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For the reader:


This book contains mature themes.









This book is a love letter to Mimmi.


The only thing that makes the thought of dying


bearable is getting to be with you again.


Still, I wish you were here to see this.


This book is also a love letter to myself.


Don’t be afraid of dying; be excited about living.









Yesterday is history. Tomorrow is a mystery. Today is a gift. That’s why we call it “the present”.


Eleanor Roosevelt









Part One









Chapter One


365


Welcome to Artanges Manor!


We are delighted to extend a warm welcome to our dear guests who have chosen to make Artanges Manor their home away from home. With a history dating back centuries, our manor house has witnessed the passage of time and the stories of those who have once called it home.


We invite you to experience the charm and elegance of our historic estate and discover a timeless retreat nestled in the heart of the picturesque town of Aramore.


In this brochure, you’ll find everything you need to know about your stay, our lovely estate, and what to do inside the manor walls or out in the town. Our family is always around and you may at any time ask our suggestions.


May your stay be filled with moments of relaxation, adventure, and cherished memories that will linger long after you deppart.


Autumn sighed hard enough that the brochure flickered under the puff of air.


Deppart.


She had been continuously asking her parents to order a new batch of brochures without the awkward typo, but it seemed they hadn’t. She would have done it herself, but they came from a family friend whom her father insisted he would contact himself. She would just have to remind him again. How delighted her father would be.


Next to the brochure were polaroids of a happy couple smiling at the camera. One of the pictures had the couple standing side by side, an awkward smile on the man’s lips. He was in his twenties, and his partner was significantly older, perhaps in her fifties. In the other picture, the woman was in his arms. They looked genuinely happy, nevertheless.


Autumn recognised the pictures had been taken in the garden, under the big apple trees. The angle seemed to be her mother’s, who she was sure had been their photographer.


The couple was visiting from Luton, checking in the previous day. Autumn had checked them in, and she had paid attention to the passion between them right away—they could hardly keep their hands off each other. The manor was a romantic venue, so it wasn’t uncommon for couples to visit and have their love hormones spiking.


Autumn took an empty glass from the nightstand next to the box of condoms. A lot of passion indeed.


The wind made the curtain dance by the open window. The couple had been lucky with the weather yesterday and taking their pictures then, as the rain was now drumming against the window. The fresh scent of rain blew in with the wind, and Autumn went to close it before the rain could get inside. They had recently had water damage in one of the guest rooms, so there was no need for any more of that.


As she closed the window, she saw Ed walk outside with his toolbox, unfazed by the rain. Of course, this was Britain; they all were unfazed by a little rain. She made a mental note to chat about another guest room’s broken window with him whenever she saw him again.


Autumn tucked the sheets properly, lightly setting the pillows and straightening the blanket at the foot of the bed. She checked the bathroom, and before leaving, she took a handful of heart-shaped chocolates from a local chocolatier and placed them on the pillows. Not that this couple seemed to need any extra love.


Once she was done with the room, she put away the cleaning cart and made her way downstairs. She could hear the guests talking in the breakfast room, where her mother was on breakfast duty this morning. She could also hear singing coming from the kitchen.


The radio was loud in the kitchen, but the chef’s half-humming and half-singing was even louder.


“Good morning,” she said, patting the chef’s back as she set the glass in the washing machine. Harry was hands deep in flour, rolling dough against the counter.


The kitchen, like all the rooms on the first floor, had a high-arched ceiling with wooden pillars bringing character. Mullioned windows faced the driveway and the front yard, the green garden stretching as far as the eye could see. In the middle of the room was an island made of oak with not-so-fresh flowers drooping in their vase. She would get fresh ones later today, should she have time. At the back of the kitchen was their kitchen table, where her family dined and gathered around whenever they had a chance.


“Good morning, sweetheart. I haven’t seen you all morning. Did you skip break-fast? Are you finally over my pastries?”


“Oh never, Harry,” Autumn smiled, taking a scone from the basket on the counter, where Harry always set aside some of the pastries for them. “I stayed at Lucas’s last night and went straight to cleaning the rooms. The Maiden Room’s window is still broken; we had to move the guests to the Queen's Suite. Did you hear?”


Harry gave a throaty huff, his thick moustache white with flour.


“That’s a nice upgrade, yeah?”


Autumn gave a nod, biting down on the scone, and gazed out the window.


“Most definitely, but I’d still need Ed to take a look at the window in case Mum didn’t say anything yet. I just saw him outside, but he seemed like he was heading somewhere.”


In the driveway, she spotted a faded yellow van, and by squinting her eyes a little more, she could make out the driver as her boyfriend.


What was he doing in that thing, and why was it in the driveway?


“I’ll make sure to tell him,” Harry said, his eyes spotting the van. “Is that Luke?”


“My thoughts exactly,” she said, taking one of the jackets from the rack, shoving her feet into slippers by the kitchen door, and stepping outside. Lucas had driven the van by the kitchen entrance, and as he noticed her, he jumped out of the vehicle.


She had seen him three hours ago before he went to work at the shop. Three hours ago, he wasn’t driving a van.


“What’s this about?” she asked, tightening the jacket around her. It was a lot chillier than she thought.


The yellow van behind him stuck out like a sore thumb in the beautiful scenery of Artanges Manor. Autumn’s family had kept its historic beauty alive, honouring its roots and previous residents—which was the main reason the manor attracted guests.


“Remember when I said this year would be the year of adventure?” Lucas’s olive green eyes were sparkling wide—a little lunatic wide, if you asked Autumn. He gave the vehicle a solid pat, making it squeak in its place. “This is adventure.”


She stared at the yellow abomination.


“I’m not arguing with you there.”


He must’ve been kidding. He had to be. There was no way he was serious.


She recalled the conversation they had a few months ago on New Year’s Day. They had been in the manor, sitting in the common room together. Everyone was sharing what their aspirations for the upcoming year were.


When it was Autumn’s turn, she had said she enjoyed the past year and wouldn’t mind if the next one was the same. Her older sister, Emma, had commented on how boring Autumn always was and made a point about her turning thirty, which is why she should enjoy life. To her relief, Lucas had intercepted and said he would make their year an adventure he had always dreamt of.


And just like she had then, she felt out of place. She was afraid she knew where the conversation was going, even when Lucas hadn’t even started. His ash-blond hair was curling under his navy blue cap. When he looked at her again, she forced a smile, trying to look impressed and excited.


“Can’t you just imagine it? You, me, and this beauty taking over Europe.”


She took a deep breath in—she could imagine it very well, but that’s all it was. An image in her thoughts, far away from reality, as it should be.


“Where did you get it?”


“Jack sold it to me. It was a bloody bargain. He needed to get rid of it since he knocked up his bird.”


“You bought it?” she couldn’t hide the horror in her voice. Lucas looked at her under his brow.


“Yes, Autumn, I bought it. What’s the matter?”


“What’s the matter?” she retorted, feeling her pulse rising. “What money did you use to buy it?”


Lucas had a job at the local car repair shop, but he wasn’t rolling in the big bills. He wasn’t one to look after his money; hell, any money he had, he spent at the bar under his flat or gaming. He sometimes helped at the manor, but he was constantly butting heads with Steven, Autumn’s father, which made it a tad bit challenging. Autumn, as well as everyone, knew Steven could be stubborn, but so could Lucas. They were not just stubborn but also insistent on getting their way, even when it was wrong.


