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For the MMC.

You know who you are. I hope you also know how much you mean to me.




Prologue

My attention is fixed so acutely on the groom standing at the end of the aisle that I’m barely aware of the smartly dressed guests, the white flowers raining down from the ends of every pew and the lit pillar candles on the steps leading up to the altar. Everything is on the periphery – it’s only Jackson that I see.

He’s facing forward and he looks so tall and broad in his perfectly cut charcoal suit, his chestnut hair just brushing the collar of his pristine white shirt.

My chest cavity isn’t big enough to contain the emotions I feel at the sight of him – they’re pressing against my skin, pushing at the walls of my body, threatening to turn me inside out. My love for this man is so strong, so all-encompassing. He is everything to me, all at once: a ten-year-old boy, hurting from his parents’ divorce; a young man, trying to find his place in the world with infectious enthusiasm; the love of my life, standing on the balcony at Château Angèle with the town lights twinkling in the valley below, regarding me with an expression that was entirely new: serious and thoughtful and full of possibility.

That moment seems like a lifetime ago.

In this lifetime, Jackson glances over his shoulder and our eyes meet. I have no time to mask my emotions, but his own features grow soft. He gives me a small nod before inclining his head towards the third row and the woman in the violet fascinator.

I mouth, ‘Good luck,’ through a tight smile and follow his direction, anxiously sliding into place beside my grandmother.

‘Talk about cutting it close,’ Mellie murmurs over the rousing opening strains of Wagner’s ‘Bridal Chorus’. ‘Are you okay?’

‘Fantastic,’ I mumble.

All the colour in the world fades away as I stand on autopilot with the rest of the congregation to watch Chloe, stunning in white lace, gliding up the aisle.

Mellie collects my shaking hand in hers and gives it a tight squeeze.

My grandmother knows the truth, of course. This man has my heart. All of it.

Will I ever come to terms with the fact that he didn’t want it?




CHAPTER ONE

Almost three years later …

Blue light flickers at the edges of the living-room window as I drag myself to the front door of my small terraced house in Balham, South London. My chest expands briefly at the thought of my housemates waiting up for me before guilt pricks my conscience.

‘Hi,’ I call quietly as I unlock the door and go inside, dropping my bag to the floor.

‘Hey,’ comes Tasha’s drowsy reply.

I round the corner in time to see her easing herself up from the sofa where she’d obviously dozed off, her dark bun all askew. A few feet away, a silver star-shaped helium balloon bobs gently, and on the coffee table sits a small pile of brightly wrapped presents.

‘I’m so sorry,’ I murmur.

Three other friends were supposed to come tonight, and it looks as though one or two dropped off presents after I had to cancel.

‘It’s not your fault.’ Tasha gives me a sympathetic look. ‘Happy birthday. For yesterday,’ she adds, glancing at her watch before going in for a hug.

It’s almost 1 a.m. My birthday has been and gone.

‘Ryan felt bad about calling it a night, but he has a meeting with a couple of parents first thing,’ she tells me.

Ryan, my other housemate, is a teacher. He’s also Tasha’s boyfriend, a development that took us all by surprise last year.

‘But everything will keep so maybe we can try again tomorrow?’ she suggests hopefully.

My shoulders sag. ‘I wish I could, but I think I’ll be working late again.’

‘Gracie.’ My name comes out of her mouth on a sigh, her posture mirroring mine.

‘I know. I’m sorry.’

‘It’s not about us, it’s about you. How long can you keep this up?’

‘As long as I have to. There’s no way I can risk being out of a job again.’

I used to work at a lovely little marketing agency, but it went bust right after Jackson and Chloe’s wedding, three years ago this June. The terror of knowing that I wouldn’t be able to pay the rent if I didn’t get another job within eight weeks was so intense that I still break out in a cold sweat when I think about it.

I can’t describe the relief I felt when I landed a nice, safe position at a big commercial agency. I threw myself into work like never before and it was a perfect distraction from the pain of knowing that the man I’d loved since I was fifteen was lost to me forever.

My hard work didn’t go unnoticed: I was promoted within a year, and seven months later, I was promoted again. The pay is good and my CV looks great, but I have no choice over the projects that I run. My clients are huge multi-national companies that specialise in the sort of fast-turnover stuff that sells into supermarkets. There’s no joy in it. And every time a pitch comes in, I’m expected to drop everything. It doesn’t matter if I have plans – if, for example, it’s my twenty-seventh birthday and my amazing flatmates have bought in food and wine and other friends are set to come over – I have to let everyone down, stay late and work until my boss, who has no life of his own, is satisfied that we’ve serviced clients that I personally couldn’t care less about.

