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Chapter One

‘It must be so upsetting! How do you even get over something like that?’ 

Lizzie Summers narrowed her eyes at the computer screen, ignoring the whispers coming from behind her. She knew exactly what her colleagues were talking about. The two women might have been holding a handful of papers and pointing at various sections with a pen, but they weren’t fooling anyone, least of all her. The sly glances and muttered comments told Lizzie that her being jilted at the altar three months before wasn’t old news yet.

She supposed it was a natural reaction when someone had undergone a life-shattering experience and lived like a virtual hermit since. Even her friend had intervened, banning her from watching Dirty Dancing after she’d started reciting it in her sleep. Apparently, watching it several times a day was a ‘bad sign’ and called for some kind of ‘action’. Lizzie couldn’t even think about the drunk-dialling episode where her phone had been wrestled off her after she’d started listing her ex’s faults in great, very specific, penis-shaped detail. (It wasn’t actually that small, but she’d been upset. What else was she going to say?) 

Lizzie continued to type up the article due on her editor’s desk by 5 p.m. She wouldn’t normally leave her work to the last minute – Lizzie prided herself on her organisation and focus – but the famous designer who rarely gave interviews had only been able to fit her in today and Lizzie needed this piece. No one else on the team at Lifestyle! magazine had managed to speak to him, and this could be the winning ticket to the pay rise and additional column inches she desperately needed. 

After narrowing her eyes at the two women who dropped their gaze and returned to their desks, Lizzie retied her long blonde ponytail, squared her shoulders and typed furiously, aware of the ticking clock above her editor’s door. Just as she’d regained her focus, her phone rang. 

‘What now?’ She pulled her mobile towards her and saw it was her mum. Why was she calling? Of course, Great-Aunt Sarah’s will reading was today. According to the solicitor, will readings didn’t really happen nowadays, but Sarah had always had a flair for the dramatic and despite living in France for sixty years, her will was still lodged with the solicitors in her old hometown. Sadness and guilt washed through Lizzie. Their relationship had been complicated to say the least. Two different personalities conflicting whenever they were together. The mixed emotions that had swamped her on hearing news of Sarah’s death had only added to the maelstrom already ringing inside ever since she’d stood outside the church, patiently waiting for her husband-to-be to arrive. Of course, he hadn’t, and she’d been slowly – very slowly – coming to terms with that fact for the last few months. Hence the Dirty Dancing marathon and eating her bodyweight in chocolate.

Regardless, she couldn’t answer the phone right now. Her mum knew she might not be available, and Lizzie had to get this article finished. It was already 4.30: the clock was ticking … loudly. She’d call back as soon as she’d submitted it. Refusing the call, Lizzie re-read the last line she’d written and continued typing.

Her phone immediately rang again and for a second, she wondered if this time it was Will, her ex. Whenever her phone buzzed into life there was always a fleeting moment where she imagined him calling to apologise. To say it was all a mistake and could they start again, but it never was. Maybe that was a good thing. Her heart felt like a deflated balloon, all floppy and empty, and she wasn’t sure it would cope with having to work again. She wasn’t one hundred per cent sure it would resemble anything like an actual proper heart ever again.

Seeing her mum’s name, Lizzie answered with a quick, ‘Hi Mum, sorry can’t talk now. On a deadline. Call you back after 5.’ She hastily ended the call. Perhaps something had gone wrong at the will reading even though they’d all assumed it would be a straightforward affair, or perhaps it had been too much for Mum. Although Lizzie hadn’t really got along with Great-Aunt Sarah, her mum had been shaken by the news of her death. 

Lizzie wrested her attention back to her interview and typed. 

After a final read-through and a flourish, she pinged the finished article over to her editor with a minute to spare and immediately hunkered down behind her screen for some privacy. She tapped the screen to call her mum, and the dial tone started ringing.

‘Hey, Mum, everything okay?’ 

The sound of a tissue being pressed to her nose crackled down the line followed by snuffling. ‘Sort of, I suppose. No. I mean yes. I’m okay, I think.’ Lizzie frowned, trying to figure out which of the options was likely the right answer. ‘I’ve got something to tell you and it’s important. I know you said you had that interview today. The one with that designer who makes massive pillows out of second-hand jumpers—’

Lizzie rolled her eyes. ‘Eye-wateringly expensive luxury oversized scatter cushions woven from the finest cashmere.’

‘That’s the one. I’ve put the one you gave me for Christmas on the spare bed. I’m too afraid to use it in case your dad spills something on it. You know what he’s like when he eats from a sofa tray. I found a piece of spaghetti stuck to the arm of the chair yesterday. When I asked him how it got there, he tried to blame me, but I never sit there. Don’t try to—’

‘Mum,’ Lizzie said gently. ‘What’s happened?’ Her mum always babbled when she was nervous or upset. 

‘It’s – it’s – I don’t really know how to say this.’

‘Just say it, Mum. It’s fine,’ Lizzie replied, calmly. ‘We already knew Sarah wouldn’t have wanted me to have anything. We never really got on and—’

‘She’s left you the chateau!’

Aware that her mouth had fallen slightly open, Lizzie’s heart beat erratically, the once steady rhythm growing faster. ‘I’m sorry, what? What did you say?’