“With my money,” he was getting irritated. “I thought you’d be happy, Autumn. This is what we wanted. Freedom and adventure. I’ll fix this bad boy so it’s suitable for living and then we’re off to see the world.”


Autumn pondered her next words carefully. She inhaled deeply through her nose and smiled, or at least she tried to, not sure if it actually reached her lips.


“Is it what we wanted though?” Her voice was careful and soft, almost childlike, as she tilted her head.


Lucas sighed, rolling his eyes. “What?”


She didn’t want to argue. She didn’t want to rile him up.


“I’m.... I can’t leave Artanges. You know that. It’s about to be the busiest season; my family needs me. Artanges needs me,” she said, gesturing at the great manor next to them as if it were a character taking part in the discussion. She even found herself looking at it, to see what the building thought of Lucas’s crazy suggestion.


And as crazy as it was, she felt the manor judging him too. She could almost feel the manor telling her, You can’t leave me, I need you.


He didn’t say anything; he didn’t even look at her. He just shook his head.


“I thought you’d be happy,” he made a gesture to walk past her. “I just wanted to show you this, and Harry told me there’d be some leftover pastries to take to the shop. I’ll let you think about it and we’ll talk later?”


His excitement was gone and replaced with irritation, which she hated. She never wanted to make that shift in her boyfriend’s emotions, but she also didn’t want to lie. He must have known how she would react; they had been together for six years, for crying out loud. How could he not know Autumn was the least spontaneous person in his life?


Even when Autumn knew there wasn’t much to talk about, she nodded, put on a small smile, and said:


"We’ll talk about it.”
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Carrying a pile of towels, Autumn was deep in her thoughts. What Lucas had suggested had been absurd. Completely insane. Who would help carry the towels if she left? Her parents had enough on their hands as it was.


Autumn had been taking care of the manor her whole life, even though she would argue that the manor had been taking care of her—it had raised her. Autumn liked to think of the manor as her own lady of the house. She had been doing so since she was little, and her family had tried to teach her to refer to the manor as it rather than she, but she persisted until eventually, they gave up.


The floors had felt her take her first steps, and the walls had heard her first words. There were even permanent markings on them, thanks to Autumn’s quick feet and colourful crayons. Marie, Autumn’s mother, had been the same as her grandmother. It was their family estate, yet it didn’t belong to them. It belonged to no one.


Autumn loved Artanges with all of her heart. It was the most beautiful building she’d seen, and she was lucky to call it hers. Artanges had five floors, including the basement floor, the attic, and the towers, but only three main floors. All, except one, the guest rooms were on the second floor, and common areas were located on the first floor.


Their family had been running a bed and breakfast for decades. It had started with Grandma June when she’d inherited the manor from her parents. She hadn’t wanted the manor at first but then made a business out of it with Grandpa Richard.


Autumn had never known what life would be like without strangers visiting. The constant hellos and goodbyes. She and Emma had been working in the manor since they learnt to walk, helping to clean the rooms, take care of the garden, and, whenever Harry would let them, help bake the morning pastries. When they grew older, they got more and more responsibilities, and Emma, who was the rebel of the family, fought against it, not wanting anything to do with the family business. Autumn was more than happy with the responsibility she got; she felt it was her duty, her inheritance. Taking care of Artanges didn’t feel like a chore for her; it was her destiny.


But Lucas didn’t understand that, not one bit. He felt it was too much work, too much of her family, and he did everything in his power to fight against it.


Run off on a road trip, for Christ’s sake. There was absolutely no way.


She turned to the main stairs, shaking her head until something moved in her peripheral view. There, in the middle of the lobby, stood a person.


She stumbled on her feet, dropping a few towels from the pile as she grabbed the handrail. “Jesus.”


A man with golden-brown hair stood in the middle of the lobby, a bag by his feet. He just stood there, watching her as if her stumbling had captured his attention. He was so incredibly still, it almost felt eery. He could have passed for a statue, had his eyes not moved over her, taking her in. He wore a dark-brown leather jacket that looked like it could have once been black but had lived a good life.


Shivers shook her body, and she fought not to visibly shake them off. Had someone left the window open? She could definitely feel a breeze.


“Hello.” She knelt to pick up the towels. “Are you checking in?”


He was still studying her in a way that made her uneasy, as if he could see right through her, through her deepest, darkest secrets.


“Yes,” the man said, his voice so deep it sounded almost ethereal and out of this world.


Even with the little distance between them and the brief time she dared to look at him, she could tell he was very handsome. Autumn felt herself fluster, which wasn’t out of character, not really. Giving a brief wipe of her forehead, she set the pile of towels down.


“Mr Connell?”


The man nodded, his eyes finally releasing their grip on her and taking in the grand foyer with all its glory. She had seen those faces endlessly, stunned by the detail in the decor and the large stairs curving to both sides of the manor. The lobby was spacious, with the large staircase and chandelier being the centrepiece. To the left was the kitchen and dining room, and the door leading downstairs to the laundry room. At the back was their grand library, which Autumn would bravely suggest was the manor’s main highlight. On the right side, closest to the main entrance, were the office and lobby bar, which led to the breakfast room. Mirroring the library was the grand ballroom at the back, where they held their New Year’s Ball.


“I’m Autumn, one of the innkeepers. Would you follow me into the office, please?”


She led him to the office, instructing Mr Connell to sit on the couch if he wished. He did no such thing and stood next to the couch, while Autumn leaned on the desk and logged into the computer.


“Mr William Connell, isn’t it?”


He nodded, humming affirmatively.


She had been intrigued by this particular guest ever since his booking had come through a few weeks ago. “Your booking was made until the 12th of April next year, which means your stay with us will be a whole trip around the sun.”


“That’s correct.”


“So you’ll be staying with us for a year?”


“Isn’t that the definition of a trip around the sun?”


She looked up from the computer. For the first time, his eyes properly met hers, and she saw they were a beautiful hazel, framed with long eyelashes. He had a short stubble that suited his delicate but angular facial features. His gaze was too intense, forcing her to look away.


He smelt of a mix of earthy fresh air and something sharper, almost like the aftertaste of whiskey. It filled the entire small office room, intoxicating her.


“Yes. Yes, it is,” she muttered. In the booking details, she saw he was from London and was 32 years old. “What is the purpose of your trip?”


He looked at her, and she couldn’t quite decipher his expression. Was he irritated? Bored? Dumbfounded? Whatever it was, he didn’t seem impressed.


“A change of scenery.”


Autumn ticked ‘leisure’ in his booking information.


“Is this your first time in Aramore?”


“No.”


Not a chatty one, it seems, she thought to herself.


Autumn was very intrigued by what his plans were in Aramore, as it was a rather small town with not much to do, and he was staying for quite a while. He didn’t seem like he was in a chatty mood, so she decided not to prolong the questionnaire. She was sure she’d have her chance during his year-long visit.


“Then I just need to see and take a copy of your ID, and we’re all set.”


From his leather jacket pocket, he pulled out a wallet and handed over his driver’s license. She scanned it for his booking information and returned it to him.