I’ve been looking for another job, but the market is grim right now.

I sit with Tasha for a while before heading upstairs to my room, armed with my new rehydrating face masks, cooling gel eye mask and This Works Deep Sleep Pillow Spray. My friends are thoughtful, but their hints weren’t necessary – my pale, drawn reflection in the mirror is evidence enough that I need to take better care of myself. Removing what’s left of my make-up, I change out of my navy skirt suit into my comfiest PJs and climb into bed.

Then, gingerly cradling my phone, I prepare to reply to the message that has played on my mind relentlessly for the last twelve hours: Happy birthday, Gracie. Are you doing anything to celebrate?

So simple. So harmless. And yet it makes my insides contract with pain.

I haven’t seen or spoken to Jackson since he got married. To begin with, he reached out all the time, but I always diverted his calls and sent rushed-sounding texts that read along the lines of: Sorry can’t talk right now! and Sorry so busy, and he’d reply with things like: Just calling for a chat! and Call back when you can! and I miss you. It hurt to keep him at arm’s length, knowing that he still wanted me in his life, that he still loved me in his own way, if not in the way that I wanted. But I couldn’t bring myself to tell him that I needed time and space to repair the heart he’d broken.

Eventually he got the message. The last time he texted was about six months ago, back in October. I didn’t hear from him at Christmas and I thought my birthday would go by quietly too. It’s alarming how affected I am by this one tiny text.

It’s annoying too. I should be over him by now.

I’d love to go and see Mellie in France again this summer, but that’s when Jackson and Chloe always go. I can’t avoid them if we’re there at the same time: our grandparents are best friends and our lives have been intertwined since we were kids – Mellie’s house in the mountains looks right over the rooftop of Jackson’s grandfather’s château.

I miss the Ardèche in summer. I miss the beautiful spa town of Sainte-Églantine-les-Bains. I miss having breakfast with my grandmother on her terrace and wandering through the evening market where she sells her pottery. I miss the scent of sun-baked grass and diving into Château Angèle’s swimming pool on a blisteringly hot day. I miss the mountains and the rivers and the stars in the sky on clear dark nights.

I miss Jackson and what we used to have and the hope of what we could have been.

I steel myself and open up his text, determined to reply quickly so I can put him out of my mind. But then I see that another message from him has come in: I’ve emailed you about work! I could really do with your help.

Sleep be damned, I’m intrigued.

Although Jackson’s dad is American and he mostly grew up in New York State, his entire family on his mother’s side is French. In his email, Jackson explains that this August marks not only eighty years of his grandfather Albert’s life, but eighty years of Eau de Sainte Églantine, the mineral-water company that his great-grandfather founded, bottling l’eau minérale naturellement gazeuse de Sainte Églantine, the saint who lent her name to the spa town. Jackson stepped into the family business straight out of university, charged with increasing distribution into the US. He’s planning a rebrand and he’d love my opinion on the proposals he’s received from three marketing agencies.

I’m familiar with the agencies – they’re all prestigious – so I don’t need to put too much thought into my reply, which candidly expresses that his family business will be considered small-fry against the agencies’ larger accounts, and that, even though I bet they’ve quoted a shit tonne of money, they’ll likely put a couple of juniors on the job and probably won’t even visit the factory, let alone spend quality time getting to know the town or the history of his family. I finish by joking that I could do the work for half the price and ask him to ‘give me a reason to tell my fuckwit boss to stick his job’.

Pressing send, I plug in my phone, turn off the light and roll onto my side, blowing out a loud breath.

Barely a minute passes before my phone vibrates with an incoming call.

Mum? I roll back over and snatch up my phone. She texted earlier, but I’d hoped she’d call.

Everything inside me tenses when I see the Caller ID: JACKSON COLE.

I stare at the screen, the call ends, my stomach drops and then a text appears: Pick up pick up pick up!

My phone starts to buzz again. It’s late after a failed birthday and my defences are down – I have a feeling he won’t give up, so …

‘Hi,’ I say flatly.

‘I can’t believe I didn’t think of that,’ he replies with excitement.

Hearing his deep American voice for the first time in nearly three years distracts from the words he’s saying.