‘The chateau, Lizzie. You know, her place in France. You used to go there every summer.’ 

‘I – huh?’

‘Oh, darling. Didn’t you hear me? I can’t believe it myself.’ Her voice was shaky with sadness as well as shock.

‘No. I mean yes, but …’ Lizzie’s brain had stopped working altogether and was currently shouting ‘Whaaaaaaaaaat?’ with a large neon sign flashing above it. This couldn’t be right. ‘There must be some mistake, Mum. We all thought she’d sell it or leave it to the locals. Let’s face it, as I got older, my trips there became so much more difficult and—’

‘She loved you,’ her mum replied indignantly.

‘Please Mum, she used to see me arriving and say the same thing every year, “Still not got a boyfriend then?” Or “Cheer up, it can’t be as bad as all that”.’

‘In her defence, you were a bit of a sulky teenager.’

‘That’s what teenagers do!’ Aware of a sly glance from the desk opposite, Lizzie lowered her voice. ‘And I wasn’t always sulky. Sometimes I’d be asleep.’ She could hear her mum smile on the other end of the line. ‘I just wanted to be at home with my friends, not off to France with no one my own age to hang out with.’ Saying it out loud, she suddenly realised how spoilt it sounded and moved the conversation on. ‘I don’t understand this at all, Mum. Are you sure there’s not been some sort of mistake? What did the solicitor say?’

‘It’s all there in the will in black and white. You should have heard what your father said. He actually swore in the solicitor’s office, which Mr Devlin did not like at all, I can tell you. But he was very clear about it, and he said I’m the executor and it’s apparently my job to tell all, the beneficiaries what they’ve got, and you’ve got the chateau. Sarah didn’t have much money, but she’s left you and me a bit, and some of her jewellery too, which is sweet of her. I always remember her wearing those enormous kaftans and reams of beads. She wasn’t everyone’s cup of tea but once you got to know her …’ Her mum’s words were replaced with more snuffling.

‘Oh, Mum. Are you okay? I wish I could give you a hug.’ She was beginning to regret not moving the interview. 

‘Thanks, darling, but your dad’s here and the worst is done now. Sarah has some bits and bobs she wants me to have so I’ll send you a copy of the list. When do you think you can go down there?’

‘Go down there?’

‘Yes. What else are you going to do? Surely you want to see it.’

Lizzie’s mind started running at a million miles an hour and memories of the chateau filled her brain. It had been a beautiful and enchanting place when she was younger. Before she’d grown out of the idea, she’d dressed as a princess and run up and down the grand staircase, Cinderella arriving for the ball. She’d stood at the top window of one of the pepper-pot turrets and flung out a bed sheet, the other end secured to her head with a headband, Rapunzel in her tower. Then she’d fought dragons in the nearby wood, climbed trees with dirty knees and picked mushrooms. But as she’d grown, turning from a child to a teenager, the summers had dragged with envious thoughts of all the fun her friends were having back home without her. These memories hadn’t surfaced in years and as they came to that last, disastrous summer, an unsettled feeling inched up her spine. She began to fiddle with a paperclip.

‘I can’t go down straight away, Mum. I used a lot of my time off after … you know what.’ Remembering her colleagues from moments earlier, she didn’t want to say the words out loud. ‘I’ll have to speak to Hilary.’

‘As soon as you can, poppet. Get everything sorted out as quickly as possible, you know? You’re probably going to want to sell it so the sooner it’s on the market the better. Though I do hate to think of it not being Sarah’s anymore.’ She sniffed again and the ruffling of the tissue filled Lizzie’s ear.

‘Yeah, I guess you’re right.’ 

Really, there was no question that she’d sell it. She had no wish to move to France. Her life might not be quite how she hoped at the moment, but it wouldn’t be forever, and she loved her job. It was the only thing she had left. Hilary had hinted at possibilities to come and once she secured a promotion she’d have enough for a place of her own. With the sale of the chateau as well, she might even be able to buy her own place in London, somewhere that wasn’t the size of an ant’s shoebox. 

‘Well, let us know when we can call and talk more. You need to get the keys from the solicitors, they won’t give them to me. I told Mr Devlin I’m your mother and would pass them on, but he still refused. I mean, what did he think I was going to do with them? But apparently, there are rules about this sort of thing. I’m glad it’s all over though.’

‘I’m sure you are, Mum. You’ve been really brave about it all. I know how close you were.’

‘You’re a good girl.’ She snuffled again. ‘Anyway, toodle-oo poppet. I’ll let you get on. Love you.’

‘Love you too, Mum.’

As she placed her phone back on her desk, Lizzie heard scoffing from behind the screen opposite where her annoying acne-ridden colleague Matthew worked. ‘You love your mum! How old are you?’

‘Oh, grow up, Matthew. This is why you’re only allowed to write the zodiac column.’

What had he come up with for Libra? Whatever it was, it wasn’t going to predict the unbelievable turn of events that had just befallen her. 

Glancing at the glass office to her left, she stood and went to Hilary’s door, tapping gently.

‘Come in, Lizzie.’

Hilary’s chin-length bob swished around her face as she lifted her head. A few grey hairs scattered the roots of her light brown hair, but they suited her, and Lizzie admired how she accepted them with pride. Will had always joked about dying his hair when he found his first grey. Had he found any yet?