“Let me show you to your room. Do you need help with your bags? I mean, bag...?”


Neither of them was sure whether it was a question or not.


“No need.”


They walked through the lobby and up the stairs, turning left where the stairs divided. Autumn kept eyeing the windows she could see. She was sure the cold breeze was coming from somewhere, and she hoped nothing had broken. She wasn’t sure if her father could handle another broken window or ceiling.


The hallway was spacious with high ceilings, ornate mouldings framing the soft-coloured walls, highlighted by wood panelling. Running the length of the hallway were various pieces of antique furniture, including elegant mahogany console tables with marble tops and gilded mirrors above them. The tables were adorned with antique lamps that provided a gentle illumination in the lonely hallway.


“Directly below us is the library,” she said as they walked past a few guest rooms. “Our guests are free to take the books to their rooms. If you don’t want to go through all the books cover to cover, there’s also a folder where you can see what books we have and which shelves they’re on, or you can just ask us. We know the books quite well.”


As he didn’t say anything, she promptly peeked at him. He was looking at the walls of the hallway, where large paintings of past residents of the manor and people from the town hung.


He didn’t seem like the usual solo traveller Autumn was used to seeing. Usually, solo travellers were history buffs or, in Lucas’s words, ‘adventurers.’ Mr Connell didn’t seem like either.


They reached the end of the hallway, and she opened the door, motioning for him to step in first.


The Lady Talmhach Room was one of the biggest rooms in the manor, excluding the suites. The walls were emerald green with golden frames. In the back corner was a king-size bed with a large bed frame. It was one of Autumn’s favourite guest rooms.


As she looked at Mr Connell, he once again didn’t seem impressed.


“Are you happy with the room, Mr Connell?”


The man gazed at her as if she had pulled him back to reality from his thoughts. Autumn met his gaze with a polite smile, one she’d perfected over the years. She still wasn’t sure what he thought of the room, the manor itself, or even her. His piercing eyes shifted back to the room as he walked deeper inside, setting his bag on an armchair by the wall.


“It’ll do,” he said without looking at her. With a curt nod, she retraced her steps toward the door and the hallway.


“Breakfast is from 7 to 10. It’s served in the breakfast room on the first floor. We don’t serve lunch, but dinner is from 4:30 p.m. to 7 p.m. You can borrow a bike from the barn outside; you’ll be able to see it from the door. Feel free to walk around the manor; we’ve locked the doors that are staff-only, so you don’t need to worry about where you’re allowed to go. Oh, and we lock the front door at midnight, so if you need to get in after that, just inform us early, and we’ll make sure someone is there to open it for you.”


Her eyes lingered on the lonely bag on the armchair as she delivered her usual monologue like a record.


“Should you need anything, you can always call us; the information is in the brochure on the nightstand, or you can just wander around until you stumble upon one of us. We’re always around. I wish you a great stay at the Artanges Manor.”









Chapter Two


365


Autumn was on dinner duty that evening, which was an easy job with only three guests in the entire manor, and only two of them having dinner. She wasn’t sure what Mr Connell was planning to eat, but she didn’t need to know. She hadn’t seen him outside of his room since checking in.


“What did you two get up to today?” she asked, pouring some more water into the guests’ glasses. The man, Mr Harris, muttered a thank you and looked at the woman, Ms Wilson. She had copper hair twisted up in a claw clip, with a few strands that didn’t reach the clip hanging loose.


“Thank you, dear,” she said, leaning back in her chair. “Good heavens, what did we do today?”


Mr Harris moved a piece of beef with his fork. “We saw the town and visited the farm.”


The woman snapped her fingers and nodded. “Ah yes! How cute are those sheep!” She gasped and met Autumn’s eyes. “They have their fences so close to the manor; is it your land or theirs?”


Autumn smiled, setting the carafe of water down on the side table. “It’s our land, but the Cooks are like family. Their sheep have been there before I was born.”


Ms Wilson raised her hand to her chest. “That is absolutely endearing. I love the spirit in these little towns. It’s like you’re all one big family.”


Autumn nodded, thinking that sometimes it was even too much so, but she wouldn’t burst her bubble of the idyllic small town.


The town of Aramore was a well-known must-visit small town. Its narrow streets and picturesque buildings with the river flowing through invited people from around the world to come visit and spend time in their fairytale town. Many businesses in town were family-owned, as most of Aramore’s residents had lived there for centuries.


On the downside, everyone was in everyone’s personal business, too.


After they finished dinner, it was already 7:20 p.m., so she cleaned up the dining room and pushed the cart to the kitchen.


“They seemed to love the beef stew but were too full for dessert,” Autumn said, pushing the cart of dishes into the kitchen. Harry, his husband Ed, Steven, and Emma were sitting at the kitchen table with their plates. Emma was a rare sighting at the manor these days; she usually only visited if she was half-forced to work or if she wanted something. Autumn kept eyeing her, trying to figure out which it was.


“That’s a shame. Now sit down and grab yourself a plate,” Harry said, nodding toward a chair.


Autumn filled her plate with food and sat down.


“Where’s Mum?”


“She ran to the store. Did I see Lucas with an old van earlier?” Steven asked, looking at his younger daughter.


“Yes,” she said reluctantly. She wished he hadn’t seen it, just so this conversation could have been avoided. She didn’t need to give him any more reasons to bash Lucas.


“Where did he get that rusty piece of shit?”


Autumn couldn’t help but laugh, even though she disapproved of his motives. He generally didn’t like anything Lucas did; he might as well have driven a Ferrari, and Steven would have said it was presumptuous and a waste of money.


“Dad, do you have to speak like a caveman?” Emma scoffed, her eyes on her phone. “What kind of van?”


“I don’t know much about vans. He bought it from Jack. It was yellow and, well, like Dad said, rusty.”


“What’s the van for?” Emma asked. Autumn twirled the stew with her fork, not particularly interested in having the conversation.


“It looked like Lucas did Jack a favour by taking that rusty old thing from him, but to pay actual money? What will he do with it, use the pieces for some other car?” Steven added, his mouth full of food.


“He’ll renovate it and make it a camper. He wants to travel around Europe.”


And just like on cue, the kitchen door opened.


“Oh, look who it is. We were just talking about you,” Harry said as Lucas shut the door behind him and shrugged off his coat. He was still wearing a blue cap, and his shirt had black oil stains all over.


“Yeah?” he grunted as he went straight to the stove and got himself a plate.


“How fun about the van,” Emma said, her tone immediately lighter. “That’s so trendy right now. People are buying old vans and renovating them as campers; you can do wonders.”


Of course, she would say that.


“Yeah, wish my girlfriend was as excited,” Lucas said as he sat down across the table. Autumn didn’t need to meet his gaze to know he was looking at her with displeasure. He was always challenging her in front of others, seeking support for his arguments. But this wasn’t the moment for that, not with most of her family around the table like hawks. Not even when he flat-out called her out.


“So, when are you leaving?” Emma asked, leaning on the table with her elbows. She surely knew Autumn wasn’t going to go if she knew her at all; she was only egging her on. Autumn wanted to tell her to go with Lucas, but she might just do that.