‘Of course you should do it! Fuck, Gracie, yes!’

What?

‘It would be just like old times, you and me, spending the summer together in France, except this year you’d be getting paid for it! Could you do it? Like, seriously, would you want to? Do you actually hate your job? Would you have to give much notice? I’m going at the end of May and staying until early September – the project shouldn’t take that long, but could you come for the summer anyway? Apply for a long-stay visa? Maybe even do some freelance work or something?’

My head is spinning. Not just at what he’s saying, but at his tone. He sounds like the old Jackson, before Chloe came along and dampened his lovely boyish enthusiasm. He always used to be so measured around her.

‘Sorry, I’m getting carried away. Happy birthday, by the way, I’m so glad you picked up.’ He pauses, and then he says, hesitantly, ‘Gracie? Are you there?’

‘Jackson.’ I’m so blindsided that his name is the only thing that comes out of my mouth.

He falls silent, waiting for me to continue, and for the briefest, most golden of moments, I imagine it: calling Mellie to ask if she’ll put me up for the summer and hearing her delighted reply; handing in my notice and saying goodbye to the rat race; running a project that I would enjoy with all my heart.

And I know I could do it and do it well. I already have ideas about where we could start.

But hello? Reality check! There is no way in hell that I can spend the summer with Jackson and the woman he crushed my heart by marrying. I have to keep an ocean between us.

‘There are other agencies that I could recommend.’ It’s an effort now even to speak. ‘It’s really late, but I’ll email you tomorrow.’

He’s in New York, which is five hours behind with the time difference. Has he even clocked that it’s the early hours of the morning for me?

‘But I want you, Gracie.’

My gut twists at how wistful he suddenly sounds.

‘I hope Chloe’s not in earshot,’ I quip, rustling up banter from God knows where.

He doesn’t laugh, not like he used to when I joked about us. I guess ‘we’ are just not that funny any more.

‘I’ve got to—’ I start to say, but he interrupts me.

‘Mellie didn’t tell you?’ He sounds taken aback.

‘Tell me what?’

‘Chloe and me. It’s over. We separated in November – we’re getting a divorce.’

Shock momentarily renders me speechless.

‘But … But I had no idea things were bad between you,’ I splutter.

They separated five months ago?

‘You and I haven’t exactly spoken much lately,’ he replies gently. His tone hooks under my skin in an all-too-familiar way.

I want to know everything, how it ended, why it ended, if there’s any chance of them getting back together, but I wrestle my questions – and my emotions – under control.

‘I’m sorry,’ I say in a daze. ‘Are you okay?’

He releases a miserable little huff of laughter before answering, ‘No. It’s been hell.’ He pauses. ‘I can’t believe Mellie didn’t say anything.’

I can. My grandmother assumed I’d fall straight back down the rabbit hole.

‘Anyway,’ he says abruptly. ‘Maybe I can fill you in this summer. Oh, please say yes. At least sleep on it.’

I know that I should resist the urge to jump back into the dark place I’ve finally clawed my way out of – he didn’t choose me, he chose her, and I resolved to never be his beck-and-call girl ever again. A part of me is indignant at his presumption, calling me out of the blue like this and dangling a huge fucking carrot.

But that’s the thing: it is a huge fucking carrot. I would love to run this project – Eau de Sainte Églantine is a product I could really get behind. I’d be able to control my own timetable, address my work-life balance – it’s an exit route that most people in my position could only dream of.

When I picture a series of long hazy days stretched out before me in a place that feels like home, everything inside me aches. I could spend quality time with Mellie, not just a couple of weeks where we have to cram in all our conversations, but months.

And then there’s Jackson. Chloe changed him. I thought I’d lost him for good – not just as the person I wanted to spend my life with, but as the friend he used to be.

Yet right now, on the phone, he sounds like his old self: sunshine in human form.

Maybe the Jackson I fell in love with still exists. But would I still want him if he does? Is there any chance he might be asking himself the same questions about me?

There’s really no decision to be made. My heart is already in France.




CHAPTER TWO

The last time I came to the Ardèche, it was winter, six months ago, and all the trees on the hills had shed their leaves, revealing ancient stone walls and the ruins of old cottages that I’d never even known existed.

But now in late May, a seemingly infinite landscape unfolds into the distance, undulating layers of tree-covered mountains fading in hue from dark green to hazy white until I’m not sure if what I’m seeing is land or sky.