‘The interview went well – it’s in your emails.’ Lizzie flopped into the chair Hilary motioned towards, banishing thoughts of Will from her mind. 

‘You did well to secure him. I’m not sure how you managed it.’

‘Stubbornness and a talent for stalking, I think. I was a bit worried my daily phone calls to his assistant were going to land me in prison, but thankfully not.’ 

Hilary laughed. ‘So what’s up?’

Lizzie shook her head slightly, still unable to believe the news she’d just received. ‘So—’ She opened her mouth to speak, then closed it again, unsure where to begin. 

‘I’ve inherited a chateau.’ Hilary stared as if she’d just admitted to stealing the office Post-its or photocopying her behind at the Christmas party (Matthew had, but Lizzie had politely declined). ‘It’s crazy and a bit mad but …’ She gulped down a laugh at the absurdity of it all. ‘I hate to ask but I need some time off to go and see the place and get it on the market. And I need to bring some bits back that my great-aunt wanted the family to have.’

‘Wow, Lizzie. I mean … I don’t know what to say. Firstly, I’m so sorry for your loss.’

‘Thank you. We weren’t close.’ 

‘Sounds like you were closer than you think.’

Lizzie’s stomach knotted and she let her eyes drift to the view of the London skyline behind Hilary’s head. The summer sun shone through the window and the sky, a bright cloudless blue, reminded her of lying on the grass in front of the chateau, bored to tears and wishing she was at home. She didn’t want to go back there. She’d left the place behind years ago, physically and mentally. Especially after … No, she wouldn’t allow herself to think about that now. Her life was here, and besides, she’d only just picked herself up from her breakup with Will. One day she’d have an office like Hilary’s with a view just like this. One day, she assured herself, feeling the fire of ambition that had grown since the split. ‘I know I haven’t got much time off left, if any.’

‘I think you’ve only got a few days,’ Hilary replied, wincing. ‘I could give you a couple more as compassionate leave, even though that’s normally only for close relatives. How long do you need?’

‘I don’t really know.’ 

How long would it take to get it on the market? After all, she could sell it with all the possessions in it. Lizzie remembered the beautiful Louis XV chairs they’d sat in around the large mahogany table in the formal dining room, though most of the time they ate at the simple wooden table in the kitchen. But the house would still be full of Sarah’s possessions, her documents. Her life was in that place and given that she’d lived there for over sixty years, there’d be quite a lot of stuff to sort before people came to view it.

‘More than a few days,’ she said sadly, noting the way Hilary’s eyebrows pulled together. ‘But believe me, I want to make this trip as short as possible.’

After how supportive Hilary had been when she’d been jilted, letting her work from home (or at least the apartment she was bunking in while her friend’s flatmate was in Australia) Lizzie knew she was asking a lot. 

A kernel of an idea made its way to the forefront of Lizzie’s mind, pushing aside all the confusing emotions, and she looked to Hilary, a smile forming on her lips. 

‘What if we made an article of it? We could call it “Living the French Dream” or something like that and I could talk about how to sell or buy property in France, how to negotiate with French estate agents, that sort of thing? I think our readers would love it. It’s a beautiful property and you know how many people have a dream of packing up and moving to France. The wine, the cheese, the culture …’

If she had a purpose, something to focus on, returning might not be too bad and this could be the piece that really showed Hilary what she was made of. Coming straight off the back of her star designer interview, it would definitely impress an interview panel. Hilary leaned forwards and tapped the pen she’d been holding on her notepad. It was a good sign, but she wasn’t convinced yet.

‘It has turrets,’ Lizzie added.

A sparkle came to Hilary’s eyes, and she sat back in her chair. ‘You can have 5,000 words and as much time as you need but—’

Why was there always a but?

‘I’m not paying your travel as you needed to go anyway, and don’t stay longer than you have to.’ As she said this last part, her mouth pulled up in a grin.

‘No worries there,’ Lizzie replied firmly, remembering again the welcome she’d received whenever she arrived for the summer. ‘My plan is to get in, get it on the market, and get out again as quickly as possible. I definitely won’t be staying long.’




Chapter Two

Standing in front of the large wrought-iron gates to Chateau Lavande, Lizzie steadied her breathing. Her heart fluttered and the air in her lungs vibrated with anxiety. The last time she’d been here – over fifteen years ago – words had been exchanged that were less than pleasant. 

After she’d spoken to Hilary, Lizzie had hightailed it to the solicitor’s office to collect the keys. She’d stood on the doorstep, opposite the solicitor’s shiny gold plaque, the clock ticking down to closing time, building up the courage to go inside. She’d given herself courage by thinking of the article she’d write. The future she was building for herself. It had been the only thing to get her over the threshold and into Mr Devlin’s office with mere seconds to spare. 

An image of Sarah’s disapproving expression formed in her mind and Lizzie gazed at the view to distract herself. She’d known coming back here would bring up certain difficult memories she’d spent the last fifteen years trying not to think about. Was she ready to now? 

It was mid-afternoon and a lazy sun beat heat onto her legs. How could she have forgotten how much warmer summers in Provence were? Her jeans and T-shirt were sticky with sweat. 