Emma was two years older than Autumn, having turned 32 last January, but most of the time Autumn felt like she was the older sister. Emma was studying to become a lawyer, and this was her third attempt. She had quit the last two times. The first time, she quit because she wasn’t ready for school, so she moved to Australia and worked in a beach bar for a year. The second time, she quit because she got married and intended to be a housewife. The marriage ended as quickly as it had begun, which shattered Emma’s dreams.


People always said they could tell Emma and Autumn were sisters, even though Autumn didn’t think they looked that similar. Autumn was taller and had strawberry-blonde hair, while Emma’s was more bleached blonde. Emma’s eyes were greyer, while Autumn’s were greener. They both had their mother’s face, but Autumn was a spitting image of Marie. Marie was also tall, with green-blue eyes and blonde hair that reached her jaw. Steven, on the other hand, was dark. Dark brown, greying hair, and very dark eyes.


Although they looked like sisters, they couldn’t be more different.


“Depends on her.” She could have sworn the words were meant to sting.


Autumn felt her uncle and father’s gazes on her. Emma caught that.


“I would love to go. What could be more romantic-”


“Than being crammed in a truck for weeks?” Autumn scoffed.


From the corner of her eye, she saw Steven smirk before collecting his plate, thanking Harry for the meal, and exiting the kitchen.


“Yes, thank you, sweetheart, it was delicious as always. I’ll go continue in the Tower Room,” Ed said, mirroring Steven’s lead.


“I’ll go see if the guests want dessert in their rooms,” Harry muttered.


Within mere seconds, it was just the three of them in the kitchen.


“Do you see how you made everyone uncomfortable?” Lucas said.


Autumn finally met his gaze, and as she had predicted, he was really looking at her with fire in his eyes, as if he had been charging that fire all day and was waiting to unleash it.


“Me?” Her voice was soft, careful not to trigger anything.


“Yeah, why do you have to be like that?”


Autumn didn’t say anything; she just took her water glass and raised it to her lips. This was nothing new to any of them. Lucas was very fiery, Autumn was not, and Emma was always just there to witness it. Her presence was hardly noticed in the manor work-wise, but when it came to Lucas and Autumn’s relationship, she was always there.


“As someone who’s completely objective, I do agree with Lucas here, Autumn. You could be more considerate of other people. This is his dream,” Emma said, her voice calm and condescending. Autumn bit her tongue, taking a long sip of water and putting the glass down. She wasn’t one to pick up arguments or cause drama, and she couldn’t stand Emma and Lucas insinuating otherwise.


But like always, she let it go.


“You’re right,” she said. “I’m sorry, Lucas. I didn’t mean to rain on your parade. We’ll talk about the van later, okay?”


“When will you talk about it? Do you always just say ‘later’?” Emma pressed, as if she were their couples’ counsellor or Lucas’s lawyer. Emma tended to lecture her whenever she had the chance, especially around Lucas and other men who were around.


“Soon. In the next couple of days,” Autumn said, looking at Lucas, who nodded, accepting his fate. “Now, if you’ll excuse me.”


She made another plate and headed towards the private side of the manor, where only their family could enter. Autumn and her parents lived in the manor along with her grandmother. Emma hadn’t wanted to live in the manor ever since she turned 18 and got an apartment in the town near Lucas. Uncle Harry and Ed lived a few miles away in a hut that looked just like them—earthy and filled with never-ending projects.


Autumn locked the door behind her, and while it still looked like the manor, it was more home-like. The floor was covered with a fitted carpet, softening her steps, unlike anywhere else in the manor. The hallway had pictures of their family—of little Autumn and Emma roaming around Artanges.


She knocked on a door, hearing the television loud in the hallway.


“Grandma?” She peeked inside and found her grandmother asleep on the bed with the television on, her mouth hanging open as she snored. Autumn turned the volume down and set the plate on the nightstand, which made the older woman open her sleepy eyes. It always amazed Autumn how the television could be screaming but then little noises woke her up.


“Marie?”


“No, Grandma, it’s Autumn,” she said, sitting beside the bed. “Are you hungry? I brought you dinner.”


Grandma June had reached the great age of 85 last year. She had taken care of the manor until her 70s, and after that, she slowly started to take it easy. Her memory played tricks on her every now and then, but it had mostly been recent. She had started hallucinating, mixing dreams with her waking state. Her legs were sore and weak, making it hard for her to walk around the large estate, and she hadn’t been able to go upstairs in years. Which was probably for the best. Autumn knew well enough that Grandma June would find a way to scrub the rooms clean no matter how old she was.


It was a hard blow for Autumn to see her grandmother, who had been the soul of their family—always on the go, spreading love as much as she could—grow old and slowly lose the ability to be herself. But no matter how time took a toll on her, Grandma June remained Autumn’s favourite person, and she was sure that would never change.


Grandma June tried to sit up on the bed, but Autumn helped her. She adjusted the electric bed so she could sit up while eating and set the pillows behind her back.


“What time is it?”


“It’s 6 p.m., Grandma.” Autumn handed her the plate.


“Is it Saturday?”


“No, it’s Tuesday.”


“Has Harry come from school yet?”


“Yes, he’s in the kitchen.” Sometimes it was easier to just go with it. When Grandma’s memory first started playing tricks, it was an endless battle trying to correct the wrongs. She would get upset when she wouldn’t remember things, but inherently, it was just as difficult for Autumn to accept that her beloved grandmother was ageing and changing. The person she had grown up looking up to was changing, and the roles were slowly reversing between them.


Marie hadn’t wanted to put her into a home, as they had plenty of room in the manor and they were constantly around. When Grandpa Richard passed away ten years ago, Marie had promised to take care of Grandma June.


Once Grandma June had finished eating, Autumn climbed onto the bed next to her, as she had always done. Sometimes when Grandma was talkative and perky, they talked endlessly, and she told her stories of her youth and the manor.


And sometimes, like that night, they just lay in silence, watching television.
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Autumn and Lucas had known each other from a young age. Lucas’s parents, Oscar and Penelope, ran a brewery a few miles out of town. Their parents were friends, and they went to all the same schools, never really being friends or showing interest in one another.


Lucas had been a total pain in the ass, or at least that’s how Autumn recalled it. He was always up to mischief with his friends. Autumn had been more interested in spending time with her best friend Leah and playing in Artanges than boys. When they became teenagers, they couldn’t have been further apart from each other, and she only knew him as the guy everyone knew.


It wasn’t until well past their university years that they finally met again, during a drunken bar night. Autumn hadn’t been much of a drinker, but occasionally, with the right company, she would get tipsy—exactly when she and Lucas rekindled.


Lucas had been all over the UK after graduation, looking for a place to settle down, and finally made it back to Aramore. Autumn still wasn’t sure what had led him back, but there he was, in Jimmy’s, the local pub, where Autumn had been celebrating Leah’s birthday. He had barely recognised Autumn, even though she had always looked the same. He’d flirted with her, trying to sweep her off her feet by the bar when she was ordering another round of drinks. He had said Autumn could play Alice in Wonderland or Princess Aurora in a movie because of her blonde hair and blue eyes. Autumn giggled and stated he must be really drunk or hallucinating. Evidently, his cheesy line did work, as it got him a first date and eventually a six-year-long relationship.