I only arrived this afternoon and I haven’t done much more than unpack and get ready for dinner with Jackson and Albert. I’ve been full of elation, but as my eyes drift to the foreground where the slate tiles of Château Angèle glint in the early-evening sunshine, I can feel my nerves building. From its base, the house stands at an imposing fourteen metres tall, but Mellie’s land slopes away so steeply that all you can see from this perspective is its distinctly French-looking mansard roofline.

‘Ready?’ Mellie calls, and I start, turning in time to see her coming down her stone patio steps. ‘Oh my goodness, that dress is beautiful!’ she exclaims, her eyes wide at the sight of my ocean-blue, grass-green and sunny yellow thigh-length number.

‘Thank you. You look lovely too.’

She’s wearing cream linen trousers with a pink blouse and her long dove-grey hair is fashioned into a braid.

‘And your lipstick!’ she exclaims, holding me at arm’s length so she can take in my appearance.

‘Yep. I’ve been on a shopping spree. I never would have thought I could pull off 1950s red, but the sales assistant was persuasive.’

She lets me go. ‘With your new cut and colour, Jackson won’t recognise you.’

Good. I want to feel less familiar to him. Since I decided to take up his offer seven weeks ago, I’ve been on a mission. As well as revamping my wardrobe, I’ve had my long dark-blonde hair highlighted and lopped off to a couple of inches below my chin.

‘Going to show him what he’s been missing out on, eh?’ Mellie asks with a shrewd look.

I laugh, not even bothering to deny it as we set off along the dusty track through the lower part of her property.

I was expecting her to be a little sheepish about withholding the news of Jackson and Chloe’s break-up, but she was defiant.

‘Took him long enough to spill the beans,’ she said.

‘Why didn’t you tell me yourself?’ I demanded to know.

‘I didn’t want you to be straight on the phone to him. I thought best for him to come running to you for a change. And he did, didn’t he?’

I couldn’t argue with her.

But I still have no idea what I want to come of this. I’m hoping three-and-a-bit months will give me enough time to figure it out. Thankfully my visa came through on time.

Mellie links her arm through mine as we emerge from under the shade of the oak trees onto the dusty verge of the mountain road. Carefully navigating the steep hairpin bend, we soon arrive at the tall wrought-iron gates of Château Angèle. My grandmother punches in the code and the gates slowly swing open, revealing an elegant three-storey château at the end of the drive. It’s built of creamy-white limestone with a slate-grey roof, and nine large rectangular windows face out from this façade alone, all with faded cornflower-blue wooden shutters. The top-floor windows are dormers set into the hipped roof, and hugging the corner at this side of the house is a cylindrical turret that starts at the first floor and ends at roof-height. It’s breathtakingly beautiful.

As Mellie and I clear the hedge flanking the drive, the lush garden with its fountain and palm trees comes into view.

And there is Jackson, broad and tanned in a white short-sleeve shirt and navy shorts, standing by the swimming pool with his back to us.

He played tennis when we were younger, and, with his lean, muscular build and lofty six-foot-four frame, I used to think that he had the physique of a pro. He hasn’t let himself go. The butterflies in my stomach have gone wild.

‘I’ll see you inside,’ Mellie says as his deep voice carries across the water in our direction – he’s on the phone.

Patting my hand, she extricates herself from what I now realise was my vicelike grip. I nod, grateful that she’s giving us a minute.

Out of the corner of my eye I see her climb the wide stone steps to the main door, which must be open as her ‘Yoohoo!’ bounces off the walls of the large entrance hall, alerting not only Albert to her presence, but also Jackson, who whips around.

He glances from the front door to me, standing there at the edge of the lawn, and his eyes widen with delight, his mouth breaking into a grin.

‘Gotta go. I’ll call you back,’ I hear him say abruptly before he shoves his phone into his pocket.

The last time I saw him was just before he set off on his honeymoon, when he came to Mellie’s to say goodbye. It was the morning after his wedding and I was a wreck, but I let him take me in his arms and hold me tight, and I remember thinking, This is the last time I’ll ever hug him like this.

I’m not sure that I’m ready for him to sweep me up in his arms again, and yet, suddenly, here I am, cocooned in his fierce embrace. The top of my head is tucked beneath his square, stubble-free jaw and my cheek is pressed against his warm neck. My hands act of their own accord, sliding around his waist, and the warmth of his firm body seeps straight through his linen shirt and into my skin.

