was a cultural wasteland back then. There certainly wasn't anything quite like this." He gestured broadly around the room.

      "How fabulous." Inhaling the buoyant energy of the gallery, she followed the sweep of his hand. "So, what made you stay?" She wondered why a man of such talent would choose to settle in a sleepy city like Siem Reap. It certainly wasn’t Paris.

      "The weaving of rare silk captured my heart. That, and the beauty of the people, of course." He turned and adjusted a fold in the neckline of her dress. She loved how he noticed the details, just like she did. She knew he wasn’t attracted to her, but it was still luscious to bask in his focused attention.

      "I decided to open a boutique in my home and learn the craftsmanship of Cambodian weavers while teaching them to create my designs." He nodded to familiar faces around the room. Imagining his journey, she watched the flicker of memories light his animated face. A silky feather of longing brushed against her chest.

      That could have been me. This could have been me if I hadn’t been so foolish. If I had stayed in Paris.

      "And what about you?" he asked. "What brings you here?"

      "Oh." She let out a weary breath, coming down to earth with a bump. "I'm on a weekend break with my family. I live in Johor Bahru—or JB, as the locals call it—a border town in southern Malaysia, just north of Singapore." She could hear the boredom in her voice, a familiar script.

      "We moved there recently because of my husband's work. I used to be a designer. Well, I studied textile and fashion design in Paris, but that was a long time ago." Her voice trailed off. She looked away, surprised at her confession. She hadn’t spoken of her past in years, but somehow, with him, it felt right.

      "We must talk more, then." He turned and looked straight into her eyes. "I'm serious. It’s rare to meet fellow designers in these sleepy parts." He placed his hand lightly on her shoulder. "And Cambodia is brimming with entrepreneurial possibilities. It’s an exciting time for creatives like us, and beautiful ones at that." His eyes sparkled.

      Hmm, what a charmer. Absorbing the room's vibrancy and the warmth of his words, she embraced the moment, her heart swelling with joy.

      He gently touched her arm and looked away.

      "Henri… Channary!" he called, waving to a couple nearby.

      She noticed a tall man in a black jacket and jeans, with a dark blue silk cravat and a crisp white shirt. Beside him stood a Cambodian woman in a turquoise satin dress. From its bold and striking style, she could tell it was one of François’s designs.

      "Come, come." He turned back to Claudette. "Let me introduce you. Henri is a restaurateur from Paris who moved to Siem Reap around the same time I did. Channary, his wife, is a magnificent chef. They own a French-Khmer restaurant in town. The next time you visit, we should go."

      Next time?

      A small stab of sadness pierced her. She doubted she would return. But oh, how she wanted to stay, to spend time with designers and chefs instead of wilting in her cultural wasteland.

      "Henri, Channary, please meet Claudette, a textile and fashion designer from Paris," François announced, clapping his hands in delight.

      Amused by his enthusiasm, she chose not to correct him.

      What does it matter if I haven’t sketched a print in twenty years? Not here. Here, I can be anyone, just for tonight.

      "You look beautiful, Madame. Truly stunning. I see you’re wearing François’s new collection. Adorable." Channary’s gaze swept over the red silk dress with clear admiration.

      "Thank you. I must return the compliment. It seems we’re both fans," Claudette said with a light laugh.

      They chatted for a while, though her eyes kept straying to the photographs of Angkor’s ancient temples, calling softly for her attention.

      "François, I’d like to look at the photos, if you don’t mind."

      "No, no, there are too many people for you to meet first. Come. The photos can wait."

      Gently touching her elbow, he continued to lead her around the room, introducing her to a parade of unfamiliar faces: designers, hoteliers, restaurateurs, artists. Torn between staying by his side or following the pull of the temple images, she waited for the right moment.

      Inspired by the lingering glow of confidence from the Femme Fatale, she excused herself. François, engrossed in conversation, didn’t notice her slip away.
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        * * *

      

      On a mahogany table lay a selection of magazines and press clippings. She picked one up and glanced at the headline.

       

      
        
        Angkor—a pause of stillness transitioning from a secluded jungle ruin to a prominent global attraction.

      

      

       

      Was she too late? Had it already transitioned? She wanted to go while it still held its mystery.

      An image on the wall caught her attention. She walked towards it. Transfixed, she stood before the photograph, letting the sounds of the room fade into the background. Time seemed to stand still.

      Staring at the face carved from stone, she merged with its beauty. It appeared so serene, so peaceful. Its lips, luscious and plump, curled at the edges. Though its eyes had remained closed for thousands of years, it smiled back at her—as if it knew, as if it could see straight through her. It could see who she really was.

      What magnificence.

      How I wish I could have gone.