After a short flight, the drive hadn’t been arduous and as she’d passed purple lavender fields, the heady scent lingering in the air, long-forgotten memories had attempted to surface. She’d focussed on the road, on the radio, on her plans for the feature, anything to draw her mind away from the past. But as she’d driven deeper into France – a country she’d always loved – an unexpected feeling of escape had accompanied her. Every passing mile, every lush green field, every tiny village full of cobbled streets, medieval buildings and of course, picturesque cafés, helped her leave Will behind and the wedding they’d been planning for two years. 

They’d only spoken a handful of times since the wedding day. Will had called, apologising profusely, saying he’d had no choice. He just couldn’t go through with it after realising he didn’t really love her after all. Ouch. That had really hurt. But was that all? Had he cheated too? She’d wondered for a while if he had. There’d been work do’s he didn’t talk much about, a pretty female colleague he was a little shifty over, but she had no proof and he’d never said anything. After that one single call, there’d been nothing. Nada. Zilch. It was like he’d swipe lefted her from his life. Gone. Erased. Forgotten. He hadn’t been there when she’d moved out and had soon stopped answering her drunk-dialled calls or responding to her less than polite messages. She hadn’t called him in quite a while, though, and raising her head a little, she was rather proud of that achievement. 

Lizzie narrowed her eyes as she surveyed the entrance to Chateau Lavande again, still unable to believe that any of this was actually real. The chateau gates were rusted in places, a dark reddish brown pushing through the black paint. Render fell from the wall that spread out encompassing the grounds and the grass was higher than Lizzie ever remembered it being except in the wild areas kept for the deer and the bees. They were normally located in the furthest acres, far, far away from the house itself. The chateau had never been in tip-top state. Sarah wasn’t really one for decorating when there were more exciting things to do: trips to go on, places to explore either near or far, fun to be had. But the rust was noticeable now and Lizzie made a mental note to add painting the gate and walls to the list of jobs she had to complete. 

The keys she’d been given by the solicitor hung loosely in her fingertips. They were a strange assortment of ancient, monstrously large gaoler keys and regular everyday ones. She stepped forward and unlocked the padlock strung through the bars. After driving through, she re-locked them behind her. 

The long gravel drive curled its way through high-grassed grounds and mature, leafy plane trees provided shade from the bright Provençal sun that dappled the windscreen. Lizzie nudged her sunglasses further up the bridge of her nose and opened the window, hearing the buzz of insects and feeling the air on her face. 

The pepper-pot turret of the east wing came into view, followed swiftly by the rest of the chateau. Lizzie’s hands tightened on the wheel, and she sat forward, her breath catching in her throat just as it had when she was a child. She slowed to a stop in front of the stone steps leading to the front door, pulled her sunglasses down and gazed up. The perfect symmetry of the arched windows was breathtakingly beautiful, as was the sweeping arc of the stone balustrade that led to the front door. Two urns at the base of the steps were full of something more weed than plant and the compact, rectangular main building of the house nestled between the two towering turrets. Yet all were drawn together by the matching dark grey tiles of the roof.

The chateau was even more fairy-tale perfect than she remembered and Lizzie let out a breath that had been trapped somewhere in her ribcage. The cream walls shone in the sun, and she remembered just how thick and sturdy they were. The house had existed for hundreds of years. It had a life and soul of its own and it was crazy to think it was now hers. 

Inside, she’d find high ceilings and large fireplaces where Sarah had taught her how to build a proper fire. Lizzie had never fully realised how grand the place was, but children took these things for granted. They assumed everyone had the same as them and it was only when the teasing began in her teenage years that she’d realised most people went to a caravan in France for a week, not a large turreted chateau where they’d stay for the entire summer. Back then their envy had confused her because they didn’t know Sarah – didn’t know how her enthusiasm could be intimidating, too much – but today Lizzie was seeing the chateau with fresh eyes.

Reminding herself she was here to sell the place, Lizzie climbed out of the car and studied the exterior, taking in every detail. Moss crept from the gravel path onto the steps (that would need removing) and the light blue paint flaked from the double front door, revealing the dark wood underneath (she’d have to repaint that too). Sage green shutters hung slightly off kilter, obscuring some of the windows, their hinges bent or missing altogether. Lizzie pursed her lips. Had this decay happened in the short weeks since Sarah’s death or had she been living like this for some time? Guilt and shame prickled the back of Lizzie’s neck harsher than the sun’s rays ever could. 

She found the right key on her first attempt. The lock on the front door hadn’t been changed since she’d last visited and muscle memory had sent her fingers to it without hesitation. She ran her hand over the peeling paint before opening it, sending tiny flakes fluttering to the ground.

It was dim inside, the only illumination coming from a large broken window at the top of the grand central staircase. Dust motes floated in the beams of sunlight, falling onto the chessboard-pattern floor. The black and white tiles looked more brown and grey as they were covered in muddy footprints. The air in the small hallway was heavy with damp and decay. As she edged inside, her eyes were drawn to Sarah’s study at the back of the hall, and she quickly turned away. 

Cobwebs hung from the corners of the ceiling and in the darkest recesses mildew climbed the walls. The feeling of escape that had grown on the journey vanished, pushed out by a rising anger. Was this a punishment for not doing what she’d asked all those years ago? For not appreciating the place as Sarah had? Lizzie brushed her blonde hair back from her face, tucking it behind her ear, and moved further into the house. 