Being this close to him after believing that he was lost to me forever is too much, and yet I can’t seem to loosen my grip. He smells of summer, and unrequited love, and lost hope, and with that thought I tense up and, finally, he releases me.

He doesn’t allow me to stray far though. His hands come up to cup my face, his fingers slipping into my new shorter locks and making my skin fizz and tingle. His eyes are a dappled mix of brown and green and they catch the light, like sun streaming through a canopy.

The air crackles between us as we stare at each other, and there it is, that spark of chemistry that we’ve always had, along with too many missed opportunities to count.

‘It is so good to see you again,’ he says in a voice so low that it’s almost a whisper.

He sounds reverential.

I snap into action, taking another step backwards and pulling his hands down from my face.

He’s immediately discomfited. ‘Sorry,’ he says, showing me his palms.

‘What for?’ The last thing I want is for this to be awkward.

‘For, I don’t know …’ He scratches the back of his head. ‘Being too … friendly?’

I can’t help but laugh. He flashes me a grin, relieved.

The truth is, I like how familiar he was with me just now, even if it’s confusing. A part of me wants us to slip back into the way we used to be: playful and tactile. I sense that’s what he might have been hoping for too.

But there have also been other times when the line has been blurred between friendship and something more. I wonder if there’s any part of him that wants to slip back into that version of us. Maybe he’s trying to figure that out as much as I am.

It’s a sobering thought. I don’t want to be at the mercy of his decisions – not again.

‘Let’s go and find our grandparents,’ I suggest, needing reinforcements.

As soon as we walk into the living room, Albert springs up from the sofa. The last few times I’ve seen him, he’s been layered-up for cooler weather, but now he’s decked out for summer in salmon-pink shorts and a cream T-shirt. This is Albert making an effort, but the rest of us are overdressed in comparison. His feet are bare, but he’s clean-shaven and has combed his white hair – I’m more used to seeing it fresh out of the swimming pool, blown into a mess in the hot breeze. He’s the most unassuming businessman you could imagine and I love that about him. He still goes to work at the mineral-water bottling plant each day.

I’ve known him since I was six years old when I came here for my first summer. Mellie had moved here a year earlier and she and Albert were already firm friends – they’d met when he’d walked up the road to say hello to the rescue donkeys she’d just brought home from a sanctuary. He’d heard them braying and had been curious. I still remember how Mellie had laughed when she relayed seeing him for the first time. His hair was so wild and his clothes were so shabby. When he told her that he lived in the château that she’d been ogling, she could barely believe it. But he invited her for breakfast the next morning and sure enough, it was true.

Whenever I came to stay, he insisted that Mellie and I use his swimming pool as though it were our own. He often hung out with us too – he’s young at heart, just like my grandmother; full of joie de vivre.

During my second summer at Château Angèle, Jackson’s mother Sandrine brought him over from New York for the first time in four years. My connection with Jackson was instant. I’d been horribly homesick here the year before, but it helped having a kid my own age to play with. More than that, Jackson brought me out of my shell. I was quite shy as a young child, but after that first holiday with him, I went home with a bit more bounce. I looked forward to seeing him the following year – and every summer after.

‘My little Gracie!’ Albert cries, coming over to give me a hug followed by two enthusiastic cheek kisses. Like his grandson he towers over me but there’s a lot less muscle on his bones. ‘At last you have joined the family business! What I have always wanted.’

‘Don’t start that again,’ Jackson chides with a good-natured eye-roll.

When we were younger, Albert used to tease us that one day we’d grow up and get married and would unite his two favourite families. He stopped joking about it when we were teenagers and it became embarrassing.

‘She’s on holiday until the week after next, remember,’ Mellie pipes up.

It’s true – I decided I needed a break before getting stuck in. It’s Thursday, so I have precisely eleven days.

‘Hello, Jackson,’ Mellie says, rising to her feet with a smile.

‘Hello, Mellie,’ he replies amiably, giving her a hug. ‘It’s been a while. You look well.’

‘Thank you. As do you. I’m sorry to hear about you and Chloe. How are you?’

‘Getting there,’ Jackson replies.

‘Champagne?’ Albert asks me in an oddly conspiratorial voice, waggling his bushy eyebrows.

‘Yes, please,’ I reply with a grin.