Many people were against their relationship. Leah couldn’t stand Lucas because, to her, he hadn’t changed since he was little. Emma didn’t understand why the two of them were together; it was clear without saying. Oscar and Penelope liked Autumn, and she wanted to think that her family liked Lucas. Well, everyone except Steven, but she wasn’t sure if Steven would like any guy his daughters brought home. She recalled the time Emma’s ex-husband, Roderick, had visited, and Steven had been all grunts, sighs, and eye rolls—zero actual words.


But even after everything, they had made it through.


Lucas had his place in town, and Autumn lived in Artanges. They had talked about potentially moving in together at one point, but Lucas wasn’t interested in moving to the manor where Autumn’s entire family was around constantly. Autumn, on the other hand, wanted to continue the legacy of Artanges after her parents. That conversation always ended in 'We’ll see.’


The townspeople kept pestering them about settling down and starting a family. Autumn didn’t want children, and Lucas did. They’d had discussions about it and decided they would see once she turned thirty, but now that it was about time for that, she knew she wasn’t ready. Perhaps when she was forty? She kept reading about more and more women having children in their forties; it wasn’t uncommon. But in all honesty, when she really looked within, she wasn’t sure if she even wanted kids.


She wanted to devote her life to the manor. She got along with children and liked them, but she didn’t necessarily need any of her own. She knew she didn’t have the resources to be a great parent. It was unfortunate, but she’d seen it in her parents and her mother’s parents. You couldn’t be both a great master of the manor and a great parent. That much she had come to know.


One could say those were significant differences to have with one’s partner, but if Autumn was good at anything, it was avoiding conflict. So, she did everything in her power to make their relationship work, except, of course, touring Europe in his van.


She didn’t complain when Lucas played his video games most of the time they spent together. She spent many of the nights at his apartment, which she wasn’t a fan of, but did so because Lucas wanted them to have privacy—which Autumn had interpreted to mean privacy from her family. She could understand that living with so many people around every day could be tiring, especially for someone who hadn’t grown up with it. This was why she had proposed to Lucas that they could renovate the cottage outside the manor and move in, but he hadn’t warmed up to that either. She kept hoping Lucas would see how well she treated him and that eventually, he would want to take charge of Artanges together. She knew they would do well if only Lucas would set his mind to it and commit.


“John’s coming to town next month,” Lucas said as they were having dinner the next night. It was a rare moment with just the two of them in the kitchen. Lucas had sat down a moment ago, not bothering to wash his hands, which seemed to be black from oil.


“Is he? Are you guys getting together?”


“Yeah, yeah, a bunch of us are actually. The guys are bringing their birds, so you need to come too.”


There were two things Autumn disliked—women being called birds and hanging out with Lucas’s friends—or 'his boys.’ She had condemned her narrow-minded views before and given multiple chances, but they never changed. She found his friends loud and arrogant; she never had a good time with them. That was the difference between them overall: Lucas was loud and arrogant, in full bloom around his mates. Autumn preferred to keep it simple and with only a handful of people, and by ‘handful,’ she meant preferably one person at a time.


“Please contain your excitement.”


Autumn scowled at him.


“Don’t give me that look. Like you’d rather get run over by a truck. Emma’s coming too.”


Autumn truly wished that would work as a drawcard for her. It did the opposite. Lucas and Emma had been in the same friend group always. Many times Emma spoke of Lucas as though she knew him better. Autumn wasn’t jealous, not at all, and she didn’t think she would mind if Emma only didn’t try to change Autumn to fit into a certain mould. A certain Emma-shaped mould.


“I’ll come,” Autumn said eventually, and Lucas smiled while chewing, reaching over the table to kiss her.


“Thanks, babe.”


He seemed content with her. Maybe now was the time to talk about the not-so-pleasant topic.


“I’ve thought about the van...,” she started, and his eyes snapped to hers. “I’m sorry, Luke, I really am, but I can’t do it. Summer is the peak time at the manor. I can’t leave my parents alone and just run off to another country.”


The smile faded, and disappointment was loud in his eyes. Autumn kept thinking he must have known deep down that it wouldn’t happen. It was Autumn, after all. Her place was here in Artanges, with people she knew, doing things she knew.


“Why can’t they hire someone for the summer? Why do we have to carry this place on our backs?”


We? Autumn chose to let it slide.


“They won’t, I know it.”


“But why?” he persisted.


“They just won’t, Luke. Do you know how many times Emma tried that when they made her work the summers? My parents would put Grandma to work before hiring someone new. They won’t do it before they have to, and me going on a road trip around Europe isn’t a good enough reason,” her voice was hushed, worried anyone would hear her.


Lucas put his fork down, shaking his head. “Let’s ask them. Let’s go ask them right now.”


“We will not,” Autumn said.


Lucas got up from the chair, the legs screeching against the tile floor.


“Lucas.” Her heart was racing.


“Why are you so afraid of your parents? You’re turning thirty, Autumn. Thirty years old, for fuck’s sake.”


Autumn didn’t respond; she just looked at him. She wasn’t afraid of her parents. She just didn’t want to interrupt their work by suggesting something that wouldn’t happen and therefore cause distress for nothing. And she also didn’t want to give her father or Lucas any reason to lash out at each other. It was like a war that was evidently going to happen at some point, waiting for someone to light a match. But she would work as the fire blanket as long as it was up to her.


Lucas’s expression was furious, but she could tell the biggest rush of emotion had passed.


“I don’t think you’re even sure they will say no; you’re just hiding behind them because you don’t want to go.”


He turned on his heel.


“Where are you going?”


“Relax,” he replied curtly, grabbing his jacket from the hanger. “Home.”


Before she could respond, he slammed the door shut. Autumn took a deep breath, exhaling through her nose, and buried her face in her palms.
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At midnight, someone always had to lock the door. Usually, it was Marie or Steven, since Autumn often stayed at Lucas’s. But when she stayed home, she took on the task so her parents could sleep peacefully. Checking to ensure no one was left outside, she peeked her head into the crisp April night. It was pitch black out.


She heaved the heavy front door closed, using her full body weight to click the lock into place. Passing by the office, she locked its doors as well. Few doors were locked for guests in Artanges; they allowed guests to roam freely. The office was the only place with sensitive customer information that needed to be secured.


Her steps shuffled through the empty lobby, her teddy slippers shielding her feet from the cold tile floor. She had been watching a historical romance series on her computer, hovering on the edge of sleep while waiting for midnight. Dressed in emerald satin shorts and a top, with a long cardigan wrapped over it, she tightened the cardigan around herself.


She had asked Ed if he noticed any broken windows or drafts, but he hadn’t. Then again, most of her family were hot-blooded.


Glancing up the darkened stairs, she noticed the few table lamps placed there for guests needing a midnight kitchen run. They didn’t want anyone tripping on the high steps.


Emma never stayed the night and, therefore, never did the closing shift. She found the manor frightening after dark. Since childhood, whenever they had to go somewhere in the middle of the night, Emma had clung to Autumn’s side, pushing her to go first.


Autumn, however, found a surprising comfort in the dark manor. In the darkness, the air was still, and the quiet enveloped her like a warm embrace. Artanges could never scare her.