Strange noises emanated from one of the doors off the hallway and fear squeezed her chest. Sarah had once tried to convince her of ghosts that roamed the house at night. The chateau had been built in the eighteenth century and Sarah was certain some must exist: a desperate lady in white, wringing her hands; a headless aristocrat fresh from the guillotine; but Lizzie had never seen one. The house had always creaked and moaned but it was the floorboards, or the breeze edging around the tiny gaps in the old windowpanes. This noise was different and despite the heat, Lizzie shuddered. 

Her steps left footprints in the covering of grime that coated everything like a dusting of snow, and she made her way to the living room. The strange noise grew louder. A scratching and shuffling sounded from the other side. Lizzie steadied her nerves, ready to fling the door open and surprise whoever was daring to poke around the house uninvited. After counting to three she twisted the handle and shouldered the door in one quick movement, stumbling forward, almost tripping over her feet as her eyes fell on the unwanted guest. 

A goat stared at her disapprovingly from the other side of the sofa as if she had rudely interrupted its dinner. Its chewing slowed for a second, then keeping beady eyes on her, it craned its neck forward and took a bite out of the arm of the sofa. It was taunting her. A goat was taunting her! And it had clearly been munching away for a while as stuffing puffed out like cotton candy. 

‘What the heck? Shoo! Get out of here.’ Lizzie waved her arms, and it took a step back. It was then she realised she was blocking the door. The goat dipped its head, and she could have sworn it sneered before charging as fast as it could towards her. ‘No, no, no, no, no, no, no!’ 

Lizzie ran from the room, the goat suddenly very close behind. She jumped onto the staircase and ran to the top, taking them two at a time. Surely it wouldn’t follow her. Considering she’d misjudged its fear of humans, and its ability to understand English, she crossed her fingers she hadn’t got this one wrong as well. Were goats good at climbing stairs? There were mountain goats, of course, but this goat didn’t look particularly athletic. When she turned around, its tail was disappearing through the still-open front door. Thank goodness. She really didn’t fancy playing hide-and-seek with an angry goat all afternoon. They weren’t the cute, docile creatures she remembered from childhood visits to the petting zoo.

Allowing her heart rate to calm down from the unexpected burst of exercise, not to mention the fear of being mauled, she sat on the large windowsill only to feel cobwebs cling to the hairs on her arms. And where there were cobwebs, there were spiders. Big, hairy, terrifying spiders. With a screech, Lizzie bolted back to standing, rubbing her hands over her body to disperse any creepy crawlies that might have taken up residence in her clothing. 

‘I hate this place,’ she said out loud, feeling exactly as she had at fifteen. ‘I really hate this place. Why am I here, Sarah, hey? Why?’

But Lizzie’s words only echoed around the empty chateau. Sarah’s ghost wasn’t resident any more than other so-called spirits were, and Lizzie pressed a hand to her forehead, pinching her temples. Did she really own this place now? And how long would she be here?

It was clear a lick of paint and a quick scrub round wasn’t going to do much, and rocklike dread hardened in her chest. She tried to shake it off. Perhaps she was just tired and grumpy from the journey. A new sofa wouldn’t cost too much. Neither would fixing the window. Regaining some courage, Lizzie headed back downstairs and into the living room.

The intricate cornicing around the wonky and dangerously loose chandelier barely clung to the ceiling and lumps of plaster littered the floor. The giant rugs that covered the black and white tiles were threadbare and had been nibbled at too. This room had been an all-you-can-eat buffet to her goat guest.

Lizzie’s heart sank. The state of the place was so much worse than anything she’d pictured. There was only one thing for it. Tea. She needed a good strong cup of tea before exploring the rest of the house. Maybe the living room was the worst she was going to find and everything else would be better, requiring nothing more than a coat of paint. Leaving the dirt and mire behind, Lizzie went across the hall to the kitchen. 

The sun spilled in through the large windows that lined one wall, but the cheerful light did nothing to hide the carnage. More windows had been broken, cupboard doors were hanging off and the floor was even dirtier than in the hall. It was like one of those home makeover games, except this wasn’t a game, it was real life. Her life. Broken crockery lined the open shelves and a large, ancient, grease-ridden stove sat in the alcove, a black pipe, thick and tacky with dirt, climbing from its back. Even Sarah’s souvenirs, gathered from her frequent and varied escapades, were coated in grime. The large dining table Lizzie remembered dominated the space, its surface scattered with newspapers, magazines, and months of correspondence. They too were thick with dust and when she pushed aside the detritus, mug rings, scars and dents were clearly visible on the table’s surface. 

Lizzie flung her hands into the air. This was not what she’d been expecting at all. The place had never been perfect, but it had always been clean. This? This was something else. What had caused Sarah to live like this? Age? Illness? What would her mum say when she told her? On their semi-regular phone calls, Sarah had always assured Lizzie’s mum that everything was fine. Clearly, she’d been lying. 