After dinner, Albert and Mellie retire to the sofas and Jackson and I wander outside to the balcony. As kids, we often used to sit out here with our backs against the side walls, bouncing a tennis ball back and forth. As the nights wore on and the conversations inside grew louder and more raucous, we’d find ourselves quietening down and opening up to each other.

‘It’s been a while since we’ve been out here together,’ Jackson says as he rests his elbows on top of the chunky stone balustrade.

‘All we need is a tennis ball,’ I reply.

His face lights up and he ducks back indoors.

I smile at the bank of sparkling stars stretched out overhead. There’s a strip of darkness where the mountains are, and below, the twinkling lights of the town. It’s as though the stars are in the valley as well as in the sky.

As I breathe in the scent of the roses climbing up the walls, I realise that this is the exact same place where I was standing when Jackson and I almost kissed – the closest call we ever had.

We were twenty-one, but we’d had other near misses too. Bad timing has been the story of our lives.

When we were seventeen, the chemistry between us had already been building for years. I was convinced that it would be our summer, that we’d finally move our relationship out of the friend zone. Jackson had told me that a girl called Chloe was also going to be staying, but I wasn’t worried. He knew her from back home and he’d said that she was a year older than him and a total princess. Her mother was a Manhattan socialite – a friend of his mum’s – and Chloe was coming to brush up on her French before taking a degree in the subject.

Nothing Jackson had said had led me to believe that she was a threat, but as soon as I saw her my stomach bottomed out.

I’d always been curious about Jackson’s life in New York. I only knew the version of him that existed in summertime, here at the château, but there was a whole other Jackson out there who lived in another space and time zone.

This girl seemed to speak to that Jackson. She was stunning: long dark hair, tanned skin glistening with oil. She was wearing a skimpy red bikini and Jackson was stretched out on a sun-lounger beside her. I remember his broad back rippling with muscles as he reached out, handing her a cigarette that she casually brought to her lips. She took a drag and returned it to him without even glancing his way and I felt like I was falling as a cloud drifted up from his face. I had never seen Jackson smoke before.

The dread that engulfed me as I watched them endured all summer.

Eventually she took something from him that would bind him to her in a way that I never could. He gave himself to her – physically, emotionally, wholeheartedly – and I thought that we’d never be able to come back from it.

But their relationship was tumultuous: they were always breaking up and getting back together, and I was a passenger on their rollercoaster – only their lows were my highs and vice versa.

At university I moved on and met a lovely guy called Nick. We were together for eighteen months and had talked about getting a place together after graduation, but then I arrived in France at the age of twenty-one to find that Jackson was single. He was adamant that he and Chloe were over for good, and the more time we spent together, the more I believed him and the less I found myself missing my boyfriend back home.

One night, Jackson and I were out here, looking at the view, and our elbows were just barely touching, but I was so hyper-aware of this teeny-tiny point of contact that I was almost too scared to breathe in case he noticed and put distance between us.

I knew I shouldn’t be thinking about him in that way – I’d been imagining a future with Nick – but I couldn’t help it.

I still remember that conversation so clearly …

‘I love it here,’ I recall Jackson saying.

‘Me too,’ I replied.

‘Chloe has never really got the appeal.’

‘No?’

He shook his head. ‘She got bored quickly, missed city life.’

‘She wouldn’t have wanted to settle here then,’ I commented.

‘No,’ he agreed ruefully.

‘How would that ever have worked? You need to move here one day, right?’

He didn’t answer, but I heard him when he sighed. I turned to face him, inadvertently breaking the contact between us.

‘What’s wrong?’

I can still picture his sad smile. ‘I don’t know that I’m cut out for all this.’

He meant the business, the château, stepping into Albert’s shoes. The whole reason Sandrine had started bringing him back to France was so that he could build a relationship with his grandfather and the town she’d more or less turned her back on when she married a rich American. She wanted Jackson to inherit everything, but that put an almost unbearable amount of pressure on his shoulders.

‘I think that you are,’ I said, and his eyes glinted back at me in the starlight as he waited for me to continue. ‘You’re one of the most capable people I know, but it’s more than that. You take after Albert.’

‘In what way?’

I sensed that he needed my reassurance. ‘You know when Albert talks about his dad? How strict he was?’

He nodded.

‘Albert has such a gentle disposition. He must have found it daunting to take over from his father, but he did it – look at everything he’s achieved. He runs that factory like clockwork and none of his workers ever strike. He’s so well liked. He’s kind. And you are too. I think you’d do an incredible job. You just need to find the right person to stand at your side, someone who believes in you and everything that you could achieve.’