As she was about to step into their living area, she felt the cool kiss of a breeze again. She halted, squinting her eyes in the dimly lit lobby.


Could it be coming from the lobby bar?


The lobby bar was on the opposite side of the entrance. Without turning on the lights, she approached the window. The room definitely felt colder than the lobby. Taking the handle in her hand she twisted it as tightly as she could, flatting out her other palm against the frame to push it shut. She felt along the window's edge, checking for the breeze.


Frustrated, she sighed and decided to address it in the morning. Tightening her cardigan once more, she turned on her heel—until something on the table caught her eye. Without looking directly, she reached for the table lamp. The light confirmed her suspicion. Her brows furrowed slowly.


On the table lay an open book—To Kill a Mockingbird. It was left open, as if someone had used it to mark their place. Next to the book was a glass of dark liquid. Lifting it to her nose, she identified it as brandy. The glass was still cold, with ice rattling around.


Clutching the lapel of her cardigan, she scanned the empty room. She had been in the lobby for a while and hadn’t seen anyone. The ice in the glass was still sharp, and the edge of the glass wasn’t wet. She turned to the armchair, where the cushions were indented, suggesting someone had been sitting there.


She wasn’t sure if she felt the breeze again or if the shivers came from elsewhere, but this time she shook them off visibly.


She placed a coaster under the glass, perhaps hoping whoever had enjoyed their drink in the dark lobby bar would return. Making a mental note to check the lobby bar first thing in the morning, she left the light on and returned to her room.
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The next morning, Autumn was on breakfast duty, which meant she got the breakfast cart ready with items Harry had prepared. This morning, there were croissants, eggs, beans, toast, cereal, fresh fruit, berries, and vegetables. Steven and Marie came out from their family’s hallway—the man plopping by the table and the woman making a breakfast plate to take to Grandma June. Autumn poured a cup of coffee and slid it in front of her father. He woke up before seven every single morning, but he was not a morning person, which is why Harry and Autumn both knew better than to speak a word to him.


Autumn didn’t mind the early mornings, but her night’s sleep had been cut short by locking the door and getting up for breakfast duty. She was used to it; it was the life of an innkeeper.


As she wheeled the breakfast cart into the breakfast room, she thought of the night before. Her parents were still having breakfast in the kitchen, so she could be sure they hadn’t been this far into the manor yet. Peering through the doorframe, she was faced with an empty room. Everything was as it should be.


No book, no glass, no crumpled pillows. The table lamp was off too.


She wasn’t sure if she felt relieved. The room didn’t feel as cold as last night, but that could be because the morning sun was peeking in through the windows, casting a golden veil over the room.


She shook her head, the few blonde strands framing her face falling to her eyes from her ponytail. Deciding to let it go, she continued her way to the breakfast room.
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She had taken Grandma June outside to get some fresh air and catch some rays of the sun. Grandma liked to sit on a wooden bench by the fountain, beneath the large trees that cast enough shade to provide comfort for hours. Autumn sat next to her, making sure her grandmother stayed under the blanket she had wrapped around her and wouldn’t fall.


Autumn could see her withering in front of her eyes; she was becoming more frail. Grandma June had her eyes closed and breathed heavily enough for Autumn to wonder whether she’d fallen asleep. Her nearly white hair flickered with the slightest breeze of wind, dancing on top of her eyebrows.


Autumn often wanted to ask Grandma June if she was afraid of death, but she couldn’t bring herself to do it. It was too scary to even bring it up, to even think about it. Autumn was terrified of death. She couldn’t think about it for long because the thoughts would end up consuming her, pulling her into the dark depths of her mind, wrapping her in a web with no sign of escape. She had learnt throughout her adult life to keep her mind busy whenever someone brought up death. It wasn’t as if she was allergic to the word—it didn’t always trigger her—but she wasn’t willing to find out which times did because she knew how deep the thoughts could send her. And she knew she couldn’t run from them.


No one could tell her that her fear was irrational, as it was going to happen. The minute she had been born, she had started dying. Just like every living thing on this Earth.


She was curious to know how her grandmother felt about death, as she was undoubtedly closer to it than Autumn. Sometimes she heard her speak to her late husband, Grandpa Richard, in her room, telling him about her day and that she would see him soon.


And every time, it shattered Autumn’s heart.


Autumn held on to her a little tighter, swallowing through the tightness in her throat.


She then noticed Mr Connell sitting on the steps of the manor, reading. He looked deeply focused on the book, lost in another world. She hadn’t seen him in days, perhaps closer to a week. It was a large manor; it wasn’t uncommon for her not to run into guests for days.


He was a peculiar guest, in more ways than one.


“Is it tea time soon, Marie?” Autumn looked down at her grandmother, who was tightly wrapped in a blanket but blinking her cool grey eyes open. Autumn soothed her arm, which felt so thin and bony under her touch, she was afraid if she squeezed too hard, she would break.


“Would you like some tea, Grandma?”


“Yes, please. Perhaps some biscuits as well.”


Autumn huffed, helping her up from the chair. “Of course.”


They made their way slowly to the manor, Grandma June gripping onto Autumn’s arm and her jumper as she carried most of her weight. As they were reaching the steps, Mr Connell’s eyes slid up from the book.


“Mr Connell,” Autumn nodded by way of greeting.


“Hello, Autumn.”


Hearing her name from his lips, laced with that deep and dark voice, made her skin tingle. She wasn’t sure how he had remembered her name—she was sure he hadn’t used it before; she would remember if he had. He was looking at her with the same expressionless face as he had a few days before. She wouldn’t describe it as blank, but she couldn’t tell if he was pleased or unhappy.


“Who’s this handsome fellow?” Grandma June smirked in her teasing way. She so rarely smiled anymore that it made Autumn smile too, despite it being completely inappropriate. Mr Connell’s eyes moved to the older woman.


“This is our guest...,” Autumn started, but Mr Connell stood up, straightening his jeans and holding out his hand.


“Will, pleased to meet you. I take it you’re the owner of this fine establishment,” he said, folding almost in two to see her, as he was quite tall and Grandma June was not. Autumn could tell her grandmother could barely squeeze his hand, but he took her hand in his ever-so-gently.


“Yes, yes. He’s very handsome indeed,” she whispered to Autumn. Before Autumn could try to discreetly hush her grandmother, William helped her through the front door. Autumn held Grandma June’s other hand as William held the other.


“Oh, Mr Connell, how sweet of you,” Marie gasped as she was on her way to take Grandma for tea. “Do you need to use the restroom first, Mum?”


“Is it tea time?” Grandma June looked at her under her brows.


“Yes, but do you need to use the restroom first?” Marie spoke louder and more articulately. Grandma June nodded, and Marie whispered she would take her.


Autumn was left alone with William, momentarily forgetting he was still there. She had been raised around small talk, forced to have casual conversations with strangers, yet it felt immensely more difficult with Mr Connell.


“How has your stay been so far?”


William was still looking after Grandma June and Marie but eventually met Autumn’s gaze.


“Quite well.”


“I’m glad,” Autumn said, unable to hold his stare longer. She glanced down at the book in his hand. “Is that from the library?”


He gave a little nod, revealing its red and green cover. His index finger was between the pages, indicating he was nearly finished with To Kill a Mockingbird.