Looking around, Lizzie found a normal electric kettle on the counter and went to the sink to fill it. It took both hands to turn the stiff tap and when she managed it, dirty water spurted out, bouncing off the butler sink and soaking her T-shirt. A sound halfway between a growl and a groan escaped her mouth but she bit back the swearwords desperate to escape. She let the water run clear, though it intermittently sputtered and trickled away to nothing, and filled the kettle. A frightening fizzle made Lizzie jump as she switched it on, then it hummed before exploding in a loud crack. The noise disturbed something behind her, and tiny feet scurried across the floor. Lizzie spun, still gripping the worktop, but whatever it was had vanished. 

‘I’m not sure I can take much more of this,’ she said to the empty room, hoping it wasn’t a rat. When she flicked the kettle again, nothing happened. Lizzie tried the light switch. Nothing. 

‘Brilliant, no electricity whatsoever.’ Tears stung her eyes.

She had intended on staying at the chateau and getting started on Sarah’s possessions straight away, but there was no way she could sleep here tonight. If this was what the downstairs was like, how bad would the upstairs be?

The answer was ‘even worse’, as Lizzie explored more rooms, including the old bedroom she’d slept in years ago. The sky darkened outside, and the bright sun vanished behind thick, black clouds. The heat of the day grew close and oppressive as a summer storm rolled in, and the breeze grew fiercer, gusting through the trees. Lizzie had always enjoyed summer storms. She loved the way the air cleared as the rain washed it clean and the world seemed fresher and brighter once it was done. A crack of thunder echoed around the empty chateau and rain tumbled from the sky. Lizzie watched as the drops bounced off the ground like tiny silver balls thrown from the heavens, then something cold and hard hit the top of her head. She looked up. Water dripped from the ceiling and a splodge hit her in the eye. 

‘Oh, for the love of—’ Taking a step to the side she wiped it away. ‘Wonderful. A knackered roof too. Just what I need.’

There was no way she could afford to fix all this before putting it on the market. The list of jobs was just too big. The dark clouds outside the window rumbled and bumped into each other. All she could do was hope someone wanted a doer-upper. Maybe if she included the property details in the article she was writing, a reader would be so tempted they’d make an offer. Fat chance, but anything was worth a shot. She ran downstairs to the now dark kitchen to find something to catch the water, but it seemed fruitless. Rain dripped through the ceilings of all but one of the eight bedrooms and the overpowering smell of mildew made her gag. 

In a final insult, as she descended the stairs a bird flew above her and something wet landed on her head. She let out a groan.

‘This is not happening.’ She pressed her fingers to her hair. Bird poo. ‘Urgh. That’s it. I’m out of here.’

She’d find an estate agent and come back tomorrow when hopefully it wouldn’t be raining inside as well as outside the house, goats wouldn’t be eating the furniture, and birds wouldn’t be pooping in her pricey cut and colour.

Locking the front door behind her, Lizzie ran to the hire car and jumped in. She was soaked, her body shivering in stark contrast to the earlier heat of the afternoon. At least she hadn’t unpacked the car. The nearest town must have a chambre d’hôte or gîte she could stay in until she’d arranged everything. She turned the car on, blasting the windscreen where it had clouded from the steam radiating off her. As soon as she had enough visibility, she eased the car back down the drive, concentrating intently through the torrential downpour bouncing off the window. If she remembered right, there was a village a few miles away. She’d head for there. 

With the windscreen wipers frantically swishing, she drove back through the gates, pausing to re-lock them once she’d passed through. Not that there was any point. No one was going to steal anything. If they tried, the demon goat would probably get them. By the time she got back in the car she looked as if she’d jumped in a swimming pool fully clothed. Mascara ran into her eyes and down her cheeks but at least the rain had washed the bird poo from her hair. 

Slowly, Lizzie chugged along. Water pooled at the sides of the narrow roads and at one point, when she’d finally made it a couple of miles from the chateau, the lights on the dashboard flickered as she drove through a deep puddle covering the entire surface of the road.

‘Don’t you dare,’ Lizzie murmured to the steering wheel. Obediently, the engine continued to run. 

By now the rain had intensified further, even though that hadn’t seemed possible. Visibility was non-existent and she could barely see beyond the waterfall on the windscreen. It was like being in a car wash and just as disorientating. Lizzie’s neck ached and a headache pounded behind her eyes. Thunder cracked the air around her and a bolt of bright white lightning rippled down through the sky. It seemed to land next to her, and she counted to see how far away it had fallen. 

Today was, without doubt, one of the worst days of her entire life. She’d been charged by a hungry goat, narrowly avoided electrocution, and been soaked to the skin. It made being jilted at the altar a mild inconvenience by comparison. 

The tiny lane was obscured by another puddle and Lizzie slowed, pressing the brakes. The back of the car suddenly swerved out from behind, aquaplaning out of control. Lizzie gasped and tightened her grip. Were you supposed to brake or not? Fear slammed her foot down on the brake and the car began to spin. Wrong choice, wrong choice! Lizzie shrieked. Another bolt of lightning crashed down from the sky, followed by a deep, rumbling clap of thunder. It was too hard to focus. The world was obscured by the spinning car and the rain hammering down. She only knew one thing for certain.

She was going to crash.




Chapter Three

Instinctively, Lizzie straightened the wheel. The car swerved until it was almost sideways on the road. Her throat burned and then, with an almighty shunt, the car stopped dead. Lizzie’s whole body was rocked by the crash, ricocheting in her seat. Now she could add whiplash to the list of things that made today the worst day in history. 