He closed his eyes for a moment and let out a slow breath, and when he looked at me again, it was with such warmth and affection. ‘I like who I am when I’m with you,’ he said quietly.

My stomach flipped. ‘I like who you are too,’ I whispered.

‘You’ve always believed in me.’

I nodded. ‘I always will.’

His expression grew serious. I felt as though I was suspended in time as the breath caught in my throat. We stared at each other, and then his hand came up to cup my face and I knew with absolute certainty that he was going to kiss me, and that I would kiss him back.

My blood hummed, the air sparked, and he bowed his head …

… and then Sandrine called from inside and we both leapt out of our skin.

He backed up and dropped his hand immediately, shoving it into his pocket. His eyes were wide as he shook his head at me, stunned. We knew that we had almost crossed a line.

I wasn’t proud of that moment. I had almost cheated on Nick and I was shocked at myself. I went home, told him everything and we broke up. It was messy and awful, but at the same time that close call on the balcony filled me with hope. Jackson wanted me. I couldn’t wait to see him again.

And then a few weeks later I found out he’d got back together with Chloe.

I wasn’t just hurt: I was angry. I’d given up Nick for him and Jackson knew it. My pride was in tatters.

I was determined to leave him behind after that, but I guess a small part of me had always held onto hope that things could be different. The pain I felt when he asked Chloe to marry him was indescribable.

I want to keep my cards much closer to my chest this time around. I won’t let myself fall at his feet and risk having the rug pulled out from under me again.




CHAPTER THREE

‘Found one,’ Jackson says on his return, brandishing a tennis ball.

He flicks on the outdoor lights before sitting down at one end of the balcony, his back against the wall.

I stare at him. ‘You think I’m going to sit on the dirty ground when I’m wearing this dress?’

‘Of course you will. You’re Gracie: you don’t give a shit about things like that.’

I roll my eyes and he chuckles as I mirror his position at the other end of the balcony.

‘Did you ever do this with Chloe?’ I ask.

‘You’re kidding, right?’ He pulls a face at me and bounces the tennis ball. I snap my hand out to catch it, but I’m too late and it ricochets off the wall and rebounds to his side of the balcony.

‘Oi! I wasn’t ready!’ I chastise.

He grins. ‘You’re out of practice.’

‘No shit. This is the first time in years that we’ve done this.’

‘Don’t remind me.’ He grimaces as he bounces the ball towards me. ‘You and Chloe are so different,’ he says as I catch it.

‘In what way?’ I know, but I’m happy to hear him say it.

He lifts his chin in the direction of the dining table. ‘Like, for example, how you are with Marcia and Patricia.’

Marcia is the cook – she’s been with the family forever – and Patricia is the housekeeper. I haven’t seen her yet this year, but I’ll give her a big hug when I do.

‘You’re nice to everyone,’ he says as I send the ball whizzing back towards him.

‘I called my boss a fuckwit,’ I retort as he catches it.

He laughs. ‘Not to his face.’

‘True,’ I concede with a smirk.

His look of amusement fades. ‘To Chloe, Marcia and Patricia were invisible.’

Sadly, this doesn’t surprise me.

‘What did you see in her?’ I ask, genuinely curious to understand after all these years. ‘She could be so rude.’

He recoils. ‘Speak your mind, Gracie,’ he says with a laugh as he catches the ball.

‘Thanks, I will.’ I’m done with holding my tongue.

‘You’re right, she could be rude,’ he admits. ‘She struggled to say sorry or admit that she was wrong about anything, ever. But underneath her hard exterior she was just really insecure.’ He bounces the ball towards me, but I don’t throw it back as he continues. ‘She might have looked like she had it all, but she didn’t. Her relationship with her parents was tough and their divorce when she was fifteen was messy. When she let you see behind the curtain, she was warm and funny. I liked that I knew her on a deeper level.’ He rests his head against the wall and stares at me. ‘There were layers that only I could see and that made me feel special. I know that she could be spiky, but that was just her. And she and Mom got on really well. At least, they did at first.’

‘That wasn’t the case later?’ I ask, knowing first-hand that Sandrine is a tough nut to crack.

‘From the moment we got engaged, they locked horns.’ He snaps his fingers for the ball so I bounce it back. ‘Wedding planning was like World War Three. Chloe agreed to get married here, but that was her one and only concession. She wanted control over everything else, dismissing everything Mom suggested and, after we were married, things went further downhill.’