The hair on her neck lifted.


“Have you read it?”


“I have not, I’m afraid,” she said, looking away and taking a step further, moving to walk inside the manor. Had he been the one in the lobby bar in the middle of the night?


“It’s in your library.”


“It’s a large library,” Autumn replied, her tone more defensive than she would have preferred. She knew she should let it go but needed to press on. “Is it good?”


“I enjoy it.”


She dared to meet his gaze once more. Both of them looked at each other, neither one saying anything or faltering—Autumn knew the conversation had ended as abruptly as it had started.


So she nodded, peeked at the book in his hands once more, and joined her mother and grandmother in the kitchen.
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Ed’s birthday dinner was set in the manor’s dining room, not the kitchen table, which meant it was indeed a special occasion. Harry had prepared it all day, making Ed’s favourite dishes, from crispy chicken tenders to baked beans. It was a quiet weekend guest-wise, with only a German couple and Mr Connell staying in the manor.


As always, the invite had been extended to guests, but the German couple was having dinner in town, and Mr Connell had politely declined the invitation, or so Autumn heard. She hadn’t spoken with him after their interaction in the garden.


She hadn’t spoken with Lucas either, not after he stormed out the other day. She had texted him, apologising and saying they could talk when they next saw each other, thinking he’d come by for dinner the next day like he always did, but he didn’t show up. He hadn’t responded to her message, and she hadn’t reached out again. Sometimes Lucas needed time to cool off, and Autumn was good at giving him space. She wasn’t keen on speaking with him in that state either.


“Happy birthday to my dear husband, you bring light in the darkness,” Harry said after they had finished singing “Happy Birthday,” raising his beer bottle. Autumn could tell he had trimmed his moustache just for this occasion, and she adored the attention to detail Harry put into everything.


“Happy birthday, Ed,” everyone said in unison, except Grandma June, who was already scooping the beans.


Ed, the star of the day, sat at the head of the table and awkwardly nodded, trying to accept the attention on him. Harry always told him it was just one day out of the year, but Ed kept saying even that was too much. But in those large, slightly downturned blue eyes, Autumn could see joy behind the discomfort. And that made every single “Happy Birthday” song worth it.


“Did you and Luke sort things out already?” Emma asked as the others talked about the time Ed had taken Harry to Italy and displaced his shoulder while cycling.


Autumn wasn’t surprised; she knew Emma was aware of pretty much everything that went on in their relationship. She really didn’t want to discuss it with her, as she was sure Emma was discussing it with Lucas too, and she didn’t feel she needed Emma’s advice, which she gave out regardless.


“Not yet, but we will.”


Emma took her wine glass, her eyes wandering to Autumn. She was sure she had plenty to say but was fighting every morsel of her being not to.


“I’m sure,” she finally said, taking a sip. “Luke is just sensitive.”


Autumn rolled her lips together and hummed in an attempt to agree with her.


Once everyone was settled for cake, Lucas barged in, his wet shoes squeaking against the floor. He was wearing sweatpants and a hoodie, his hair in messy waves.


“Hi, Lucas,” Marie said.


“Hey, everyone,” he replied.


Autumn hadn’t expected him, but judging by how Emma was smiling at him, she most likely knew. It was good, she supposed—now they would get to sort things out after dinner.


“Could you get me a beer?” Lucas asked, sitting down next to Autumn. It was the first thing he had said to her since storming out the other night.


She didn’t move but simply looked at him as he began scooping dishes onto his plate. His behaviour was no surprise to anyone; everyone around the table had met Lucas before. It didn’t make it any less humiliating for her that her whole family was silent. Or rather, they were silent until Steven cleared his throat, his eyes fixed on his dinner plate.


“I’ll get you one, Luke. I’ll get one for myself as well,” Emma said, getting up from the table.


“Cheers,” Lucas said, leaning back in his chair and finally meeting Autumn’s gaze. “What?”


“Are you going to wish Ed a happy birthday?”


“Yeah, yeah, of course. Happy birthday, Ed. You’re the man and yada yada. I’d toast if I had that beer.”


Autumn inhaled deeply, turning to her glass of wine and taking a sip. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see her mother watching her, but she avoided her gaze. She could also hear her father clearing his throat and placing his beer bottle on the table with a touch too much force.


Her parents had never interfered in her relationship with Lucas, and she was grateful for it. In fact, they had never spoken about it, not really. They found out they were dating when Lucas started being around more frequently and Autumn began staying over at his place. But as she thought about it, she couldn’t recall them ever asking where she was.


Regardless, she knew she could rely on her parents to keep silent about Lucas. As long as she avoided meeting their judging glares, she could pretend none of it was happening.


After the cake—a very excessive chocolate cake with strawberry filling—Grandma June was getting tired and asked to be taken to bed. Autumn offered to do so, as she had been waiting for an opportunity to excuse herself from listening to Lucas and Emma discuss how a woman who used to go to their class a decade ago had attended a swingers event. Her husband had caught her and was now filing for a divorce. Divorce? Since when had she become so old that people her age were getting divorced? It was all too much information shared—and to swallow—in an awkward setting. Even though the other people around the table had skillfully pretended not to hear and went on with their discussions about the weather and what work needed to be done around the manor.


Autumn had been about to remind Steven about the brochure but decided to bring it up to him privately at another time.


“Would you like some more cake and tea in bed, Mum?” Harry asked.


June didn’t seem to hear it as she was occupied with getting up from her chair and to her walker. Steven, who was sitting on the other side of her, helped her up and stabilised her.


"Would you like some more cake and tea? We could bring it to you in bed,” he repeated louder.


“More cake?” Grandma June sounded almost offended. “I’m ready to burst from how much I ate. I’ll have some later, thank you. It was absolutely delicious. My boy Harry is such a good baker.”


“I learnt it from you, Mum,” Harry said, getting up to kiss his mother’s head. “You sleep well now, will you?”


"Yeah, yeah,” she waved him off.


Autumn helped her to her bedroom, assisted her with her pyjamas and bathroom needs, and then got her into bed. She turned on a light at her nightstand lamp and covered her grandmother. Grandma June’s bedroom walls were light yellow, perhaps even lighter than they had originally been as the decades had drained the colours. In addition to her bed, there was a TV, a dresser, and an armchair by the window. It was quite small, but these days Grandma didn’t need much space. And on the days when she had been on the go, she had been just that—constantly everywhere but her bedroom.


“Would you like to watch some TV before bed, or are you ready to sleep?”


Grandma June looked so tiny under the big fluffy cover, her eyes barely open.


“I’ll sleep, my dear.”


“All right then. Sleep tight, Grandma,” Autumn said, kissing her forehead and turning off the light. She was already by the door when she heard her soft voice.


“You won’t marry that boy, will you?”


Confused, Autumn turned back to her.


“What was that, Grandma?”


“That boy,” she said, her eyes gleaming in the dark bedroom. “What’s his name?”


“You mean Lucas?”


“You won’t marry him, right?”


Autumn had discussed this with Lucas; it was perhaps the one thing they were in agreement on. It hadn’t been a proposal by any means, but a clinical discussion about the topic. They had agreed they would get married when they were financially stable, mostly on Lucas’s side, and once they had concluded their future plans. And that was that.