‘Please be okay, car. I don’t want to pay for you too,’ she muttered as she climbed out.

Lizzie stared at the bonnet. The front bumper hung off, and part of it was rammed into the grass verge. She’d expected a crumpled mess, the bonnet crunched up like a piece of used paper, but maybe sheer terror had made it all seem worse than it was. She climbed back in and turned the ignition key. The car didn’t respond. She tried again, pleading for it to start, but it refused. 

‘Oh Lord.’ Lizzie raised her eyes to the roof of the car. ‘Please tell me what I’ve done to deserve this? I always help older people carry their shopping. I recycle. Maybe I don’t always rinse out cans and jars, but I do recycle. I give my seat up on the Tube. Was I a murderer in a past life?’ 

She tried once more but the car was dead.

Though her hands were still shaking from the cold and now the crash, she pulled out her phone to call the emergency breakdown cover. As she stared at her phone, the bars showed her signal strength had disappeared. She waved it around the car, but it refused to flick into life. Lizzie leaned over the seat, almost breaking a rib on the headrest in her attempt at contortion, but the short distance between the front and back of the car hadn’t brought even the tiniest of signals. She was well and truly stuck. 

With no signal to call for help and no Google Maps to check, wherever she went next, she’d be walking, which wasn’t normally a problem in warm Provençal weather. The only thing Lizzie had been looking forward to was a few strolls around the area, roaming the chateau grounds in the sun and enjoying the local food.

If she went back to the chateau she’d have to stay there overnight with no electrics and no decent water. Not to mention whatever wildlife decided to join her. Would the demon goat have found its way back in? A hot bath would be out of the question, and she shuddered at the thought of the musty bedding she’d climb into. Her only option was to go forward towards the village. 

Lizzie removed some essentials from her suitcase in the boot of the car, ramming them into her handbag. Trudging onwards she followed the path of the road, certain that if she stuck to it, it would lead her to the village. Despite her hopes, the rain didn’t ease off, though the storm itself moved further away, which was a relief because the way her luck was going, she’d probably be struck by lightning and die alone in a field. 

After walking for another twenty minutes, Lizzie stopped. Had she totally lost her bearings or did she remember the village being closer than it actually was? There was still no signal on her phone and her feet were blistering where the wet fabric of her socks rubbed her heels. Her legs ached and she shivered from the cold seeping into her bones. Lizzie hopped onto the verge to avoid a particularly deep puddle. 

‘Just nip down,’ Mum had said. ‘The sooner the better.’ Lizzie tutted. It was all supposed to be a lot easier than this. Maybe not easier exactly, but simpler. Lizzie’s steps slowed as she tugged each mud-caked foot out of the mire. ‘Did I murder kittens or something, God? Did I harass nuns or scam people?’

As more thick clouds amassed in the sky and Lizzie’s hopes of finding the village faded, a ray of light pierced through dark clouds reflecting off something on the horizon. A small house stood on the brow of a hill, and she made her way towards it. Surely someone there would be able to drive her to the village, or at least let her shelter from the rain for a while. She left the road behind and crossed a field, keeping her eyes on the lights in the windows. A small wall blocked her path and she hopped over it into a vineyard. 

Rows of grapevines stood like soldiers on parade. Thin stumps of trunk erupted into a mass of wide green leaves, and stalks of blackening grapes peeked through the foliage. Raindrops dripped from the leaves and though she was soaked to the skin, Lizzie remembered the heady scent of the grapes she’d eaten in her childhood. The fresh produce from the local market made eating here a pleasure and Sarah had always liked simple meals cooked with the best ingredients. Looking back on it now, Lizzie had taken that for granted too. She thought back to the state of the kitchen and sadness swept over her so strongly that tears appeared in her eyes, though she forced them back, unwilling to let them fall. 

‘Hey!’ came a deep male voice from behind her. ‘Qu’est-ce que tu fais ici?’

Lizzie spun round, trying to remember some basic words of French. ‘Whoa!’ 

Well, that wasn’t very French, but whoever was dishing out forgiveness would have to forgive her because the man marching towards her was hot. Hotter than the sun in a heatwave. Hotter than Captain America mixed with Jamie Dornan – and just thinking of Fifty Shades of Grey in the presence of this Gallic god made her body tingle all over. She couldn’t tell what colour his hair was as the rain had plastered it to his head, but he had a well-trimmed dark brown beard that couldn’t hide his strong jaw. Rain soaked his shirt where his jacket hung open, and muscly legs ended in thick boots. Rugged. Handsome. He was the sexiest man Lizzie had ever seen and she momentarily lost the ability to form sentences. He repeated the question, scowling at her, though all it did was make him more attractive.

‘Right,’ she answered. ‘Yes, umm … hello. Bonjour!’ She gave an awkward wave. What had he said to her? She attempted to decipher as much of it as she could. She hadn’t understood all the words, but his angry expression made it clear he was asking something along the lines of, ‘What the hell are you doing on my land?’ Before she could answer he spoke again.

‘C’est une propriété privée.’

She wasn’t sure what he had said exactly, but it seemed he was telling her she shouldn’t be there. Realising her broken French would only lead to more confusion, she replied in English. ‘I’m so sorry to intrude. I had an accident in my car.’ She pointed behind her, towards the road and his eyes followed then flicked back to her face. ‘I was wondering if you can point me towards the chambre d’hôte in the village.’ 