Jackson would have hated being caught in the middle of all that. He and his mum are close.

‘I know my mom’s no angel, but she was willing to compromise. Chloe wasn’t. If there wasn’t something in it for her, she wasn’t interested.’

‘That sounds hard, but you guys have always argued, right?’

He sighs and nods. ‘Yeah, and I guess there was something quite exciting about it, all the ups and downs. But eventually it just got tired. I suddenly saw catty comments that I once found funny for what they were: mean. The worst thing was how she was with Albie.’

Albie is the nickname Jackson came up with for his grandfather when he realised that I called my grandmother the same thing everyone else did. Mellie is actually Melinda, so Albert, pronounced the French way – Al-bear – became Albie. It always sounded super cute when Jackson said it in his American accent, but right now his voice is tinged with sadness.

‘What was she like with Albie?’ I ask.

‘She had no respect for him. You know how we always go out for dinner on his birthday?’

‘Of course.’ Albert’s birthday marks the end of the summer. ‘Eighty years in August.’

He blows out a heavy breath. ‘For the last three years, Chloe has refused to come.’

‘Why?’ I ask with a frown.

‘She finds family dinners boring. She knows how much they mean to me and Mom and Albie, but she couldn’t be bothered to make the effort. Two years in a row she claimed to have a headache, which was bullshit – I came back to find her happily chatting away on the phone to a friend and watching Netflix – and last year she changed our return flights without telling me because she wanted to go to a party. I was so upset, but Albie was cool about it – he said we could celebrate early. When Chloe realised she still had to go out for dinner with us, she was in such a mood. She sat there the whole time looking bored out of her brain – even picked up her phone when Albie was in the middle of an anecdote. I still remember how thrown he was by her behaviour. We got back and had a massive fight. I told her that she needed to show more respect for my grandfather as the head of our family and she replied that he wasn’t the head of her family. She said that she’d never move here, not in a million years. That was when I told her that I wanted a divorce.’

I stare at him, my stomach pinching. ‘I’m so sorry, Jackson.’

‘Yeah,’ he replies gruffly. ‘Thanks.’

‘So did you end it?’ I ask, registering what he’s said.

He nods.

‘Did she try to get you back?’

‘She didn’t accept that it was over for a couple of months, but that’s not the same thing,’ he says wearily. ‘Once she realised that I meant it, she left in a fury and never looked back. Everything since then has been handled by lawyers and lackeys. She got her assistant to pack up our apartment on Christmas Eve, using a checklist as long as my arm. Both my arms, actually. She’s not used to not getting her own way.’

‘You’ve broken up before though.’ Lots of times. ‘Is it possible that you might still patch things up?’

‘Not a chance in hell. She’s already hooked up with some guy from her work and we always said that there would be no turning back if either of us did that. I am absolutely one hundred per cent done this time. I’m just so glad we didn’t get as far as having kids.’

When Jackson was ten, his dad moved to LA, which was the other side of the country from where he lived, and I still remember how upset he was. He never would have wanted a child of his own to experience the geographical separation that he did after his parents divorced.

‘We never should have gotten married,’ he says. ‘But my mom always said you have to fight for what you want, that the best things don’t come easily, not even love. Now I think she might have had it all wrong. Should it really be that hard? Maybe when it’s right, it’s easy. Or when it’s easy, it’s right.’ He shrugs and rakes his hand through his hair. ‘I don’t know. But my parents are divorced and Mom has never settled down with anyone else so she’s hardly an expert.’

Not for the first time, I wonder if Sandrine actively steered Jackson away from me.

Because it would have been easy with me. Did that make me less valuable to him? To her? Sandrine has always been a snob and I’m no Manhattan socialite.

‘Thanks for listening,’ he says, placing the tennis ball at his side and jumping to his feet. ‘I’m sorry for unloading on you,’ he adds as he pads over.

‘It’s okay, I asked.’

‘You’ve always been easy to talk to,’ he says as he holds out his hands.

My insides warm as I reach up, allowing him to pull me to my feet.

And suddenly he’s right in front of me, his eyes gleaming and our hands still clasped together. I let him go and release a shaky laugh, racking my brain for something to say. Nothing comes.

I’m kicking myself as I follow him back into the living room. I need to keep my walls up, but Jackson has always found a way to tear them down. He’s disarming like that.
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