      Next time.

      Next time I will go.

      "Have you seen it? Have you visited the Bayon Temple yet, Ms Claudette?"

      At the sound of her name, she turned. Standing beside her was a man in a fitted black cotton shirt and black linen trousers. He had short, slightly wavy jet-black hair and a chiselled, clean-shaven jaw.

      "How do you know my name?" Blushing, she took a step back.

      "Ah, I believe we have a mutual friend." He nodded toward François across the room. She followed the sweep of his eyes from François, still deep in conversation, to the solitude of the photograph of the Bayon.

      "They say the four faces are the Buddha’s: serenity, compassion, equanimity, and wisdom, watching over the kingdom from every direction," he whispered beside her.

      "No, I haven’t seen it. I haven’t seen anything." Her voice faded into a sea of melancholy.

      He stepped closer. His scent—woody and warm, with subtle hints of bergamot and amber—drifted between them, igniting a rush of desire that coursed through her body.

      Whoa. What’s happening here?

      Startled by the feeling, she stepped back. It was as though a door that had been long closed quietly swung open.

      "You find yourself captivated by the photograph." He leaned in, his voice brushing her ear. "How much greater do you think the enchantment would be if you experienced the majesty of the Bayon at dawn?"

      Dawn? I don't even know what time dawn is.

      He took two more steps towards her. This time, she stayed where she was. They stood side by side, gazing at the image. His shoulder brushed lightly against her skin, sending another warm, tingling sensation through her. This time, she let it settle. A slow heat unfurled at the base of her spine.

      "I can take you there, if you like. It’s not far from here." He turned to look at her. She stepped back, torn between staying in the charge of his gaze and severing the electric current pulling her towards him.

      "I’d love to, but sadly I’m leaving tomorrow night." She glanced down, noticing a small black talisman hanging from a leather cord around his neck. It rested in the hollow of his collarbone. Her fingers ached to touch it.

      She looked away, trying to dislodge his image and the pull of sensation it had ignited. But his dark eyes drew her back. There was something magnetic about him. Yes, he was handsome, but there was more: a quiet intensity, a flicker of something fierce, passionate, strong. Like the face of the Buddha, he seemed to see straight through her. And it stirred something vulnerable, something aching, in her heart.

      "If anything changes, please let me know. I’d be happy to be your guide."

      Offering his card, he bowed and walked away.

      She let her gaze follow him, noting how his shirt moved across the muscles of his back.

      Pull yourself together, Claudette. He must be at least ten years younger than you.

      She glanced at the card.

      
        
        Vannak Som

        Tour Guide

        Eco Entrepreneur

      

      

      "Ah, I see you’ve just met one of Siem Reap’s originals."

      She turned. François stood beside her again. The play of Eros receded, the spell lightly broken.

      "Som’s quite a character. Passionate about protecting the mystery of Angkor. An antidote to the busloads of tourists and their selfie sticks. You could say it’s eco-tourism, or tourism for the discerning traveller—whatever the buzzword is this week. I apologise for eavesdropping, but you’d be mad not to go. He’s very popular. Very knowledgeable. And known as Angkor’s best guide." François chuckled and arched his left eyebrow.

      She imagined herself wandering the ruins with Som at dawn—an eco-warrior, a protector of ancient temples, and an attractive one at that. Another wave of desire rippled through her.

      I’d love to go. Stop it, Claudette.

      "Next time, François. One never knows." She laughed, looking down to hide her flushed cheeks as she slipped Som’s card into her bag. "Sadly, we leave tomorrow, so it won’t be possible this trip." She glanced at her watch. "I should be going. I told Andrew I’d only be gone an hour."

      Not that he’d have noticed. Who am I, Cinderella? He’s probably asleep with his laptop on the bed.

      "François, it’s been such a pleasure. Thank you for being a wonderful host… and for the dress."

      He kissed the back of her hand.

      "Let’s stay in touch," he suggested. "There are many design opportunities in Siem Reap. It’s a new frontier. And I’ll send you the photo." He smiled as he escorted her to the door.

      Culture, design, opportunity, attraction. Revived, it was as if she had taken a long, cool sip of fresh water.

      They exchanged contact details, and a chauffeur opened the door to the waiting Raffles limousine. Alone with her thoughts and the mixed impressions of the night, she slid into the back of the car and leant into its cool black leather seat. The engine purred to life.

      Haunting images of the Bayon and Som’s invitation teased and beckoned her. She reached into her bag and traced the edges of his card with her fingertip, allowing the images to linger and dance in the depths of her mind. A sense of fullness enveloped her, and a pleasurable heaviness settled low in her belly. The delicate nourishment of her inner wasteland had left her yearning for
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