‘You are trespassing.’ 

Excellent, he spoke English. Not very friendly English but English all the same.

‘Did you hear me? You are trespassing on my vineyard.’

He had a point. 

‘Yes, I know and I’m very sorry, but you see—’

‘Where have you come from?’ She was sure he wanted to add, ‘You crazy English lady’, but was gallant enough not to. 

‘Just over there. Well, I guess my car is somewhere over …’ She turned on the spot, trying to figure out where the road was and where her car had been abandoned. Taking a reasonable guess but not wholly sure, she pointed over her right shoulder. ‘There.’

‘Merde.’ 

Now that she understood, and it wasn’t very gallant at all. A blush crept over her cheeks, warming her body. There was no need to be quite so rude. It wasn’t exactly her fault she’d ended up on his property. What she needed right now was help rather than this, admittedly gorgeous, French man swearing at her. 

‘Listen, I’m sorry to disturb you but—’ 

He looked her up and down one last time, sighed, and turned on his heel, marching back towards his house. ‘Come with me.’

Lizzie followed, the sting of scoured skin rippling through her feet. ‘I don’t suppose you have any plasters, do you?’

‘Plasters?’ 

‘For my feet. I think I’ve got blisters.’ She wracked her brain and dragged something up from the depths. ‘Le pamplemousse?’

He stopped. ‘Pamplemousse? You want a grapefruit for your feet?’

‘What? No!’ She thought some more, replaying a memory of Sarah taking her into the village to buy supplies. ‘Le pansement! That’s it. Le pansement?’

‘Oui,’ he replied, without looking at her. ‘I have some of those.’

‘Thank you.’

‘Touristes,’ he muttered under his breath, but Lizzie ignored him. No matter how unfriendly he chose to be, she’d just be grateful for a sit-down. 

Within minutes they had left the vineyard and reached an open garden in front of his house. It was much bigger than she’d thought from the road; a large farmhouse rather than the small hut she’d imagined. While it lacked the symmetry of the chateau, it was beautiful, nonetheless. The small, square windows were framed by shutters painted a bright and vibrant blue, and the oddly shaped stones of the walls gave it a mosaic-like appearance of muted earthy browns. A gnarled tree stood sentry a few metres from the rustic wooden door the man was walking swiftly towards.

He opened it and stood aside to let her through into the kitchen. Lizzie took a moment to admire her surroundings while the man lit the fire already prepared in the grate. Exposed beams lined the roof, and the walls were painted a rich cream. If she wrote about here, she’d definitely be capturing the French dream her readers so fiercely coveted. Once the fire was burning, he motioned her towards it. Lizzie didn’t linger and though her shoes squelched with each step, she held her hands out to the growing flames. 

Feeling her body warm, Lizzie relaxed for the first time that day. She gave a sly glance over her shoulder to see what the Gallic god was doing. He shook off his jacket and grabbed a small towel from the back of a chair, drying his hair with it. When he finished, she was struck once more by how sexy he was, with dark brown curls most women would love to run their fingers through, and eyes of shining emerald blue. Lizzie turned back to the fire, not wanting to be caught staring, however much she would have liked to.

She hadn’t had this sort of reaction to a man in years. In fact, the last man to make her body tingle had been Will. Knowing she needed to drag her thoughts away from the loser who’d broken her heart before the familiar sting of betrayal came flooding back, she said, ‘I’m Lizzie, by the way. Thank you for helping me.’

He filled and placed a kettle on the hot plate of the large range cooker nestling in the alcove. It wasn’t anywhere near as dirty as Sarah’s. ‘Luc,’ he replied, banging around, gathering whatever he needed. 

Lizzie turned back to the fire, concentrating on the thawing in her fingers and the warmth on her cheeks. She was starting to feel human again, though she must look anything but. She ran a hand over her hair where the bird had pooed and checked it had all disappeared. Forcing herself not to glance at Luc, she watched the flames wriggle and dance, mesmerised until something heavy hit her shoulders, bouncing off the back of her head. Luc had given her a blanket, or at least thrown one at her. She pulled it tighter, surprised at its delivery but grateful for the extra layer. ‘Thank you.’

The rain was easing now, tapping lightly against the windows rather than pounding incessantly, and a pale watery sun appeared in the breaks in the clouds. While the kettle boiled, Luc took two tumblers and a bottle of brandy down from a shelf, splashing some into each of the glasses. 

‘Drink this. It will warm you up.’

His chair scraped along the stone tiles as he pulled it out and sat at the dark wooden table. Lizzie joined him, taking the glass and sipping the brandy. He was right. The amber liquid pleasantly burned her throat, warming her from the inside. It was strong stuff, and she repressed the urge to cough. With how grumpy he was, he’d probably take it as an insult, and she didn’t want to make things worse.

The kettle whistled and Luc made a pot of tea. Without speaking he poured her a cup and pushed it towards her. Lizzie swallowed the last of her brandy, coughing loudly this time, and the corner of Luc’s mouth lifted in amusement. She wondered what he would look like if his entire face lit up with a grin. She could imagine the blue eyes bright against the darkness of his beard
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