She walked back to the woman, who now looked more awake than she had in a while.


“Why do you say that?”


“He’s not worthy of you, dear, ” Grandma June said, reaching for her hand between the covers. “Get someone like Richard.”


Autumn sighed quietly, taking her hand. Her skin felt rough, no matter how much she tried to put lotion on, and bony, her hand felt bony. But most of all, her hand was warm and her touch filled with love.


Grandma June looked at the ceiling, pensive.


“Richard was a good husband. He was strong and caring. He made me laugh.”


“I remember, Grandma,” Autumn smiled, soothing the skin of her hand with her thumb. “You laughed all the time.”


The walls had echoed with laughter when Autumn was little. Grandma June had the most contagious laugh. The thought made her feel melancholic; she hadn’t heard it in a very long time and was afraid she would never hear it again. She had never seen a couple more in love than her grandparents. Grandma June brushed his hair every morning at breakfast, and he would call her the love of his life every single day. Even until the very end.


They argued and snapped at each other too, but she wouldn’t bring that up.


“He was my soulmate,” Grandma June said, her eyelids starting to get heavy.


“One can be only so lucky to meet theirs like you and Grandpa Richard had.”


Grandma June hummed, and soon her breathing deepened, and her hand relaxed. Autumn tucked her hand under the covers and soothed her wrinkled forehead, feeling her soft white hair under her fingers.


It was surprising to her that Grandma had paid attention to Lucas at all. Perhaps it was so obvious to her, having been so lucky with Grandpa Richard. Maybe she could see a mile away that Lucas and Autumn weren’t it. Autumn wasn’t sure if she would come across a person like that; maybe it wasn’t meant for everyone. Maybe a connection like that was one in a million. Maybe some people were granted different types of connections—ones that were good enough.


She leaned in to kiss her forehead, inhaled her cosy scent of floral and cotton, and left her to sleep.


She found Lucas and Emma still in the dining room, as others had apparently moved on, judging by the noise coming from the lobby bar. Emma was leaning on her elbow with a beer in her other hand, giggling at something. Lucas was smiling as he spoke. If she hadn’t known any better, they looked like a couple. Leah had always said Emma seemed like she had a crush on Lucas, but Autumn didn’t buy it. She had seen Emma with men; she was like that with everyone—all batting eyelashes and giggles.


“Luke, could we have a word?”


His face grew more serious while Emma’s smile persisted.


“Sure,” he said, getting up.


“I’ll be here if you need me,” Emma said. “Remember to be compassionate, Autumn.”


She let her comment slide; she had learnt to do so over the years she had spent with him. They went to her room, and she sat on her bed.


“What do you want to talk about?”


Was he really asking that?


“Well, first off, why didn’t you respond to my message?” she asked, her tone hushed.


“I was upset.”


“Couldn’t you have messaged me that you’re upset and need time?”


His eyes narrowed as he crossed his arms over his chest.


“Is this you being compassionate?”


Autumn took a deep breath and tried again.


“Are you still upset?”


“This conversation is making me upset,” he shrugged. “I thought you wanted to apologise, but here you are lecturing me.”


“I’m not; that’s not my intention,” she said, standing up and walking toward him. “I just want to talk things out and for us both to have a chance to say the things that have bothered us so we can move forward.”


She also wanted him to stop ignoring her when he was upset, but that was a conversation for another time. She just wanted to move forward and leave this argument behind them.


He sighed loudly. “Fine, I forgive you.”


Autumn squinted her eyes as if to read what was going on in his mind. She tried so hard to understand, but it wasn’t unusual for him to act like this. It was exhausting trying to talk with him when he was like this.


“You’ll forgive me for not coming to the road trip?” she tested the waters, her voice light. He uncrossed his arms and raked his fingers through his greasy hair.


“I’m not happy about it, but I do forgive you.”


She smiled, relieved. "I’m sure you’ll have more fun with some of your friends instead.”


He scoffed and looked at his feet, but even then, she could already see him visibly softening. She stepped closer, bringing her hands to his chest. He smelt like car oil and gasoline, which she had started to associate with his musk. His eyes met hers, and there was a familiar softness in them.


“You’ll need to make up for it to me, you know that, right?” His tone had completely changed—it was playfol. She felt immense relief and smiled. He could go from zero to a hundred, but he also came back down just as quickly.


“I can think of some ways,” she said quietly, as she slid her hands up around his neck. He wrapped his arms around her waist, and she waited for a moment, wishing he would apologise too.


He pressed his lips to hers but didn’t say a word.
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Pushing the cleaning cart over the carpeted hallway, Autumn made her housekeeping rounds for the day. They didn’t clean the guest rooms daily unless the guests requested it.


She felt lighter now that they had talked things out with Lucas. Or at least they had spoken enough to come to the conclusion that no one was upset, which was most important for her. Other issues could wait for a better time.


She had spent the night at Lucas’s, making things up to him. Perhaps that was why she felt lighter too—they had had sex. Lucas was right to argue that they couldn’t have sex as freely if they lived in the manor next to Grandma June’s bedroom. That just felt wrong. Autumn had never had sex in the manor and preferred it that way. Her family was always around; there was no way she could do it privately.


Maybe she felt apprehensive about the subject because she had heard Emma with a guy more than once or twice in the manor. She would rather die than be the one overheard.


As Autumn reached Mr Connell’s room, she knocked on the door.


“Mr Connell?”


She knocked again, with a bit more force.


“Mr Connell?”


Without a response or any sound from the other side of the door, Autumn used her key to open it, only to find the door unlocked.


“Mr Connell?” she called out carefully before opening the door fully. Perhaps he had forgotten to lock it, or maybe he was just trusting. Autumn propped the cart to keep the door open and glanced inside the room.


She hadn’t visited his room during his stay yet. He had been staying for a week, but Marie had been doing the housekeeping rounds while Autumn had been on breakfast duty. Checking the housekeeping notebook—which was old-fashioned, but her parents refused to use applications—she saw his room hadn’t been cleaned once during the week. There were no remarks about his room at all. With long-stay guests, they cleaned their rooms once a week unless requested otherwise.


The room was tidy, with barely anything touched. It smelt exactly like him. She wondered whether it was a cologne or a particular soap; it was very distinctive. She inhaled the scent deeply before opening the window to let in fresh air. She started by making the bed, noticing that Mr Connell preferred the left side. She then moved to the bathroom, cleaning surfaces and checking the towels, but everything was in order. He was a very tidy man, she had to give him that.


She gazed at his lonely bag, still on the armchair, which also looked empty. He must have emptied his clothes into the closet; he was going to stay for a year. On the coffee table were a book and a notebook, and she had to fight every ounce of curiosity not to touch them. Eventually, she lost the fight.


She moved the notebook slightly to see the book underneath. He was still reading the same book. She wasn’t sure why the thought of him reading the book alone in the dark lobby bar gave her shivers. Not only that, but she hadn’t seen or heard him leave. She had thought about it too much, to the point of her head hurting, leading her to the conclusion that she must have been half asleep and her mind must have been playing tricks with some of the details.


Suddenly, someone cleared their throat behind her, and she dropped the notebook. William stood by the cleaning cart at the door, his arms crossed over his chest, one ankle over the other.
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